








Praise for 1001 Nights in Iraq


“I’ve heard a lot of stories in 30 years as a Hollywood producer but I’ve rarely found one as beautifully bizarre, deeply touching and as uplifting as Shant Kenderian’s story.”


—Robert Cort, Executive Film Producer


“Shant Kenderian invites us into a privileged place rarely visited by outsiders in Baghdad, the perspective of an accidental Iraqi soldier. With him, we take a jagged road to the front lines of Saddam Hussein’s impetuous war against Kuwait. He takes us on an emotional journey that is both tormented and complex and, in the process, establishes an important context through which we can view today’s Iraqi conflicts. What a ride!”


—Liz Balmaseda, two-time Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist


“Authentic, uplifting, and above all human—this is a moving story of success against the odds.”


—Robert Lacey, bestselling author of The Kingdom


“The story of an innocent man hurled into a maelstrom of seemingly endless perils and predicaments, Shant Kenderian’s 1001 Nights in Iraq rivals anything in the fantastic tales narrated by Scheherazade. But Kenderian’s story is true, making it all the more astonishing and unforgettable. Only a man of great courage and resilience could have survived such a harrowing ordeal. And only a storyteller of extraordinary talent could have related it with such humanity, grace, and humor.”


—Andrew Carroll, New York Times bestselling editor
 of War Letters and Behind the Lines




“Shant is a modern-day Odysseus—yet the nymphs and monsters he faced were far from mythological. His book is proof that truth is sometimes not just stranger, but also more beautiful than fiction. Life is good after all.”


—Scarlett Lacey, film producer


“Shant has written a fast-paced, riveting story that allows the reader to peek into the beautiful mind and heart of a man who manages to stay away from the traps of bitterness and despair; and who against all odds, survives a satanic hell with dignity intact. This real-life story underscores the correctness of my great-grand-uncle Alfred Nobel when he said: ‘War is the horror of horrors and the crime of crimes.’”


—Claes Nobel


“Few true life adventures are as filled with hard-to-believe events as those recorded in Shant’s 1001 Nights in Iraq. As a participant in Desert Shield/Desert Storm, this remarkable account brought me back to key events but from a human, personal perspective that spans life-threatening as well as humorous, heartwarming events. This story proves that even in the most dire circumstances, Providence can intervene in a most profound way and that this impact continues in the lives of many of the key characters in this story.”


—Patrick P. Caruana Lt. Gen. (Ret), USAF
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To my Guardian Angel,


who took part in the events of this book, no less than I did,
 and without whom this story would have never been told.












1001 Nights in Iraq  tells the story of Iraqis forced to soldier in the Arabian Desert, sailors forced to go to sea, and of miraculous escapes from death, time and again. While an army of one million marches through the desert and mysterious events take place in the sea, 1001 Nights in Iraq resembles the world-renown classic known in the West by the title,1001 Arabian Nights.


Both stories tell of travel and adventure in an increasingly bizarre world. But unlike its namesake, 1001 Nights in Iraq tells a story true to the last word.


—Shant Kenderian















PART ONE






























1.

Land of Mirrors






The door to my father’s house was open, but I could not step inside. My cousin stood in the doorway, blocking my path. Her eyes warned me to take pause. If only it wasn’t too late. I had traveled an unfathomable distance to make things right with my father. I had ventured beyond boundaries of family, culture, and convention. I had no map, no compass, no tangible itinerary. A little more than two years after moving to the United States with my mother and brother, after embracing a new life and a new language, I had returned to my native Iraq to bid my father a proper farewell. On the heels of my parents’ contentious breakup, we had left too abruptly for good-byes. No amount of American food, adventure, and distraction could chase away the deep regret I felt for dishonoring my father by leaving without a word. A simple good-bye, that’s all I sought to bring him. At seventeen, I decided I would travel home, embrace him, make myself whole again, then return to my new world in America.


But nothing back home is that easy. My beloved Iraq is a land of mirrors and trick doors. By the time I learned this, just days after my return in 1980, it was too late. I was trapped. On September 22 of that year, only seven days after I arrived and made peace with my father, Saddam Hussein launched an attack against the neighboring country of Iran, marking the beginning of what would be an eight-year war. Saddam closed the borders and forbade all males of military age, myself included, from leaving the country. In one impetuous stroke, Saddam’s edict tossed me into a holding pattern that would endure not one war, but two. I would be stranded there for more than ten years and forced to take an unimaginable route back to America.


Now, nearly two years into my Iraqi limbo, I stood outside my father’s house, at yet another door deceptively open. I glared at my cousin and she stepped aside, revealing a living room full of mourners. I bowed in prayer. Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name…


I made my way past the mourners until I reached my father’s coffin. Two months earlier, my father, Hagop Kenderian, was struck as he drove on a one-lane road through the mountainous regions of northern Iraq. Two reckless Turkish cargo truck drivers were passing each other on an uphill segment of the road and collided with my father atop the hill. He was taken to a hospital in Mosul, but he never regained consciousness.


I draped my arms across the casket and I gave him the longest embrace I could ever remember. As I did this, I could hear through my sobs the chatter of strangers, relatives of my father’s wife.


“Who is he?”


“This is his son who came back from America.”


 


America. It no longer seemed a real place to me, certainly not one that could be accessed via Baghdad. It all seemed a memory: landing in Chicago, Illinois, as a grateful green card holder and permanent resident. I was fifteen years old. I eagerly took in the novelties of American life and the notion that in the United States democracy and freedom are God-given rights. Granted, I felt like an outsider at first. But then again, I’ve always felt like an outsider. As an Iraqi Christian of Armenian descent, I often felt like an interloper in my own country. I was raised in a tight Armenian community, attended a private Armenian school, and worshipped within the ornate walls of the St. Gregory the Illuminator Armenian Apostolic Church in Baghdad’s ancient city. Since our great-grandparents settled in Iraq, fleeing rampant massacres in Ottoman Turkey in the early 1900s, we’ve shared a precarious existence as tolerated foreign infidels in a land of Muslim dominance.


By comparison, my entry into the United States was a breeze. I plunged into school and soaked up every bit of knowledge I could. It was exciting to experience new things, to speak a new language, shop at the supermarket and get lost in the aisles of infinite candies. I loved donuts at first bite and cafeteria-style mashed potatoes with gravy. I saw a squirrel for the first time and was shocked to learn that skunks can stink up a few neighborhood blocks when angered. I loved the American traditions of Halloween and Thanksgiving—the former for its weird and colorful costumes and the latter for the cozy family feeling it brought me.


My brother became rebellious and difficult. I dealt with life by burying myself in my studies. I borrowed books from the library and devoured them long before the due date. I always finished my math and science homework, then solved the remaining chapter problems that were not included in the assignment. When I could not exchange my PE class in favor of another science class, I convinced my advisor to sign me up for a German-language class during lunch period. Each day, I’d grab a bag of Cheetos from the vending machine on my way to class. The pages of my German book gradually turned an odd shade of orange. By the time I reached my junior year, I was taking advanced courses in physics, chemistry, and math. I didn’t know what a “GPA” was, nor did I understand what value it possessed. From a letter sent to my mother from school, I know now that my GPA was somewhere above 4.5, but I barely had a clue whether that meant I was successful.


Not only was school a great adventure, it was a safe harbor from the pain of a broken family. I missed my father. At first, my mother forbade me from writing letters to him. Then, she allowed me as long as I did not include a return address. I obeyed her for about six months, then told her I was going to break the rule. My mother’s anger only intensified as letters filled with venomous references to her began to arrive from Baghdad. Caught in the volley of harsh words between my parents, I began to dread the arrival of mail from Iraq.


As if our new life weren’t jarring enough, my mother announced abruptly that she would remarry soon. She gave us no warning, no tactful preamble, just a nonnegotiable declaration. My brother and I stepped out onto the balcony and cried. A few months later, my mother and her fiancé, Bob, went to the courthouse and said their vows. From one day to the next, there was a man in our house with a new set of rules. Just a few weeks after that, my aunt telephoned from Iraq to tell me my father also had remarried. He never called to break the news. I sensed he was too hurt to do so. So far away, I felt powerless. I desperately wanted to mend my family’s wounds. I felt I needed to do so before I could resume my new life.


Shortly before what would have been my senior year in high school, I set off for Iraq on a solo mission to set things straight. For the first time, I felt grown-up, responsible, in control of my life. But it was only an illusion. Just one week later, I was no longer a high school student trapped in an annoying family drama. I was a prisoner of Saddam Hussein, a pawn in his ludicrous war against Iran.


I managed to evade military service for a while by enrolling in a college program. I took solace in my Christian-Armenian community and tried to make the best of my predicament. I continued my schooling in Baghdad and enrolled in engineering courses at the University of Technology. But I only managed to delay the inevitable. As soon as I graduated with a bachelors of science degree in engineering in 1985, I was forced into the military service, drafted into the Iraqi Navy. I had no choice. In Saddam’s Iraq, the only option to enlistment was execution. I spent the next three and a half years fighting the Iranians on the front lines, in and near the city of Basra.


During that eight-year conflict, which played out almost unnoticed on the world stage, it was not unusual for one country to suffer losses in a single night that were equal in magnitude to all of those suffered by the American troops during their years in Vietnam. It was an unpopular war, one that left the Iraqi people grasping for feeble justifications. Within months of the beginning of the war, the only justification they could find to continue Saddam’s fight was to defend their land from the country that they themselves had invaded.


During that time, the United States opened an embassy in Baghdad, which gave me tremendous hope that I might find a way to get inside and claim asylum. However, as an enlisted soldier I was forbidden from approaching any foreign embassy. It also was a crime punishable by death. On a visit to Baghdad in 1986, my mother pled my case before U.S. embassy officials. They transferred the paperwork to the embassy in London, so that the front-office Iraqi clerks, almost certainly agents for Saddam, would not see my name. But nothing came of it. I was forced to wait until after the Iraqi government lifted the travel ban in 1990 to contact the embassy in Baghdad. By then, the Iran-Iraq War had been over for more than a year. The most treasured pieces of my world had been rearranged. My mother and brother had moved to Los Angeles, California. In Baghdad, my father had died, as had my grandparents. Most of my close relatives in Iraq had departed. There were nothing but ghosts and childhood memories to fill the ample boulevards I once found so stunning in my Baghdad neighborhood. Although I had never been to California, it seemed more like home than the decaying city around me. I couldn’t wait to get there.


But once again, Saddam Hussein’s ambitions intervened. Before my green card renewal process was complete, he lashed out at yet another neighboring country. On August 2, 1990, Iraqi forces invaded Kuwait, triggering a sequence of events that would culminate in war with the West during Operation Desert Storm.


On the day Saddam announced his military action against Kuwait, he gave all Iraqi males under the age of fifty-five three days to register for military service. The penalty for refusing to do so had a familiar ring: summary execution.


And I thought my military days were safely behind me. But those days were schoolboy outings compared to what lay ahead in my 1,001 nights in the Iraqi Army. Those nights would give me a front-line view of the abject corruption of Saddam’s regime. They would take me across enemy lines. They would transform a misplaced engineer and melancholic painter—a science geek from Chicago’s Wheeling High School, a guy with really bad timing—into a witness of history, a desperate schemer, and a prisoner of war, an Iraqi suspect in the hands of the U.S. Army. I spent more than a decade searching for an escape hatch out of Saddam’s fright house. The funny thing is I found the door to freedom in the least-expected place—in prison. Only in Iraq.


Of course I hadn’t yet heard the rumblings of war on the morning I set out to meet an artist friend for what I thought would be just another sweltering day in Baghdad.















2.

Register Within Seventy-two Hours or Be Shot






Mohammed was late as usual. We were supposed to meet at 8:00 A.M. on August 2, 1990, near the Academy of Fine Arts, where he studied. But twenty minutes had passed and so had most of the morning’s fair, more manageable temperatures. The summer heat crept into the heart of Baghdad’s ancient city and I knew that soon it would reach the usual hundred and twenty degrees of a typical August day. I wasn’t about to stand around and wait for another one of Mohammed’s poor excuses for chronic tardiness.


It’s not that I had anywhere pressing to go. I had finished school. I didn’t have a job. In truth, I didn’t want one, not in Baghdad anyway. I didn’t see the point. I was financially stable, having inherited money from my wealthy grandfather. I had a family home and a car. Yes, I had job opportunities. In fact, from a pool of two hundred and fifty applicants for one coveted position, I got the offer. I turned it down because my only goal was to leave Iraq for the United States. So I had nowhere particularly important to go that day. But, I had better things to do than wait in the sun for Mohammed.


As I headed for my car, I bumped into an old friend and fellow engineering graduate from the University of Technology. Sardar was preoccupied, nervous. He skipped all the usual Iraqi formalities of public greetings. At a minimum, customs dictate that the person entering the presence of others should initiate the greeting with “Al-Salamu Alaykum” (Peace be upon you), while the other should respond with “Wa Alaykum Al-Salam” (And upon you be peace). Anything short of that is considered offensive. I was often criticized for trying to get by with “good morning” and “good afternoon” rather than abide by Arab traditions.


“Why aren’t you in the United States?” Sardar demanded.


I was taken aback slightly, but I explained that I was in the process of renewing my green card.


“It should be ready in two or three weeks,” I told him.


“Then you haven’t heard?” Sardar asked.


The look on his face told me it wasn’t good news.


“The entire Iraqi border is closed again,” he announced.


His words drifted past me and melted into the summer heat. I shrugged in denial.


“No, it’s not,” I told him. “I just drove my aunts to the airport last night. I stood there and watched their plane take off, just before midnight.”


Sardar gave a sarcastic grin.


“Your aunts are very lucky,” he said. “They closed the borders this morning.”


A sick dread seeped into my gut.


“I don’t understand…Why?” I wanted to know.


“Because we invaded Kuwait.”


“We.”


“We. Us. You and me.”


His words were all the more unsettling because he spoke with calm resignation.




“We invaded Kuwait,” I persisted.


“Yes. Kuwait.”


I refused to believe him. I needed a headline, a news account, something concrete and official. Instead, I got tardy Mohammed, who rushed up with his own news bulletin. Sadly, it was the same one I had heard from Sardar.


The three of us walked to the nearest café to find a radio. There were only a few people inside, all clustered around a small radio atop the counter. The waiter saw us come in, but only nodded before turning his attention back to the radio. The café scene was an eerie still life. The morning’s stikan, those ubiquitous glass teacups in every café in Baghdad, sat untouched. And there was silence, none of the usual constant jingling of little spoons stirring excessive amounts of sugar into tea. The faceless radio announcer had the floor and his words reverberated across the room.


“Iraq has answered the call to help a group of faithful Kuwaiti men who overthrew the corrupt prince early this morning…This military action will only be a matter of a few days. Or maybe a few weeks.”


In just six days, Saddam Hussein’s regime could have celebrated two full years of peace for the first time in its eleven-year rule. It would have been a unique position for the strongman who muscled his way into the presidency and the leadership of Iraq’s giant standing army with such blatant disregard for traditional government. With the borders finally open, thousands of Iraqis had been flocking to foreign embassies to apply for travel visas. And those who weren’t intent on traveling seemed generally optimistic about the future. The war was fading into memory. People were publicly confident that Iraq’s oil-rich economy would spring back. They had faith that the Iraqi dinar, worth thirty U.S. cents at the time, would return to its former trading value of three U.S. dollars.


Two years of peace.


But the world would see no such restraint from Saddam. He was busy crushing the civilian Kuwaiti population at that very moment.


We lingered at the café, waiting for the radio announcer to give a coherent explanation for the invasion. Instead, he delivered the words we all dreaded: Saddam had militarized the entire Iraqi nation—again. Every able-bodied male in the country, between the ages of eighteen and fifty-five, had three days to report to their local recruiting office. After that, if we were caught on the streets without our draft papers, we would be executed for “desertion.”


The announcement left no room for doubt. But somehow I couldn’t bring myself to believe it. It would be just my luck—strange things always seem to happen to me. The counterrevolution of November 1963 broke out right after I was born. The hospital’s maternity ward rattled with the cross fire of soldiers and rebels. My parents hid me in a closet drawer, my first cradle, to protect me from stray bullets.


I wanted to cling to that sense of hope I had just a few hours earlier that my passage to America was only days away. That glimmer of hope had carried me through the daily inertia of life in Baghdad. I was afraid to let it go. I couldn’t make sense of this new situation. For that matter, neither could other Iraqis I came across during the next couple of days. The word on the street was that this would be a short incident. Saddam’s troops would soon withdraw. The budding sense of normalcy would be restored.


I avoided the recruiting office for as long as I could. I reported on the third and final day. It was only a formality, I tried to tell myself. Always a good student, I was simply playing by the rule book. But deep inside I knew hope was quickly fading. As I filled out the paperwork, I felt sick to my stomach. I felt powerless before the truth that, for the second time, Saddam’s exploits had jerked my life off course. He was the petulant child playing out his dysfunction upon the world’s stage. Meanwhile, the populace had no choice but to dwell in the shadows of his war games.


Four hours later, I was back in the Iraqi Navy. The previous war remained ambiguous to the last day. In all, it was estimated that 1.5 million soldiers were killed from both sides; several hundred thousand others were executed with or without reason and billions of dollars were spent on the war. Most of the working force was engaged on the front lines instead of on the production floor, and the economy deteriorated at a phenomenal rate. Nothing was accomplished whatsoever by the Iran-Iraq War. When asked the common question, “Who won the war?”—although Iraq was considered the victor—most Iraqis would answer, “Both sides lost.” The only positive thing that the Iraqis thought came out of the war was the belief that their generation would never see war again. They were convinced that the Iran-Iraq War experience was so horrible that it would deter any man, even one like Saddam Hussein, from engaging in another conflict during his lifetime. In less than two years, Saddam proved them all wrong.


Iraq had not only suffered a severe decline in its economy and the life expectancy of its male population, but also the morals of the Iraqi people deteriorated a great extent. Up until the early years of the Iran-Iraq War, the crime rate in Baghdad was very low. I would visit a friend from college in the poorest neighborhoods of Baghdad. I walked the darkest and narrowest alleys past midnight without the slightest concern for my safety. But when all efforts to end the war were thwarted, the battles became more brutal. Thousands of soldiers deserted their military duty and became refugees from the government. Beginning with the second year of war, the desertion rate began to rise annually and became a serious national problem by the sixth year. With no other source of income, the deserters resorted to crime to provide for their families.


The lowest point and greatest confusion of ethics came when a father told the story of his son on Iraqi television. The married son lived with his own family on the second floor of his father’s house. The father and the mother lived on the first floor. This arrangement was not uncommon in the Middle East. The son had been wounded in battle several times. Instead of showing the slightest concern toward his son’s health, the father was proud of his son’s scars because, as he put it, they decorated his son like medals. Each time the son was wounded, his wounds were quickly patched up and he was sent back to the front lines. The incident that the father was explaining on TV occurred when the son refused to return to the front lines. This time, he knew he would surely die. Having a son who is a deserter would destroy the father’s hopes of climbing the ranks of the Ba’ath Party. But a martyred son (those killed in battle were called martyrs) would boost his promotion rate. When the son refused to return to his unit, the father was upset. He told his son to go back to the front lines and bring honor to the family with his martyrdom. The son refused to change his mind. The father brought his gun from downstairs and went back to the second floor. He gave his son an ultimatum: Either he would go to the front lines to fight and die like a hero or die like a coward right there and then. The son sat on the bedroom floor and called his father’s bluff. The father shot and killed his son in the presence of his pleading wife, crying children, and elderly mother. The father was on Iraqi TV because of a special ceremony where he was awarded a medal of bravery pinned on his chest by the devil incarnate himself, Saddam Hussein. Needless to say, none of the other family members attended the ceremony.


Now, here I was, forced back onto Saddam’s team. I, along with every draftee affiliated with the navy, was dispatched to the Naval Academy in the city of Basra, in southern Iraq. The academy served as a holding tank of sorts. It was not set up as a base or shelter of any kind, simply as a transfer station for thousands of men responding to the three-day draft notice. There were no beds, no food, and no semblance of comfort. We were expected to sit on the ground all day and all night and to avoid asking impertinent questions about meals or sleep. The school’s staff was charged with processing and reassigning the draftees to different naval units headed to Kuwait. After a couple of days, the situation approached pandemonium. At times, it felt like the Mother of All Class Reunions as thousands of old comrades from the Iran-Iraq War met again on the academy campus.


I had studied here in 1985, when I first entered the navy. I was assigned to the Engineering Department of the Navy headquarters, which had been moved to the academy after Iranian bombs destroyed its original location. The move didn’t help much—the Iraqi and Iranian shelling over the skies of Basra was so dense that projectiles collided midair by sheer coincidence on more than one occasion. The random bombings hit key targets within the academy grounds. The walls in our offices and living quarters were riddled with shrapnel holes. We learned to recognize the sound of falling bombs and the pattern of shrapnel scatter. At the end of our school day, we often found ourselves caught in the middle of Iranian shelling as we walked from our classroom back to the Engineering Department. The fifteen-minute walk felt like fifteen hours as we constantly dove for cover while shrapnel from enemy fire sprayed the walls and fell to the ground like rain.


This time around at the academy, the inflow of draftees was far greater than the capacity of the small academy staff, so errors were rampant. Names were shuffled around. Transfer papers were lost. In the chaos, I wound up stuck at the academy for an entire month. It seemed as though my transfer would never come. But, given that fighting in Kuwait was the alternative, I wasn’t about to complain.


Soon enough, we discovered gaps in the academy’s security. We found ways to sneak in and out to find food or even a place to spend the night. Officially, we weren’t allowed to leave without a pass, and the academy refused to issue any. So we took to escaping out of the academy through a large hole in the fence. The military police guards were too overwhelmed to do anything about it. Conveniently, they always seemed to look the other way.


I noticed that some recruits were leaving the academy for several days at a time, and actually getting away with it. So I followed suit, giving myself several days off every week and returning periodically to check in. I’d change into civilian clothes, grab my bright-red Wilson duffel bag, and, once outside the campus, I’d show the guards my Iraqi Engineers Association membership card instead of a military pass.


During my extended escapes, I’d sometimes embark on a twelve-hour journey from Basra to Mosul to visit a childhood friend who was now a priest. Father Vahan was one of the few people left in Iraq in whom I could confide. We had known each other since the seventh grade. We were the same age, born four days apart in the same hospital. We went to school together. Later, he studied electrical engineering; I studied production engineering. We both loved the arts. I dabbled as a painter; he played the keyboards in a band. We also shared a desire to travel to America.


My friend had earned a master’s degree at an Armenian seminary in New Rochelle, New York, and had returned to Iraq to be ordained. The church sent him on an assignment to the city of Mosul, two hundred and twenty miles north of Baghdad. He loved to talk of his plans to study for his doctorate degree in theology back in the United States. We made a pact: One day we’d celebrate Christmas together with two glasses of beer in New York City. Our visits were so enjoyable that I’d spend my monthly stipend on the trips to Mosul.


But soon enough, the staff at the Naval Academy managed to gain control over the chaotic scene there. The transfer process was picking up speed. Throughout Basra, military police were randomly stopping male passengers and pedestrians to check for proper ID and military passes. I had already spent a month in limbo at the academy. With tensions rising in the city around me, I was actually beginning to look forward to my transfer, still mysteriously delayed.


I finally learned from old friends at the Engineering Department of the Navy headquarters that my transfer had been issued weeks earlier. It turns out there was another draftee named Shant at the academy. Once they transferred him, they must have crossed the name off the list. That means I probably didn’t exist on their rolls. But I was too frustrated to remain silent. I began to ask questions. The bureaucrats on the scene rebuked me for interfering with their business. Within an hour, they transferred me to the Second Naval Brigade in Umm Qasr.


Two days later, the Second Naval Brigade assigned me to the Landing Craft Unit. Then, strangely enough, they issued me a three-day pass—with full permission to use it before reporting for duty. Such was their level of confidence in the fugitive-stopping power of their military border patrols. If they didn’t get you, the vast stretches of lethal desert surely would.


To travel back to Baghdad from Umm Qasr, I had to change means of transportation at least four times and fight for seats at each leg of the journey. Bus seats were a precious few, so I had to try to outrun other soldiers and endure pushing and shoving matches to secure a spot.


My two duffel bags were too heavy. I had loaded them with snacks and clothes to last me a whole month, which was the time I expected to spend at my navy unit before I was allowed to go on leave again. I didn’t want to carry them with me on a long and physically draining journey. I had a three-day pass, two of which would be spent on travel. Another draftee was given a three-day pass with me. He had just spent ten days in prison for reporting late and suggested that we leave our belongings with friends he made during his imprisonment. They were still in jail. But since we had no lockers, it seemed like a good idea, at the time, to lock up our belongings with the prisoners in jail. Three days later, when I returned, I came to one of those revealing moments when engineers are surprised to learn that they are not as street-smart as they might like to think they are. My possessions were all gone and I was too embarrassed to complain to anyone about it. My excuse was that I was an engineer, but the other guy…


Things began looking up slightly once I arrived at my Landing Craft Unit in mid-September 1990. The engineering officers, overwhelmed with the amount of work that needed to be done, were happy to have another engineer on board. For years, the Landing Craft Unit was comprised of three large landing craft boats that Iraq had originally purchased from Poland. During the Iran-Iraq War, they lost one of them. But they gained more than ten, virtually overnight, after the invasion of Kuwait. The Kuwaiti landing craft boats were much smaller in comparison to the original three. They seemed better suited to serving in a coastal guard unit than the navy. All of the Kuwaiti boats were now docked in single, double, and sometimes triple rows at the port in Um Qassr. Most of the boats seized from Kuwait during the invasion were in good operational condition, needing only simple repairs and maintenance. This was not true, however, for the floating wreck of a landing craft marked L-93.


The L-93 had sat abandoned for quite a while at the port, until some ambitious soul at headquarters decided it needed to be protected as diligently as her sister boats. I was the lucky draftee chosen for the task. One morning, late in September, my superiors ordered me to gather my belongings and go stay on the L-93. The problem was that the other crewman assigned to the boat was on leave, as we were given one week each month for home leave.


So I boarded the craft alone and ventured inside. I wasn’t prepared for the stark scene: The cabin was charred so badly that its large wooden columns and bedposts seemed to be covered in black alligator skin. Pillows and mattresses were burned and ripped to shreds. The deck was strewn with debris. The engine room revealed a disaster zone of scattered mechanical parts.


The setting spoke to the sheer violence the poor craft had endured. The boat was uninhabitable, made worse by the fact that food and water were not readily available. But that didn’t stop my superiors from sending me to live on the L-93. It was typical Iraqi military fashion to assign a man to a boat he could not leave, with little concern about how he might sustain himself.




So my first task was to establish a source of drinking water. After scavenging around on the deck, I found a glass globe from a lighting fixture that was hanging by a thin rope. Nearby, I found the boat’s freshwater ventilation hole.


Dangling the globe on the rope, I lowered the round-bottom fixture down into the hole like a bucket into a well. It came back filled with rusty water—but thankfully no salt water. I held the bowl still for a few minutes until most of the rust particles settled at the bottom of the jar and only the tiniest bits remained suspended. The water remained a disturbing shade of brown. Even so, it became my drinking supply.


I discovered it took particular skill to retrieve my brown water from the ventilation hole without getting the bowl stuck inside the tank, and one time I must have miscalculated the maneuver. The jar got snagged. As I tugged on the rope, it tore off, sending the jar tumbling into the tank out of my reach. I scoured around the deck until I found another light fixture. Then I realized most of the light fixtures of the L-93 were missing. Apparently, I was not the first caveman to come aboard.


Life grew more surreal when the commander of the L-93 came aboard. Lieutenant Ahmed was the Inspector Clouseau of boat commanders. A strange fellow with an imagination to match, he arrived flinging about orders as if he had a staff of dozens. In fact, he had but one humble servant—me. The only other man assigned to the L-93, a guy named Haroon, remained out on leave. Still, Lieutenant Ahmed insisted that I repair the boat to operational condition before the rest of “the crew” reported for duty. He seemed convinced that at least twelve or thirteen other crewmen would show up within two or three days. Mind you, no one else back at the Landing Craft Unit headquarters knew anything about this crew. Every soldier and officer was accounted for and assigned to his respective boat. The crew of the L-93 existed only in Lieutenant Ahmed’s mind. I confess, however, that after a few days aboard the wreckage of the L-93 with Lieutenant Ahmed, I could see a few wispy ghosts as well, but they were no help—I still got stuck with their chores. In all, with its lifeless condition and its phantom crew, the L-93 felt more like the Titanic than a looted war vessel.


Still, I tried to play along.


“So, when is the crew coming back, sir?” I asked the lieutenant.


“Three days.”


“I can’t fix this boat in three days.”


“Why not? Aren’t you an engineer?”


“I’m a mechanical engineer, but I can’t do everything by myself. When the crew returns, I’ll need the electricians to help me with the electrical work.”


Lieutenant Ahmed walked away in a huff. But after gathering his thoughts he came back with a brilliant conclusion: If indeed I was an engineer, then I should be able to do all the repairs by myself.


I glared at him in disbelief.


“Sir, you need a miracle worker, not an engineer. The engine is busted and its parts are missing. We have no tools, not so much as a single screwdriver. And we have no spare parts, not even a screw. The cables are cut up and burned. We have no water, no electricity, no engine power, no food, and nowhere to sleep or go to the bathroom. But, yes, the boat still floats. So I suggest they make it an office for paperwork during the day. Use the parts as spares for the other boats.”


Lieutenant Ahmed’s eyes narrowed into a mean squint. From that day forward, he held a grudge against me. After our exchange, he vented to the fleet commander and other officers while they ate together. And a funny thing happened: Within two weeks, the superiors declared that the L-93 would become a day-office and also would be stripped for spare parts.


But until the craft was officially converted, I remained under the watchful command of one angry lieutenant.


One day he came to me with a curious assignment. He had seen a rug somewhere in the cabin but could no longer find it. He wanted me to go search for it. I suspected that my boss, like many other Iraqis, was in the postinvasion looting spirit. Since nothing of Kuwaiti origin was accounted for, it was considered fair game. I imagined he wanted to take the rug home with him. The problem was that I couldn’t find it. I told him I had searched the cabin to no avail. But he didn’t believe me. He grilled me and accused me of stealing the rug. He made me search the entire boat several times. I cringed each time I saw him approach. I knew what was coming—either he was going to ask me about the rug, or demand to know when the boat would be operational for his blasted crew.


Finally, Haroon showed up. From the start, he displayed a pious lack of concern for his surroundings. He was aloof, lost in a world of his own. Certainly he was no help on the day Lieutenant Ahmed ordered both of us to be on the pier at 6:00 P.M. in full uniform. The boss had an urgent matter to question us about.


Precisely at six, I stood on the pier, ready as ordered. Haroon, however, was in his pajamas, praying on the deck of the L-93 nearby. Even so, Lieutenant Ahmed barreled into his inquiry.


“Where’s the rug?”


He leaned into me with an accusatory stare. I was beside myself.




“Sir, I live more than five hundred kilometers away. I’ve been on this boat day and night. If I had stolen the rug, it would have to be somewhere on this boat. But this boat is only thirty meters long, and both you and I have looked everywhere. Sir, I think there never was a rug on this boat.”


He reddened at my words.


“Are you accusing me of lying?”


“No, no. I didn’t say that. All I’m saying is that from the minute I set foot aboard until right now, I have not seen this rug you describe.”


“What happened to it, then?”


“I don’t know.”


“Maybe you stole it.”


“Sir, even if I wanted a rug, I wouldn’t be able to carry it with me all the way to Baghdad whenever it is that I go home. I can barely manage with my duffel bag.”


“I’m going to tell the commander you stole it.”


“You know, I’m beginning to think that you took it and you’re trying to cover it up by accusing me.”


Lieutenant Ahmed was outraged at my accusation. He ordered me to drop to the floor and do push-ups. He hovered over me for a while, then walked away. Exhausted, I stopped. But as soon as I got up, he stormed back over.


“Get down right now!”


But I was growing weary of his tantrums. I decided I wasn’t going to take any more of his accusations.


“I refuse to take punishment for something I did not do. You asked both of us to be on the pier and in uniform. I am here but what about Haroon? He is praying in his pajamas. And I get the punishment. Do you think that we Christians don’t have prayers? I’d rather be in my pajamas, too, next to Haroon, bowing down to God. But you had your mind set on punishing me from the moment you gave us the order to be out here at six o’clock. Haroon knew it, too. You’re just trying to humiliate me.”


The fleet commander and a few other officers came to see what the fuss was all about. One of the warrant officers, Abu Wissam, offered to go back to the boat with me and help me look for the rug. When we got aboard, he disappeared into the cabin and pretended to look around. Within moments, he emerged with an odd-shaped scrap of material. I had imagined we were talking about some lush, Persian rug, but there he stood, holding a filthy remnant, smaller than a doormat, snipped from an old fitted carpet. The famous “rug” was not a real rug by any stretch of the imagination.


As it turned out, Abu Wissam had stashed the rug in the cabin days earlier, intending to take it home with him at the end of his shift. But as his luck would have it, I was assigned to guard the L-93 before he could finalize his scheme.


“See, there was a rug on the boat after all!” Lieutenant Ahmed gloated when he saw the dirty scrap.


I looked at him in disbelief.


“Yes, and good thing Abu Wissam found it before I threw it in the trash.”


I don’t know if I was more offended by the accusation that I stole something or the implication that I would steal something so laughable. Not too many times can a soldier defy an officer’s order and escape punishment. But in my case, the fleet commander and remaining officers recognized the situation for what it was: two grown men fighting over a scrap of dirty carpet. They walked away and took Lieutenant Ahmed with them. I was left standing on the pier in shock.


A week later, I was given a seven-day pass. I decided to go visit Father Vahan in Mosul. Back aboard the L-93, the surreal happenings continued, as Haroon remained alone on the boat. He must have been bored one night because he roamed onto the cargo deck, where we had stored a shipment of ammunition. Haroon took one of the ammunition containers back to the crew cabin and opened it. Inside were tubes with screw caps on one end. He opened one of the caps and found a string inside. Curious, he pulled the string on the ordnance. An illumination flare, intended to turn night into day on a battlefield, blasted out into the cabin. Fire spread quickly. Frantic, Haroon hauled the ammunition container out to the cargo deck, then rushed back to tackle the fire. He had to use his own jacket and hands to fight the flames because there was no fire extinguisher on board.


Severely burned now, Haroon realized the fire was spreading out to the cargo deck where the rest of the ammunition was stashed. And he was alone. He knew there were only a few soldiers working the Landing Craft Unit that night. Desperate, he ran to the next boat and dragged Lieutenant Raad out of the shower.


With the lieutenant’s help, Haroon managed to control the fire and prevent a disaster that surely would have placed him before an execution squad. He was given a week off to tend to his injuries, and someone else was assigned to watch the L-93 until I returned from my leave. Surprisingly, Haroon was not punished at all. The officers probably decided that his burns and the scandal now associated with his name were punishment enough.


I had nothing against Haroon, but I was relieved the incident took place while I was hundreds of miles away. Otherwise, I was sure Lieutenant Ahmed would have found a way to pin it on me.


In mid-October 1990, the L-93 became a day office where Haroon and Abu Wissam were assigned to process paperwork on the bridge. I was transferred to another landing craft, the L-88.















3.

On Kuwaiti Soil






The other side was Candyland, a universe of toys and delicacies and fanciful inventions. At least that’s how my crewmates described the spoils of Kuwait. As our new landing craft, the L-88, delivered shipments of barbed wire to Iraqi soldiers in Kuwait, many returned with exotic souvenirs and eyes aglow. They raved about the city with the euphoria of men who had been to heaven and back. Then again, these fellows were easily impressed. Many of them had barely left their native villages, much less traveled to a place as sophisticated as Kuwait City.


One comrade marveled as he described the abandoned home of a wealthy family. How lucky they had been to live in such splendor, he enthused. He was particularly impressed by their collection of cars—toy cars, that is. In fact, he brought one back for show-and-tell. It was a thin-walled plastic gadget, about twelve inches tall. The entire car was painted the same bright red, and all of its pieces were melded together in such a way that the wheels didn’t even turn.
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