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I dedicate this book


to the suffering Iraqi people,


who have not had a decent break


for eight hundred years. 
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Don’t tell me about the law. The law is anything I write on a scrap of paper.

SADDAM HUSSEIN  






INTRODUCTION

I’ve been wanting to write this story since the day I fled Iraq to warn the West about Saddam Hussein’s nuclear bomb. It’s taken me five years and a lifetime’s worth of narrow escapes. Now, finally, I am putting the words on paper.

I am lucky to be alive. No one who has worked closely with Saddam has lived to tell the whole inside story—not just of his clandestine programs to build nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons, but of the horrible man himself and his terrifying palace intrigues.

I was there. From 1972, shortly after the regime forced me to return from America, where I had gotten my degrees in theoretical nuclear physics, until my escape in 1994, I worked to build Saddam’s bomb. As this frightening story will show, we came all too close to succeeding—and he may well yet. It wasn’t the West who stopped him, moreover, it was Saddam’s own mistakes. His obsession with acquiring weapons of mass destruction marks him as a man who will accept nothing less than total domination of the Arab world, which he thinks is rightfully his.

This is the first inside look at Iraq’s weapons programs from their inception in the early 1970s. Hopefully, it will shed new light on Saddam’s personal demons and his singularly ruthless style of governing.

I have tried to write this book for both general readers and experts. Through the telling of my own personal story, I hope all readers will have a better understanding of the terrors of living inside a totalitarian regime, greater sympathy for the ordinary Iraqis who are forced to endure it, and a renewed appreciation for simple freedoms. Science-minded readers, I hope, will be fascinated by my recounting of how we made the bomb and the role of Iraq’s Atomic Energy Commission in the biological weapons program. (See Appendix.)

For those interested in, or responsible for, U.S. policy toward Iraq, I hope this book will generate better alternatives for dealing with Saddam than have been used to date. The lesson in this book is that U.N. inspectors should pay as much attention to the human factor as they do to finding and destroying hidden weapons. Behind every closed door in Baghdad is a scientist or official who would like to leave. Saddam can get everything he needs to rejuvenate his chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons—except the people who design them. Help them get out, and Saddam’s days as a global threat will expire.

This book owes its existence to my literary agent, Gail Ross. She nurtured it through three false starts until it gelled in a form that made it acceptable to publishers. We were thrilled, of course, that it found a home at Scribner’s with Lisa Drew, whose constant enthusiasm and close ministrations carried us through a book’s inevitably difficult stages. We also want to thank her assistant, Jake Klisivitch, whose cheerful attention to the progress of pages kept us on track.

But it was Washington writer Jeff Stein who breathed new life into this project by seeing the human drama at the core of my story. In his hands, what might have been a rather technical accounting of my role in the regime and how I built the bomb became an Everyman’s story of the will to survive.

Several hands guide a book successfully from raw idea to finished manuscript, but in particular we want to thank Louis Toscano, a former editor for United Press International, whose special insights contributed to every page. Lorraine Gray, the documentary filmmaker, also provided valuable tips on narrative flow and character. The Fund for Constitutional Government in Washington, D.C., gave timely, early support for this project. Susan Fox cheered on this project when it was only an idea, and her support and sacrifice during that crucial early stage are fully appreciated.

Many thanks are also due to David Albright, president of the Institute for Science and International Security. A former inspector himself, David provided guidance and support in my first years here, introduced me to the U.S. nonproliferation community, and helped me understand the problems the arms inspectors faced in Iraq.

But the greatest thanks of all must go to my family. The steely nerves and steadfast loyalty of my eldest son, Firas, is the main reason we are all alive today. To my younger boys, Sami and Zayd, goes the thanks of a proud father for enduring such hardship.

But it is my wife, Souham, who above all deserves praise. Her support during the writing of this book was crucial. She suffered through multiple proposal drafts and more than a year of ups and downs. I thank her from the deepest place in my heart.

KHIDHIR HAMZA

WASHINGTON, D.C.

MARCH 2000 






CHAPTER ONE

ESCAPE

THE MOON was fading from the purple sky over Baghdad, a sign that the time had finally come. This was the day in August 1994 that I was leaving my family, slipping out of the country over the mountains in the north, and heading for the United States, where I could tell the West about Iraq’s nuclear bomb.

My wife, Souham, was weeping softly in the kitchen as she cooked breakfast. For weeks she had kept up a brave front, assuring me I was doing the right thing. But now that the moment had come, I knew what she was thinking: If my plan failed, she faced a future alone, a terrifying prospect for any woman in Iraq, but especially for one who had grown up an orphan. I struggled to control my guilt about leaving her behind, even temporarily.

We both knew, however, that we were out of options. Emigration was out of the question. For the last decade, no senior official had been permitted to leave. Blacklists at the borders had all of our names. Iraqi Airways had been grounded since the invasion of Kuwait in 1990. Escaping together through the underground was next to impossible as well. A family racing toward the Kurdish frontier was sure to attract the suspicions of the guards at the roadblocks along the way.

As I dressed, I went through a mental checklist, wondering what I might have overlooked. I checked my pockets again for incriminating documents. Even a slip of paper could give me away. And if I were found out, I would quickly disappear into the dungeons, followed by my wife and three sons, all of us facing such inventive tortures that we would beg for our deaths. 

The terror of Saddam’s regime knew no bounds. Two colleagues had been imprisoned for simply expressing doubts about the nuclear program. One was hung daily by his thumbs and beaten every day for ten years. The other, in a way, fared worse. He also was thrown into the dungeon and beaten, then other people were brought to his cell to be tortured in front of him.

Those who escaped were tracked down. Just the year before, Muayed Naji, an employee at our Atomic Energy Commission, managed to get to Jordan. After visiting the American embassy, he was gunned down on the street by two Iraqi operatives.

As I packed, my hands were clammy and my mouth went dry. Certainly Saddam would design a special regimen of suffering for me if I were caught trying to flee. I was his nuclear bombmaker. I held secrets no one outside Iraq, and only a handful of people inside the country, could know. I could tell the world about our secret work developing the device, our hidden research facilities, the technical equipment we obtained from Germany and other countries, about the twelve thousand nuclear workers we had successfully hidden by scattering them around the country. Not even the aggressive U.N. inspectors, now crawling all over Baghdad, knew what we still had or how dangerous the situation was. None of them knew that Saddam had been within a few months of completing the bomb when he invaded Kuwait. None knew of Saddam’s crash program to bypass a test and drop one on the Israelis if his survival were threatened—no matter that it guaranteed Iraq’s own incineration. Saddam couldn’t care less for anybody else. He planned to take all of us down with him.

This was the story I had to tell.

I finished dressing and made my way downstairs to the kitchen, where the Iraqi army officer who had arranged my escape was finishing breakfast. Adnan, in his thirties, was a Kurd, one of the famously independent people of the mountainous north, where smuggling was a way of life. With his sandy hair and blue eyes, however, he wouldn’t have looked out of place in a Left Bank cafe. As a Kurd, of course, his loathing for Saddam was almost genetically wired, but somehow he’d managed to keep his true allegiances under wraps while successfully operating an underground railway. Today I was his cargo to the frontier. 

Sitting at the table was my friend Ali, who’d suffered the murders of both his father and a brother by the regime. For months, security agents had been harassing him for information on the whereabouts of another brother, who had gone underground and joined the Iraqi opposition in the north. In exchange for my paying his way, Ali would serve as my guide among the treacherous Iraqi exiles.

I looked around the kitchen. My eldest son, Firas, twenty-two, barely a man, was fighting off the jitters, smoking incessantly. His face was deathly pale. From the beginning, he had been a key part of the escape plan. He had contacted a go-between to get me out, and before that helped me concoct a cover story to explain my absence from the city: With windfall profits I’d earned from Baghdad’s stock market, I was starting a small business on the side in my hometown.

I’d actually earned a reputation as a savvy trader among the regime’s senior officials. Some of the stocks I’d bought multiplied ten and twenty times within months. There wasn’t any mystery about making a killing: I started with inside information, then invested in companies that imported food and essential goods like auto parts, figuring that Saddam would never relinquish his weapons of mass destruction, that confrontations with U.N. inspectors would continue, and so would the sanctions. The price of essential goods would stay high, along with the profits of the importers whose stock I bought. To me it was only common sense, but most Iraqis shied away from such investments, expecting that sanctions would be removed soon and the bottom would drop out of the import market. I made a small fortune—and, as it turned out, manufactured a credible cover story along the way.

Now Firas would take on his greatest responsibility, accompanying me partway to the north to make sure I was safely handed off to the next smuggler. When I saw him zip shut his bag and stand up, I knew he was ready.

We ran through the arrangements with my wife one last time. I would carry half of a torn Iraqi dinar note with me. The other half of the bill would remain with Firas. There would be a code word written on his half, known only by the two of us. Only when I arrived safely across the border would I write the matching code word on my half and hand it to the smuggler to take back. When my son got that, he would know I had landed all right. 

Finally, at four A.M., there was nothing left to be done. I picked up my bags, set them by the door, turned and embraced my wife. As I held her in my arms, I could feel her tears flooding my cheek.

“Now, please, don’t worry,” I whispered.

She looked at me through puffy, reddened eyes and nodded uncertainly.

“Next year in Washington,” I joked feebly. “We made a good plan.”

And then it was time to go. As I walked down to the car, I could hear my thirteen-year-old boy Zayd crying just inside the door. “Is Daddy really going away?” he said.

I couldn’t turn around.

Outside, in the tropical heat, the street was deathly quiet. On the eastern horizon, a thin red line hinted at the baking desert ahead. If we had left earlier the ride would have been more comfortable, but traveling at night also invited closer inspection at the roadblocks. The night guards are more wary, tending to inspect cars more closely, looking for army deserters or insurgents.

But first we had to get out of my neighborhood safely. We scanned the quiet street. No patrols. A sentry box was just out of sight, at the corner of the main boulevard, near the houses of Saddam and the deputy prime minister. We piled into the car, drove quietly in the opposite direction, and with a few turns through the palm-laced streets, we were out of the neighborhood. By the time the sun splintered over the horizon, we were clearing the outskirts of Baghdad, safely on the road, we hoped, to freedom.

Behind us was the most prominent symbol of Saddam’s long and hideous rule: two huge, cast-iron forearms rising from the ground with crossed swords in their hands. Beneath them, in ghastly piles, were the helmets of thousands of Iranian soldiers killed in the Iran-Iraq war. As we drove off, the tips of the swords were visible above the rooftops, reminding us all of the death and destruction of so many years.

It never should have happened. I was happily becoming an American. Then the order came: Come back to Iraq, or else.

I’d enjoyed the dream of many Iraqi students in the 1960s by coming to America for college, in this case a master’s degree at MIT, followed by a Ph.D. in theoretical nuclear physics at Florida State University (which had just acquired an accelerator and was attracting a lot of students). In those halcyon years before Saddam came to power, Iraq and the United States were on fairly friendly terms. I was teaching at a small college in Georgia, perfectly acclimated to the land of hamburgers and wide highways, weekend dates and barbecues.

Then the roof fell in. Baghdad wanted something back for the scholarship money it had advanced. They wanted it in trade, by my taking a post at Atomic Energy (AE), and they hinted none too lightly that my father, who had cosigned the loan, would be held responsible until I came back.

When I returned in 1970, I was resigned to my predicament. I actually began bubbling with ideas and enthusiasm for the peaceful development of nuclear energy. In 1971, I was made chairman of the physics department at Atomic Energy, leapfrogging over many more senior colleagues. Later, I was put in charge of the computer committee, and purchased Iraq’s first mainframe from IBM. I also established a popular newsletter about the AEC, and then took charge of all its reports and publications. I was also on the board of the Iraqi Physics and Math Society, participating in panels on the introduction of modern math in the school curricula, and teaching graduate courses at a couple of universities. All in all, much to my surprise, I was having fun, making a good living, and along the way becoming perhaps Iraq’s best-known scientist.

Then they tightened the vise. Two senior appointees of Saddam, then Iraq’s fast-rising vice president, came to me with his instructions to lay the groundwork for an atomic bomb. Even though they framed their request in the most innocuous terms, my shock must have registered.

“We understand it can’t be done overnight,” one said soothingly. “In fact, we don’t have any completion date for an actual bomb in mind. We just want you to begin laying down the scientific and technological foundation for a project sometime in the future.”

The two officials offered other reasons to go forward with the program. First, Saddam wanted it. That alone was a sufficient reason to end the conversation right there. But the officials also warned that without Saddam’s backing, funds for all atomic energy programs would dry up, from research to nuclear medicine. I had to play along, they said, to keep the money flowing. Besides, they reassured me, making an atomic bomb would take twenty, thirty years. By the time we had a testable device, the entire situation could have changed. Who could predict that Saddam would still be around?

So we began. We dragged our feet from day one, taking more than a month alone just to craft our proposal. It promised only the creation of an infrastructure for a broad atomic energy program that could not conceivably develop a bomb for at least twenty years.

But we had underestimated Saddam. Armed with our blueprint, he quickly took over the atomic program, making himself chairman and replacing the top officials. Once in control, he stepped back and began pouring money into the effort.

For a time, however, it still didn’t seem too bad. The only unsettling facet of his control was the introduction of heavy security at AE, and even then he went to great lengths to rationalize it to us. After all the money he had poured into the program, we were in a forgiving mood.

But after Saddam became president in 1979, things changed. No longer satisfied with our leisurely pace, he began demanding concrete results. It was only later that we learned the reason: Saddam was planning to attack Iran, a country with four times the population of Iraq. If things went badly, he wanted the ultimate equalizer, a bomb that could vaporize an invading army or obliterate Teheran. And in the larger picture, he yearned for the same respect Israel got from its nuclear bombs.

Saddam reacted poorly to delay. Some of my colleagues were sent to jail to refresh their enthusiasm for the bomb. I was spared, probably because there was no one to replace me as head of the nuclear fuel division, where we planned to manufacture plutonium. But I nearly felt the ax. When I saw problems in our contract for the French-supplied reactor and refused to sign off on it, Saddam seethed with rage. Interpreting my action as an attempt to distance myself from responsibility, he immediately promoted to the position of personal adviser two scientists who did approve the contract.

They would soon enough regret it. In December 1979, the bespectacled Dr. Hussein al-Shahristani, an expert in neutron activation, made the mistake of challenging the bomb program to Saddam’s face. He was immediately jailed and savagely tortured. Saddam’s other science adviser, a willowy genius named Jaffar Dhia Jaffar, beseeched the president to relent on his gifted colleague. He, too, was arrested. To give him a taste of what could come, Jaffar was strapped to a dungeon wall and forced to watch as other men were tortured. He recanted and returned to work.

I became his assistant. Needless to say, I was frightened. And my fear grew when Saddam named me his personal nuclear adviser and ordered me to design and build the bomb—and fast. What an ironic reward, I often thought, for someone who had balked at dissecting a laboratory frog, who had shied away from hunting trips with my father.

Now I knew I had to get out. My application for a routine exit visa for my family was turned down, and for a time the security services placed me under tight surveillance. Eventually, I convinced the regime I was loyal, but when the intense scrutiny eased I began to think about an escape.

In 1990, I persuaded Saddam’s erratic son-in-law Hussein Kamel to let me teach again and back off from the program into a role as a consultant. With Desert Storm looming, the crash program to build the bomb had been shelved, so I had little reason to fear the dungeons. I was still, moreover, the regime’s ace in the hole. I knew how far the program had progressed. I knew where all the secret components of the program were. The calamity in Kuwait had forced the bomb program underground, but it was still creeping forward. Perhaps Saddam thought he could wait things out and then order me back into the program. Or maybe he didn’t have any better ideas. But it was time for me to run.

We were headed north, the first step in a journey to freedom for those who couldn’t get permission to travel—virtually anyone of consequence. Under the so-called Operation Provide Comfort, the Allies had established a protected zone in the Kurdish area of northern Iraq, flying constant air patrols to ward off Saddam’s helicopters and troops. Meanwhile, exile opposition groups, under the umbrella of the Iraqi National Congress, took advantage of the situation to establish a frontline headquarters. It was headed by Dr. Ahmad al-Chalabi, whom I’d known when we were students at MIT in the 1960s. I was counting on al-Chalabi remembering me. 

The road to Mosul, capital of the Arabic north, was dusty and crumbling. For such a major thruway to be in such disrepair was a sign of the regime’s twisted priorities. With billions spent on weapons, there was no money to maintain such basic services as roads. Nor were there any trees along the blistering hot highway: Most of them had been chopped down to eliminate the chance of an ambush on Saddam’s motorcade. In 1982, at Dujail, fifty miles north of Baghdad, gunmen were foolish enough to fire on Saddam and miss. The town was subsequently bulldozed, every male executed, and every woman and child thrown in jail.

All things considered, we were in a pretty jovial mood as we sped up the highway. Adnan was telling tall tales about Saddam and his family, most of which I knew were untrue. But I let him ramble, not wanting to provoke a man who held my life in his hands. Conversely, I thought, he was watching me for any hint that I was losing my nerve. I knew he’d drop me in a second if I jeopardized his safety.

It had been difficult enough to convince Adnan of my bona fides. Since Firas had introduced us three months earlier, Adnan had been studying me carefully, coming to our house for food and drink, talking about everything under the sun without committing himself to an escape, much less a departure date. He could not comprehend why a man of my position and affluence would want to leave Iraq. The people he took out were usually hardship cases, people in imminent danger or serious distress. A comfortable senior official like me spelled trouble. What finally tipped the scales in my favor was my relationship with Ali. Adnan knew him well and our close friendship ultimately convinced Adnan to help me.

I was heartened by Adnan’s extraordinary caution. Betrayal by close friends and colleagues was routine in Iraq. People sometimes turned in friends out of fear they were being tested. Everyone knew the story of Amal al-Mudarris, probably the best-known personality on Baghdad radio, a woman who had covered the news in an especially clear and cultured voice that endeared her to the educated elite. Her insistence on presenting the news objectively won her a wide following, especially among those of us who were aware of the depth of Saddam’s lies and repression.

Her demise was instructive. Saddam’s wife, Sajida, began calling her with complaints that she wasn’t covering newsworthy events—mostly those extolling her husband, of course. The calls became more frequent, annoying, even crude. One day al-Mudarris, talking with some longtime friends at the station, remarked that Sajida was unfit to be Iraq’s first lady. One of her colleagues slipped away from the table and called her husband at the Ministry of Information. A few minutes later the station was surrounded, and security officers hauled al-Mudarris away. After a round of torture, she confessed to what she had said and was sentenced to death. After she was hanged, her tongue was cut out and delivered to her family.

Even a wife could not be trusted, a point Saddam himself made on television one day. A woman had reported that her husband had become so angry at the sight of Saddam’s face on TV that he had cursed the image and tossed something through the screen. Saddam praised the woman for informing on her husband, and reminded his viewers that insulting the presidency, even in the privacy of one’s own home, was a crime punishable by death.

When he failed to announce a draconian sentence, many people were impressed by his restraint. But a friend later told me what happened. The husband was arrested on Saddam’s orders and beaten within an inch of his life. Since he was no longer of any use to his wife, they cut off his genitals and watched him bleed to death. A few days later his body and severed genitals were delivered to his brothers.

I thoroughly understood, therefore, Adnan’s caution.

So far the trip was uneventful. A carload of men heading to Mosul, a popular resort, was commonplace and we were waved through the checkpoints routinely. After we passed the exit for Tikrit, Saddam’s birthplace, the condition of the highway deteriorated sharply. We might as well have been driving through Afghanistan. The evidence of deprivation was everywhere.

Wedged into a Volkswagen Passat for over four hours, we all sighed with relief when we finally reached Mosul as the sun was beginning to burn. With its famous minarets and expansive houses, Mosul was once the major trading city in the north, a hub between Iraq and its neighbors Turkey and Syria. But Saddam, years of war, and Mosul’s proximity to the troubled Kurdish north had turned it into a seedy Iraqi Casablanca, home to smugglers and spies, a magnet for Saddam’s security forces and army.

It was time for a second breakfast. Because of the ubiquity of Saddam’s agents, we decided to avoid the better restaurants, where they hung out. Instead, we went to a student cafe and managed to find a table in the smoky dining room. The waiter was unshaven and indifferent, dropping a handful of pita bread on the table and asking what we wanted. We all ordered kabob, Mosul’s famous dish, which I’d enjoyed on previous visits. This time, though, the food had little appeal. In the back of all our minds were the three remaining highway checkpoints ahead. If we were picked up, this would be one of our last meals.

There was also the question of the smuggler to whom we’d be handed over shortly. By reputation, smugglers were treacherous. Stories about them killing their charges and taking their money were common. But our safety was linked to Adnan’s, and his to ours. He knew his own life depended on making sure he left me in reliable hands. Simply put, if I were betrayed, he knew that my family would make sure he paid with his life. It was a code a Kurd understood.

My son and Ali registered for a cabin on the outskirts of town and then slipped me in later. Then we waited while Adnan located his man. For two days, we talked, read, paced, and played cards. Firas was getting nervous, worried the smugglers would find out who I was and refuse to help, or worse. But Adnan would not be rushed. Finally, early on the morning of August 18, we were told to get ready.

I turned to my son. “There is nothing more you can do now. Not for me,” I said. “But you are your mother’s and your two brothers’ protector now. You are the man of the family. Until I arrange to bring you out.”

Firas nodded, but he was very tense. He now faced the immense reach of Saddam’s police state alone if the security service ever suspected something was wrong. Once inside Saddam’s torture centers, he would tell the truth. The only question would be how long he could hold out. But we’d known this for a long time. With a brief embrace and pat on the back, I left.

The smuggler kept Adnan, Ali, and me waiting in an auto repair shop until noon, then sent us a message to move to another location. We did, and waited again. After a flurry of telephone calls from Adnan, the smuggler then ordered another change of location. Finally, late in the day, he came to fetch us.

Our man was in his early twenties, with a filthy face and ragged clothes that made him look like a Baghdad street beggar. I looked at his truck, a battered old white Toyota pickup. My heart sank.

He apologized for the delay. The dreaded Special Security Organization, the SSO, Saddam’s elite security force, had been swarming the checkpoints all day looking for Kurdish infiltrators. He’d waited for the normal patrols to take over before picking us up.

He sounded shrewd, I decided. His appearance was probably a good idea, too, but now I was concerned about going into the mountains in such a wreck.

“Don’t worry,” he said with a laugh, patting the Toyota’s fender. “It’s very good, a very good truck.” So we drove off, on the final and most dangerous leg of our journey.

The road to Kurdistan was a two-lane obstacle course of cracked cement, packed dirt, potholes, and random rocks. As we climbed slowly through the timeworn hills, our young guide went over the rules. The Kurdish region was a lucrative source of hard currency for Saddam’s family. His son Uday received kickbacks from the black market in food and merchandise coming down from Turkey and oil and gas going out—all of it busting the U.N. embargo. The traffic in political refugees was less official. The border guards shook down the smugglers and gave a cut to their commanders, who were rumored to be making ten thousand dollars or more a month from the trade.

The real problem was the intermittent presence of the SSO, he said. If we were stopped by them we were doomed. Mostly, however, they were scouting for rogue corruption. If we looked nervous, the regular guards might be spooked into thinking we were part of an SSO sting. It was the worst possible mistake, our smuggler warned. It would tip the guards that something was awry, presenting us with three alternatives, all of them bad: They’d either demand all of our money, or arrest us, or both.

My stomach tightened as we approached our first checkpoint, a wooden booth where the guards raised their hands for us to stop. As they approached, we sat silently. It turned out to be a false alarm. Our man knew the guards, and quickly produced a portable radio as a gift. “Does it work?” one of them asked, laughing. Assuring them that it did, we were quickly waved through.

The second checkpoint also went smoothly. But instead of a radio, the smuggler handed over a paper bag—“Lunch,” he said. The guard looked inside and then smiled. There was also a wad of cash. With a friendly wave, we were through.

That left the most dangerous part of the journey, the last checkpoint before the border, a stretch of highway often patrolled by the SSO. Our man visibly tensed. Special precautions were demanded. As we chugged up the mountain, creeping slowly around the hairpin curves, we were met twice by other trucks whose drivers waved us forward. If the SSO had been on patrol, they would have told us to turn back.

About an hour later, we reached the frontier. The roadblock with the Iraqi tricolor flag flying on a pole was ahead. It was an army post. Soldiers were everywhere. I took a deep breath.

As we pulled to a stop, a sergeant and two soldiers approached us. After months on top of a windblown, inhospitable mountain, they looked irritable and bored, and my heart began to pound. But their only interest, as at the other stops, was in whether we had any supplies for them. Our driver pointed to the back of the truck and the soldiers unloaded some boxes. Then he got out of the truck, took the sergeant aside, and discreetly handed him two hundred dollars’ worth of Iraqi dinars.

The camp went about its business as if we weren’t even there. I glanced out the window at the landscape around me. Something strange had happened to the mountains. As a young man, I had vacationed here and remembered the forested hills. But now the mountainsides were barren and scorched black. Every tree and shrub of these once verdant and beautiful peaks was gone.

Saddam’s army had done this—dumped chemical weapons on the hills, not just to erase any cover for Kurdish guerrillas, but to snuff out any potential whatsoever for life. They’d burned down the entire mountain range. The heartlessness of the whole operation, and the deprivation it caused the local Kurds, was a story I would hear again in the coming weeks. 

Finally, we pulled out of the camp and started over the crest of the hill. I grew excited, but our smuggler cautioned me to stay alert. The SSO was known to lurk on the other side of the mountain, he said, and the word going around was that they were under pressure because of the recent defection of Wafiq al-Samarrai, Saddam’s close confidant and chief of military intelligence. Apparently, it had come as a huge shock to the regime. So we crept forward, our nerves jangling, perhaps even more so now that our freedom was so near.

Then, suddenly, the goal line was in sight. A huge valley spread out below us. Far below was a wide, shallow stream. On the other side, men were loading and unloading trucks. We drove down the mountain, and in a short while we were finally there. The driver pulled to a stop at the water’s edge and turned off the engine.

The silence was eerie after the long drive. The dust blew by us. The only sounds were the bubble of the stream and the soft chatter of the Kurds, unloading cans of gasoline. Armed men stood on the hillside above.

I opened the Toyota’s creaky door and stepped slowly from the rusty cab. I walked forward to the water’s edge, fell to my knees, and scooped up handfuls of water from the rippling stream. I splashed my face, neck, and arms. Never had water felt so fresh.

I’d made it.

“Are you all right?” Ali asked me, grinning at my obvious elation.

“Yes, I’m all right!” I smiled. “Fine. Excellent. Absolutely excellent.”

We forded the stream together. On the other side, I started to offer my thanks to our guide.

“The dinar,” he said.

The half bill, of course! The signal for Firas. I reached for my wallet, found the precious note, and signed the code word on the back. I handed it to the smuggler.

“I’ll make sure it gets there,” he said. We shook hands and he was gone.

Ali and I rested that night in a small village a few miles into the Kurdish mountains. Adnan had given me the name of the local sheik, who welcomed us warmly into his hut. I lay back on a pillow and smiled. The cool mountain air was a welcome change after our long, hot day. It was hard to believe I was out of Saddam’s control.

Dinner was simple fare—rice, bread, and vegetables cooked with bits of lamb—but it seemed like a feast. As we ate, some of the stress I’d carried with me all day began to dissolve. But I could not really relax with my family left behind. As long as they were trapped in Baghdad, they were in danger. If my whereabouts became known, they would die. With Saddam’s spies infesting this part of the world, from now on I had to be extremely careful of what I said and to whom.

Meanwhile, the tribal sheik and his villagers were full of surprises. After dinner they began complaining about their Kurdish leaders, who were hoarding aid from the Allies, they said. And they expressed a grudging admiration for Saddam. Any man who could do so much damage must be unusual, very brave, they said.

“After all,” the sheik asked me with a mischievous smile, “aren’t you yourself running away from him?” The villagers laughed.

Saddam had bombed and strafed the Kurds, burned their villages, and dumped chemical weapons on them. And they admired him!

But it was classic Kurdish thinking. The tribes had always ruled through a system of sheiks and their enforcers. They admired men who ruled by steel. That was their history. Why wouldn’t they admire a man who was the toughest sheik of all?

Somehow we managed to avoid a confrontation. The next day, the sheik arranged for a car, driver, and security passes to get us through the next Kurdish checkpoints—for a fee, of course. By the end of the day we’d arrived in Arbil, the capital of the Kurdish north.

Iraqis often call Arbil the world’s oldest city, although Jericho probably deserves the distinction. But Arbil is indeed ancient. In 300 B.C., Alexander the Great defeated the Persians there, and a hill in the center of the city still shows some of the old ruins. Unfortunately, the rest of the city hardly looks much newer.

In the mountains outside Arbil is the “new” town of Salahiddin, which was the base of the Iraqi opposition. We found our way to a modest yellow-brick building that served as headquarters for the Iraqi National Accord, founded by two disaffected members of Saddam’s ruling Baathist Party. It was where Ali’s brother Tariq worked.

Tariq invited us to dinner that evening with the local head of the Accord and other officials. It was a frustrating evening. From conversation around the table, I concluded that nobody did any real work. The exiles spent most of their time gossiping about who was up and who was down and who did what to whom. Many seemed homesick and had given up on the possibility of toppling Saddam. Worse, many had concluded that they had been tricked and abandoned by the Allies, especially the United States.

Three years after the Gulf War ended, Saddam seemed as entrenched as ever. At best, it was a stalemate, with thousands of Iraqis stranded among the Kurds and spending their days bitching among themselves. At worst, Saddam was preparing a new arsenal of weapons—chemical, biological, and nuclear—right under the noses of the hapless United Nations. And here in Salahiddin, the Allies seemed little interested in what the exiles had to say. Where were the Americans?

I got the impression that far from being real political forces, the two main opposition groups—the Accord and the Iraqi National Congress—were principally engaged as employment agencies. A refugee registered and was put on a pay plan. But fresh cash arrived only sporadically from the United States, and some people never got paid. Everyone worried about what they would do when the Americans got bored and stopped paying altogether. Everyone was searching for a way out. A lucky few got visas, while others arranged to be smuggled into Europe, where they registered as political refugees. But most, it seemed to me, were just sitting and rotting.

The local administrator of the Iraqi National Accord was an amiable man in his late fifties, who had been a leader of the Shiite uprising in the Iraqi south at the end of Desert Storm. When the revolt was crushed, he drove his family to the Saudi border, ditched the car, and joined the thousands of other Iraqis herded into refugee camps by U.S. forces. After several months he reached the United States, but quickly found life in the suburbs lonely and boring. Even his sons were too busy to talk to him. After much hand-wringing, he contacted the opposition groups and managed to land a job back in the sand-blown mountains of northern Iraq. He was happier than ever, he said, with a new young wife and a new baby. But he was also one of the lucky few, I thought. He had a home in the United States if things didn’t go well. 

To my dismay, I quickly learned that attracting the attention of U.S. officials was next to impossible. There were private U.S. relief workers everywhere, but they were useless to me. I didn’t need food; I needed a discreet contact, someone who could instantly recognize and understand the urgency and significance of what I had to say: the CIA.

There was an Allied military intelligence unit near the Turkish border, Ali told me, but to talk to them you had to stand in a long line and first speak with a bored clerk who was unlikely to do much more than thank you for stopping by. The only likely way to reach the Americans was through the Iraqi National Congress. My old MIT classmate Ahmad al-Chalabi, I learned, was the CIA’s man up here.

The fact was, I did not know if al-Chalabi would remember me from our student days at MIT. Thirty years had passed, and we hadn’t known each other all that well to begin with. I pondered what to say, especially since the cover story I’d been using was that I was just a lowly university professor trying to get out of Iraq. But I drove over there and took a chance.

Al-Chalabi’s headquarters was a sprawling pair of large adjacent houses connected by jerry-built corridors. Antennae sprouted from one roof. The reception rooms seemed to function like coffee shops, with people sitting around gossiping. On the first floor of one of the houses were offices busy with computers and the production of INC publications, as well as al-Chalabi’s personal administrative office.

I took a deep breath, walked in, introduced myself, and told the assistant that I wanted to see the boss. I had worked for the security services under Saddam’s son-in-law, I said. At the presidential palace, I added for good measure. Mr. al-Chalabi and I had gone to college together in America.

The aide cautiously took my measure, then stood up and asked me to follow him.

At another office, we passed through a reception area crowded with more men sitting around drinking tea, smoking, and talking. The aide told me to wait and strode right past a protesting secretary, shutting the door behind him. A few minutes later he reappeared, and summoned me into the office.

Al-Chalabi greeted me cordially and motioned me to a chair. Portly now, with the jowls of middle age, we wouldn’t have recognized each other on the street after all these years. Yes, he said, he was the same man who had studied mathematics at MIT in the early 1960s. He smiled. But he was very sorry, he did not remember me.

I started reminding him of our chats back then, about student life for a young Iraqi in Cambridge, and I could see him search his memory. He started to nod.

“Ah, yes,” he finally said, “now I remember you.”

His interest quickened. What did I do after I left MIT? he asked. After I mentioned my Ph.D. in nuclear physics at Florida State, his eyes narrowed. When I told him about being forced to return to Iraq and work at Atomic Energy in 1970, I hesitated. Sensing that I wanted to talk to him privately, he turned to his aides, clapped his hands, and pointed to the door, a signal for everybody to leave. When the door closed, he turned back to me, his eyes now somber.

Thirty years ago, few people would have predicted that al-Chalabi would have ended up in this forlorn city. His family had been one of the richest in Iraq, his father finance minister to the king. Then came the colonels’ coup in 1958 that overthrew the monarchy. His father fled to Lebanon, where he opened a bank and prospered. Ahmed, his youngest son, was sent to MIT, and then on to the University of Chicago, where he earned his Ph.D. in mathematics.

He returned to the Middle East to join the family business and by 1977 had opened his own bank in Jordan. In 1989, however, a change in the Jordanian government brought a pro-Saddam prime minister to power, and the new regime moved to take control of his business. Al-Chalabi fled the country in a hail of charges that he’d looted the bank, but he insisted he’d left with only the family funds.

Then came Saddam’s defeat in Kuwait. The fractured Iraqi opposition had a new lease on life and al-Chalabi stepped in to help lead it. It wasn’t long before he had dealt himself to the top of the deck. The CIA made him their main man in the north.

Al-Chalabi’s eyes widened noticeably when I offered a brief résumé of my role in the nuclear program. He understood that something valuable had just walked in his door, someone the Americans would want. He invited me to have dinner at his house.

Nobody knows how to put on a show of power like an Arab leader. When we stepped outside, a line of sport utility vehicles was waiting for us, engines running. An aide sprang forward to open a door, and we slipped inside. Then we sped off like a presidential motorcade, with cars of armed bodyguards bracketing our way. Outside his house it was the same. Armed guards filled the grounds.

But when we walked inside, all pretense disappeared. There seemed to be but one servant, who soon faded away.

Al-Chalabi said he ate only one meal a day, and from the looks of the dishes on the table, the cook wasn’t taking any chances. It was the strangest combination of food I’d ever seen. There was a breakfast-style offering of honey, heavy cream, cheese, and eggs. But there were also plates of roasted turkey, chicken, lamb, and stews. Bowls of fruit were delivered, and sweets were placed strategically around the room.

Al-Chalabi wasn’t hungry, so as I heaped food on my plate he dug for more details on the Iraqi bomb. It turned out that he knew my two former associates in the program—al-Shahristani, who’d escaped to Iran during Desert Storm, and Jaffar, through family connections. It was obvious he wanted to make sure I knew what I was talking about. One of his responsibilities, he told me, was to screen defectors for the CIA. If I were an impostor, he’d be humiliated. But if I were the real thing, his stature with the Agency would soar, and in the cutthroat exile world, that was money in the bank.

What I didn’t know was that he was already on shaky ground with the CIA.

After dinner, al-Chalabi excused himself and went upstairs. When he returned, he told me he had called the CIA on a satellite phone. He expected a return call shortly.

The servant brought tea, and we talked for a while about our lives and families, the latest Baghdad gossip, the deteriorating Iraqi economy. The uncertain future we both faced drifted like a bubble over the table. Then Ahmad crossed his arms on his ample chest and gave me some advice.

“You know,” he said, “if they get what they want from you easily, they won’t help you out with your family.”

I looked at him evenly. He meant the CIA. But I could tell from the way he spoke that he was holding something back. And for my part, I knew this moment was a time to be careful. I could afford no missteps. If al-Chalabi was the Agency’s man in Arbil, he could make me or break me. And I had to be made, because there was no going back. So I stalled with a sip of my tea, and then leaned forward attentively.

“They won’t help you get out,” he advised, “unless you hold back something good. You have to find a way to persuade them that they have to bring you into the country. Either that, or prepare to spend the rest of your days here. Because if you tell them everything on the phone, they’ll wring you dry and leave you here. You can trust me on that.”

Just make yourself a good deal, his eyes told me.

Then the satellite telephone rang, and Ahmad disappeared upstairs.

The moment I’d been planning for many years was finally at hand. In the next few minutes I could achieve the dream of getting myself and my family safely into the United States. An odd jumble of thoughts cascaded through my mind—of my naïve thinking that we could fend off Saddam’s drive for a bomb, of the horrible fate of my colleagues who had resisted him.

Now, thank God, all that was behind me.

Ahmad called from the top of the stairway, summoning me to the phone.

I rose from my chair, and began to make my way up the stairs. 






CHAPTER TWO

ROOTS IN THE SAND

ABOUT FIFTY YEARS AGO, when I was just a little boy and Saddam was decades away from turning our lives inside out, I remember touching an electrical wire for the very first time. The jolt threw me halfway across the room.

This was Iraq in the late 1940s. Electrical power had just come to Diwaniyah, the small city on the Euphrates where I grew up. For centuries life had gone on unchanged in this area, a flat, dirt-packed plain of palms, date trees, and rice fields where, eons earlier, written history began. Centuries passed, and darkness ensued. But with the coming of electricity the shops suddenly filled with lightbulbs, fans, radios, refrigerators, coolers, even ice makers. People began wiring their homes as fast as they could, tacking the lines right to the walls. The market was suddenly lit with strings of bare bulbs.

Right away, I began tinkering with the wires and appliances in our house. It was direct current, 220 volts—very powerful stuff. Instead of American-style alternating current, which flows through your body as if you were just another loop in the wire, direct current rejects you like a bad piece of meat. Bam! You’re spat out and put flat on your back. Which is exactly what happened to me when I was about ten. The hair on my head seemed to sizzle.

But something, something deep in my genes, perhaps, drew me back. I continued to fiddle with the wires and appliances in our modest home, an ordinary two-story dwelling built from hard mud brick—southern Iraq has no stones—around an interior courtyard. Such magic in those wires! I had to see for myself how it worked. So I’d peel back the thin sheath from the copper, or poke at bulbs and appliances, to try to figure out what made them work, even if I got the occasional shock. In time, I began to learn how things moved, and I found that there was a name for my research: science.

Not that I was a nerd. I wasn’t awkward, or clumsy, or near-sighted, or an introvert. On the contrary, I was scrappy. I had my pals. I ran. I played basketball, and soccer on a hard dirt field (and still have the scratches and pains to prove it). But early on what really captured my imagination was the flow of nature’s unrevealed forces, and in particular, the intersection of electricity and mechanical power—physics.

Not for me cutting up frogs, pulling wings off flies, slicing open fish, or cataloging butterflies. Biology held no interest for me whatsoever. It was the practical inventors who captured my attention. I must have gotten this from my father, who had some interest in this himself and brought home boxes of magazines and books, which I tore through like a lion’s little cub. I wanted to read everything, but especially stories and biographies of scientific tinkerers and thinkers like Alexander Graham Bell, Thomas Edison, and, eventually, Albert Einstein.

I was born in January 1939. The corner of Iraq where I grew up in the 1940s was pretty much at peace, a quasi-colonial backwater of Arab farmers, herders, and merchants. But there were deep resentments and spasms of violence. Power was in the hands of our regional sheiks, the big landowners who held sway throughout the country, who were often squabbling with each other under the benign neglect of a popular monarch—and direct descendant of the prophet Muhammad—whom the British had imported from Syria to rule in 1923. We had no experience with democracy, having passed from Turkish into British hands as a prize of war. But there was also little yearning for it. With rising oil revenues, Iraqis cared little about democracy, or even the Great Depression that mired the West. We escaped the next war as well, which set fire to Europe and most of Asia in 1939–1945. The closest the war came to us was North Africa, a thousand miles to the west, where Nazi tanks were crushed at the hands of the Allies in 1943. Sleepy Iraq, on the eastern edge of the “Arab Island,” sold its grain and oil to any side. The guns were far over the horizon. With the end of the war, prosperity expanded, although rarely down to small farmers like my father, and his father, who were caught between two sets of thieves—desperate, hungry peasants on the bottom, and the sheiks at the top.

Iraq had always been a rough-and-tumble society, the Wild East. My father, Abbas, like his father, started out as a farmer. He was a husky, no-nonsense kind of guy, as you had to be in that business, but like most fathers he had a soft spot for his children. One of our favorite games with him was “Toe.” He’d challenge us to bend back the big toe on his foot, with a reward of ten fils, about a dime, to any of us who could do it. I’ve sometimes wondered, thinking back through the years, how many Iraqi farmers and their children were so fortunate. We were never really poor, but there had to have been many fathers who thought, if I let my toe bend, I won’t have enough money for seeds. Or food.

We always had rice. Fields full of rice so sweet its fragrance wafted over Diwaniyah. Rice piled in mounds in the fields, in the city streets at harvesttime, waiting for shipment to Basra, piles of rice in our courtyard, or stored in five-foot-high ceramic jugs in the house. It was called amber rice and had a bouquet as sweet as jasmine.

The rice was pulled from the vast marshlands quilting the plains of southern Iraq, broken only by the occasional stand of palm trees or orchards near the Euphrates. It was said that the rice farmers stood so long in the water that their legs rotted and their wives had to stand guard at night lest the dogs start gnawing on their skin. This, in the Garden of Eden, the valley of the Tigris and Euphrates, where civilization was born a hundred centuries ago. What had happened in those thousands of years to bring us so low?

The sheiks, my father might well have muttered. The sheiks, and the mullahs—the Islamic clergy—who took advantage. When electricity came to Diwaniyah, we were still living in the Middle Ages compared with the West. Nine of my brothers and sisters died at birth or before they reached their first birthday, from easily preventable complications or respiratory diseases. Only five of the fourteen children survived, and the last one killed my mother in childbirth.

The sheiks never paid their tenant farmers fairly, and thieves were a constant nuisance. My grandfather Hamza could usually scare them off with a shot over their heads, but one night it turned unexpectedly bloody. The thieves fired back, and a gun battle ensued. My father, only thirteen but a good shot, stood loyally at his father’s side, trading fire with the intruders. But that was enough for them. They moved into town. My father took up trading grain, and my grandfather Hamza went to work for the government as a guard.

By my father’s lights, my grandfather had a storied life. In the First World War he’d been press-ganged into the Turkish army but deserted and was hidden by Kurdish Shiites. Then a sheik gave him a daughter to marry, and he brought her down to Diwaniyah, where she gave birth to my father. Then she ran away. He killed his second wife when she got between him and a brother with whom he was feuding—an accident, I was told.

His legacy to me was a shelf crammed with books such as A Thousand and One Nights, the head-spinning tales of Scheherazade, Sinbad, and Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves. I spent hours on the floor flipping through the pictures. My mother, Fatima, listened to the Koran on the radio. We nagged father to tell us stories, which he did with the aid of a few cups of arak, the local brew. With a charcoal fire in full blast, and the teakettle steaming, he’d spin the yarns until his eyelids drooped shut. Then mother would call it a night and send us all to bed.

Although my father was a Shiite by birth, he was indifferent, if not hostile, to organized religion. His one concession to Ramadan, the annual fast, was not to drink.

“Ramadan,” he’d mutter. “They fast all day and eat all night.”

As it happened, I became friends with a boy in An Najaf, Shiite Islam’s holiest city, whose father was a mullah and ran a religious school. At night he rented out the classroom floors to pilgrims, most of whom traveled long distances at great sacrifice, as a place to sleep. He also turned a covetous eye on their daughters.

“Don’t you want her to marry a direct descendant of Muhammad?” he’d ask an anxious mother. Of course she did, but he was just a sexual predator. After the girls became pregnant, he’d toss them out on the street, where they became recruits for the brothels. Likewise, little of the money that merchants tithed to the mullahs for the poor actually got to them. One time my friend took me down into the imam’s cellar and showed me bags upon bags of cash. Whatever regard I might have held for the Islamic clergy forever disappeared right there. 

Books, in any event, were my religion. By high school, I’d cut a wide swath through Diwaniyah’s modest library—toting home biographies of Einstein, Newton, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. I read War and Peace, Agatha Christie, the Iliad, books about the great explorers and the discovery of America. But I have to confess that the biggest impact on my imagination came from the Arabic-language Reader’s Digest, whose well-thumbed copies could be picked up by the boxful in the market. Everything was in those pages, from funny stories to political articles to news of scientific advances. From that time forward I vowed I would one day visit America.

Meanwhile, I was burrowing deeper into science, and had made up my mind to attend Baghdad University. My high school physics texts were written by an Iraqi educated at MIT, Abdul-Jabbar Abdullah, a recognized expert on wave theory, who had also translated a book on nuclear physics. One day after my senior year, Dr. Abdullah summoned me for the interview that would determine what I would study next.

When I entered his disheveled university office, he was still reading through my transcripts. I sat patiently and waited. Then he pushed the papers forward and looked up.

“What do you wish to study?” he asked.

I shifted in my seat. Math, I ventured. My best grades were in math.

He assessed me for what seemed forever.

“No,” he finally said. “You will study physics.” And that was that.

By some accounts, Saddam Hussein arrived in Baghdad at about the same time I did, in the fall of 1956. Rudimentarily schooled, precociously violent, a product of a notoriously crude Tikriti clan, Saddam quickly plunged into the street politics roiling the capital, eventually joining up with the Baath (“renewal”) Party, a collection of socialist-minded Arab nationalists. Their immediate protest target was Iraq’s enlistment in the pro-U.S. Baghdad Pact two years earlier, but their real quarry was the monarchy itself, the last vestige of colonialism in the Middle East. King Faisal II had nearly been overthrown in World War Two by a cabal of pro-Hitler military officers that included Saddam’s uncle. Now, in the fall of my freshman year, 1956, the invasion of Egypt by a combined force of British, French, and Israeli troops only threw more sticks on the fire.

Outside Baghdad University’s palm-fringed campus, demonstrators and police battled back and forth. Saddam, most likely, was among them, no doubt packing a pistol. I stuck to my classes. Frankly, I was more interested in girls. American-style dating was unheard of, but for the first time I was able to just sit and talk with a young woman, usually over tea in the cafeteria.

My mentor, Dr. Abdullah, had turned out to be a spellbinding lecturer. Even as revolutionary fervor swirled over the campus, my enthusiasm for pure learning soared, and I began to foresee a lifetime of teaching and research. Unfortunately, however, Abdullah taught only classical physics, the science of matter and energy; the most beguiling developments were in nuclear energy, including the atom bomb.

On July 14, 1958, meanwhile, the monarchy was finally toppled in a military coup. The young king and his hated regent were overthrown and executed. The prime minister, fleeing in women’s clothes, was stopped on a Baghdad street and killed. According to a story that later made the rounds, he had been fingered by a clever young high school student, Jaffar D. Jaffar.

The colonels’ pan-Arabism, meanwhile, was quickly felt on campus. The American professors left, replaced by Egyptians. The other foreign professors, such as Indians, were pitifully behind the times. There was no one at the university who could teach the newer physics of nuclear fission. I busied myself with other courses, but got a sinking feeling that Iraq was drifting in a bad direction.

In my senior year Dr. Abdullah urged me to follow in his footsteps to MIT. One route led through an organization called American Friends of the Middle East, which had an office in Baghdad. The only thing I cared about was that it gave the English-language exam and waived the application fee.

When the results came back, I’d scored 98 percent on the English proficiency test. My grades were top drawer and I had the backing of Dr. Abdullah, a distinguished MIT alumnus. But in a harbinger of problems I’d have with the Americans twenty-five years later, I was informed I’d been rejected by MIT.

Dr. Abdullah, however, was not to be denied. Astounded and perplexed, he bypassed the American Friends of the Middle East and wrote directly to MIT appealing the decision. I was admitted. Best of all, the Iraqi government would pay my way, on the understanding that I’d repay the government with one year of service for every year I studied. At the time, it seemed easy enough, and I hardly gave it any thought. Nor did my father, who happily cosigned the forms.

In any event, I was eager to get out of the chaos enveloping Iraq. The military government had quit the Baghdad Pact and was making overtures to the Soviets. No one could predict what was going to happen. Then, in October 1961, came an incident that well could have ended my career. I was walking down then-stylish Rashid Street in Baghdad when I heard machine-gun fire. Pandemonium broke out. People were ducking for cover, running helter-skelter to get away. I started running, fearing I might be picked up in a security sweep. Somebody, it turned out, had tried to assassinate Colonel Abdul Karim Qassim, head of the military regime.

It was Saddam Hussein.

Saddam’s assignment, I later found out, had been to provide covering fire for his four conspirators. A lookout was posted in a window, and as Qassim’s unescorted, unguarded Russian sedan came down the street, a truck blocked its way. The assassins opened fire with automatic weapons. Qassim’s driver was killed, but the colonel pulled out a handgun and began returning fire, even though he was wounded, killing one assailant and sending the others fleeing. Saddam was supposed to deliver the coup de grace, but faced with the colonel’s courage, his nerves cracked and he limped away with a superficial leg wound.

The Charles River, dividing Boston and Cambridge, was sparkling with autumn sunshine when I arrived in September 1962. Everything was clean and peaceful, as I knew it would be. On the radio, Peter, Paul and Mary were singing “If I Had a Hammer,” and President John Kennedy was sending troops to Ole Miss to escort a young black man to school. What a lucky, lucky country, I thought. Then came the Cuban missile crisis.

Nuclear weapons were no idle curiosity for me, of course. I had come to MIT to study nuclear physics. I had no interest in building bombs—the thought repulsed me. To me, nuclear fission was like the first electrical wire in our house in Diwaniyah: I had to peel back the layers and see what was inside. But the lesson anybody could draw when the Russians retreated was that the United States won because it had more nuclear weapons.

Meanwhile, rumors of coups and conspiracies in Baghdad were constantly swirling through the small community of Iraqis in Boston. One of them, Ahmad al-Chalabi, was particularly articulate. The son of a finance minister to the king, al-Chalabi knew how things worked and who the players were. In early February 1963, news came that military plotters, backed by the Baathists, had pulled off a coup and executed Colonel Qassim, whom Saddam had failed to assassinate two years earlier. One of the coup leaders was Saddam’s cousin, General Ahmad Hassan al-Bakr, who became prime minister. The young revolutionist’s stock was on the rise.

“We really had the t’s crossed on what was happening,” the CIA’s then–chief of operations in the Middle East, James Critchfield, would recall. “We regarded it as a great victory.”

A great victory that was short-lived, as it turned out. As my friend al-Chalabi had shrewdly predicted, the Baathists would be ousted when they clashed with the army. In November he was proved right.

For me, Baghdad, with its military coups and conspiracies, seemed farther and farther from my world. I was throwing myself into my studies, and college life was turning out to be everything I hoped for and more. Late at night I watched Johnny Carson. On weekends I made my way to Harvard Square for a Kurosawa or Bergman flick. Some nights I’d hang out with friends at the coffeehouses where the folk singers were playing. American girls in black leotards, smoking cigarettes, were quite a sight for a boy from Baghdad.

My introduction to American-style dating came with a Greek woman, very good-looking, but at twenty-nine, too old for me. The two main things she offered were sex and a car, neither of which I’d had much experience with in Iraq. My next girlfriend was a Colombian beauty I met at a Harvard graduate student party. We even considered marriage, but that was impossible for me. Nuclear physics was just too demanding.

But life was good. The Iraqi government was giving me two hundred dollars a month, plus three hundred dollars a year for books and clothing on top of tuition. I was also renting out rooms in my house to other students. I occasionally sensed hostility because I was a foreigner, but I was never subjected to a racial epithet or incident. Frankly, despite American liberals’ carping about racial segregation, things were better here than in Iraq, socially speaking. I was even befriended by a Jewish-American professor who wanted to translate Arabic texts by computer.

But overnight, it seemed, my spell at MIT came to an end. I had my master’s degree, the question now was what to do next. Friends told me about a nuclear nirvana at Florida State University, where there was a new accelerator and unlimited research time. So I applied and was accepted for the Ph.D. It was a good thing, too, because on a brief visit home I was nearly drafted into the army. Connections, I learned, and the right kind of documents were everything in the new Iraq.

Tallahassee was a pretty sleepy place compared with Boston, but a lot better than Baghdad. The riptides roiling the rest of America, civil rights and Vietnam, were hardly felt here, and Southern hospitality was not an illusion. When I went to get a dorm room with some other students, the attractive, well-dressed lady who ran things picked me out of the waiting group.

“Where’re yew from, honey?”

Iraq, I replied cautiously.

“Well, God bless yew,” she said. “C’mon in.” Within minutes, I had a room and a key to the house—no money down, no questions, no application. America. What a great country.

Some of the twenty-five or so foreign graduate students at FSU, however, had a hard time letting go of their old habits. They held on to their cynicism about America and democracy. To be sure, the war in Vietnam, U.S. support for Latin American dictators, the murders of reformers such as Martin Luther King Jr. and Bobby Kennedy, and, especially for Arab students, America’s blind support for Israel, were radicalizing influences. Somehow, though, I was able to differentiate individual Americans I met from U.S. policies. For a while I even dated a Jewish girl. If anything, I was becoming more Americanized. I even started playing poker. 

An Iraqi friend and I were hanging out at a campus pub where a woman named Kitty was the bartender. Her husband, Gary, was a high-stakes pool player, who taught me how to make a few trick shots. In time, I got pretty good and started to play for money, picking up small change here and there.

No doubt, I was developing a taste for gambling. There was a low-stakes poker game after the doors were closed at night, and Kitty and Gary invited me to sit in. One of the regulars was a guy with a badly deformed hand whose name was Jim.

“Bunch of losers,” Jim grumbled one day after an all-night session. “Penny-ante stuff.” He asked if I’d like to get into a “real game” with some rich tobacco farmers outside Tallahassee.

Sure, I said. The following Friday night we were tooling out through the flat farmland in my new Oldsmobile Cutlass, which I’d just bought for $3,600. Financially, I was doing pretty well, since FSU was paying me $350 a month as a physics research assistant on top of the monthly salary and tuition I was getting from Baghdad. An hour or so out of Tallahassee, we pulled off the highway and drove down a long, straight dirt road through the tobacco fields, eventually pulling up to a huge estate. Several private airplanes were scattered around a landing strip out back.

Steaks were sizzling on a grill. Beer was piled in ice buckets. A group of pink-faced, oversized men in golfing pants, who were happily chortling with one another and chomping on huge cigars, made me feel right at home. That I was Iraqi didn’t matter; they probably couldn’t even find it on a map. These were rough-hewn, self-made men. The only thing that mattered was “if you could cut it.”

As the cards were dealt, they began reminiscing about the “good old days” before Castro, not so distant in 1968. After an all-night poker game, they’d fly their planes down to Havana, they said, have breakfast, take a swim, hire a girl, and spend the afternoon in the casinos before flying back for another round of poker until Sunday morning.

What a life. And here I was, a Shiite Muslim from southern Iraq, drinking beer and playing seven-card stud on a tobacco estate in Florida.

At first, I won, then the tide turned. The reason was simple: They had so much money, they didn’t care if you raised them. They didn’t care what I had showing, they had the money and they always called. I lost my shirt, but it was a very good lesson: Don’t play with the big boys until you have very good cards.

I had enough work to keep me busy on campus anyway, where I was drawing attention with some breakthroughs in research. But unfortunately, the good life could not last. After a year of postdoctoral work, the university hinted that it was time for me to move on (following the tradition that the school that grants your Ph.D. wants you to teach somewhere else). Out of the blue, I was approached by the dean of a tiny, traditionally black school in southern Georgia, Fort Valley State College. Normally, I might have dismissed it out of hand, but times were not normal: I was suddenly being dunned by the Iraqi government for my scholarship obligation, and the Vietnam War had produced a glut of Ph.D.s who had stayed in school to avoid the draft. So when Fort Valley offered me $17,500 a year, nearly twice the normal salary for an assistant professor, I accepted on the spot. I figured I’d deal with Baghdad later.

The National Science Foundation was ready to give the college a grant to establish a computer center—if they could hire an acceptable caretaker. So I would have two hats, one to teach math and physics, the other to set up the computer center, which primarily involved negotiating for equipment with IBM and Control Data Corporation.

Needless to say, Fort Valley, population four hundred, situated in flat, south Georgia gnat country, had no social or cultural amenities whatsoever. The only other business beside the college was the Bluebird school bus body shop. There were no movie theaters, no restaurants open after sundown. But it was an eye-opener in another way, on race relations in the South. When I dated a few black teachers, I drew disapproving looks from both sides, so I stopped. My black friends at the college were curious, however, about how whites treated me: Did they see me as white or black?

“I don’t know,” I said. They slowly shook their heads.

Meanwhile, I was shocked by the deprivations of black education. My students weren’t just unprepared for college, they weren’t ready for high school. Not even in Iraq did college students have such problems with math, or with reading and writing in their own language. If I made a simple error in arithmetic on the blackboard, nobody would catch it. The state and the federal governments didn’t help by failing to enforce any standards. Football players seldom went to class but were passed anyway. Not in mine. When I flunked an entire class of students taking a summer course to qualify for high school teaching, the faculty was astounded. Nobody had ever done that before. But the department head and college president backed me up.

Now Iraq roared back into my life. Baghdad authorities, who up until then had been lackadaisical about demanding repayment of their loans, suddenly started playing tough. The legalese in their letters referred to impending government action against “the guarantor” of the loan, my father.

How glibly we’d agreed to that contract years ago, in the euphoria over my admission to MIT. How blithely I had skipped along after I got my Ph.D., having a great time in Florida. Now Iraq had called my bluff, and far different people were in power. On July 17, 1968, there had been another coup, and the Baath Party was back in power. Saddam Hussein, vice president of the Revolutionary Command Council, was now the man to see.

An Iraqi acquaintance of mine in Tallahassee, Tariq Kassar, was rumored to have good connections in Baghdad, especially with Saddam Hussein. I went to see him, and he gave me the bad news first. The new regime wasn’t fooling around anymore, he said. If student delinquents didn’t pay up or come home, their parents were being picked up and jailed. Some were being tortured.

“These are very, very tough guys, Khidhir,” he said evenly. He stubbed out a cigarette, then sipped from a glass of whiskey. We were sitting in his off-campus apartment. The blinds were drawn against the Florida heat. I glanced around at the spacious rooms. It occurred to me that Tariq had an awfully nice place for a student on an Iraqi scholarship, especially one who rarely went to class. His bad grades didn’t seem to disqualify him from an extended stay, either.

The good news, Tariq resumed, was that the new regime was being very accommodating to Iraqis who made a good-faith promise to return home when their work was finished. But I had to mean it; I could finish what I was doing, but no more. Then I had to go. Iraq needed engineers and scientists and the new regime wouldn’t hesitate to apply the screws to get me back. 

And I should go back, he said. Life would be good for me there.

“I’ve sent several good reports about you to Baghdad,” he said, fully making his point. He looked up at me.

“Your work in physics, especially the three-body nuclear reactions, has given you a high standing in the Arab community,” Tariq said. “You wouldn’t be expected to toil away in the university, teaching stupid farmers’ sons.” He smirked. I was taken aback that he knew so much of my research.

“I’m sure they would recruit you for a very good job at Atomic Energy or something like that,” he said, and offered to help straighten out things for me at the embassy in Washington.

No doubt, he was a player. So during Christmas break, we drove up to Washington in my Olds. I expected he had good connections, but I wasn’t prepared for the embassy reception he received. The Iraqi cultural attaché fell all over himself. No less than the ambassador threw Tariq a lavish dinner.

But there was still that little business of my loan to take care of. Tariq ushered me into a meeting with an embassy official, who greeted me with exaggerated respect and kindness. Then he started in on his sales pitch. The Iraqi Atomic Energy Commission, he said, was doing marvelous things in nuclear research and even nuclear medicine. With my knowledge and talents, I could be a big player in those efforts, maybe even head up an entire division. Iraq would be very grateful for my patriotic sacrifice. Was I interested?

I didn’t have much of a choice, but at least it sounded like a soft landing. If I had to leave America for a few years to meet my obligation, it might not be too bad. Besides, like most people, I had some feelings for my country. Iraq was coming up in the world, no doubt about it. The government was pouring money into education, science, huge civil works projects, the arts, even archaeology. Women were filling the universities. Saddam could be a bastard, but at least he was modernizing the country and standing up to the mullahs.

In any event, what choice did I have? My father was on the hook. I signed some papers, and the matter was done with. All litigation would be dropped, contingent upon my return next summer. A good job would be waiting for me at the AEC in Baghdad, working on the peaceful uses of nuclear energy. 

“Your father will be very proud of you,” one official said, chuckling.

Tariq and I spent the rest of the week touring Washington. Under a crust of snow, the capital was beautiful. We visited the Lincoln Memorial and President Kennedy’s grave at Arlington. I shivered in the cold. My thoughts were a jumble. I had a hard time believing I was really going back to Iraq.

No doubt Tariq sensed my despair. One day he said he wanted to introduce me to an old friend of his, Basil al-Kubaisi, who was living in Washington.

“Interesting guy,” he said on the drive. Al-Kubaisi, he confided, was an Iraqi Baathist, but at present he was working for the Palestine Liberation Organization, the PLO—“at a very high level.” He gave me a lingering look.

My mouth probably went a little dry. I knew the PLO had a following among Arabs in the United States, not much different from the cachet Black Panthers had with some American liberals. But I considered most of them armchair revolutionaries, full of coffeehouse braggadocio. Personally, in any event, I had little regard for the PLO. I thought they were good at hijacking airplanes or blowing up school buses, but otherwise full of hot air. A homeland for the Palestinians was a worthy cause, but the PLO’s methods were all wrong. I deplored unnecessary violence, whatever the excuse.

When we arrived in Basil’s apartment, I was more than anxious. He greeted us at the door, and it was quickly apparent that he had made a special effort, preparing an Iraqi-style dinner of lamb and rice. Within a short time, we were digging in.

“I’ve heard lots about you,” he said, wiping grease from his mouth and raising a wineglass toward me. “You are a smart guy, a physicist. An Iraqi nuclear physicist.” He pronounced each word distinctly. “How about that?” He took a gulp of wine, smiled wryly, and then tossed down his napkin. He leaned back in his chair.

“The Israelis are winning,” he said. “We can’t compete with them in the position we are in. They have nuclear bombs. We have nothing. AK-47s—slingshots. We have no way of catching up to the Israelis as long as they have the bomb and we don’t.”

I began to listen closely.

The PLO, he went on, was developing a top secret military research center in Jordan. “We want to assemble a team to make atomic bombs. Are you interested?”

I just stared at him, dumbfounded, I’m sure.

“We’re not going to explode one in Israel,” he added. “Our plan is to set one off in the desert, announcing to the world our accomplishment. We’ll keep the other in reserve. That will make the Israelis listen. They’ll be forced to negotiate with us.”

I couldn’t think of anything appropriate to say. I thought it might even be some kind of trap. So I just fingered my wineglass and remained silent.

“You could be a leader of that team,” Basil went on. “Money is no object, since all the Arab oil money is behind it. By the way, there will be no problem for you with the Iraqi government. The PLO will see to that.”

He looked up at me. “What do you say?”

Every alarm was going off in my head. The PLO was a collection of terrorist groups, no matter how it presented itself. To the FBI, it was Enemy Number One, or close to it. But its factions were forever quarreling among themselves—and with their hosts, as in Iraq. Saddam, according to the word we had from Baghdad, already regretted letting the PLO into Iraq, because they were making life hell for him. But there were other considerations. If I took the job—and I wasn’t sure yet this was an offer I could refuse—I’d eventually come into the crosshairs of Israeli intelligence. Mossad had a well-deserved reputation for hunting down its PLO targets and liquidating them. I’d live in fear my entire life, from all sides. No doubt my own time would come.

I chose my words carefully.

“I don’t think this is for me,” I told Basil, softly, respectfully. I fumbled for the right formulation. “I respect the aims of the PLO, but . . .

“I am a scientist,” I said. “Just a scientist, not a bombmaker. I don’t know anything about bombs, really. I don’t know how to make a bomb.”
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