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Je suis profondément convaincu que le seul antidote qui puisse faire oublier au lecteur les éternels Je  que l’auteur va écrire, c’est une parfaite sincérité.

 

Stendhal, Souvenirs d’Egotisme, 1832






Preface

This book is about a journey, a war and some of the people caught up in the war. For a hundred and one days, from January to April 2003, I tried to record what I experienced in Baghdad.

During such a journey the reporter is on duty at all times. Things can happen at any moment. Information is suddenly received or the idea for a new story comes to mind. The reader sees only the outcome; the articles say little of how they were first conceived or what has been left out.

In my ten years as a journalist reporting from war and conflict zones, I have never worked under more difficult conditions than I did in Iraq. Before the war the problem was elementary: no one said anything. Iraqis used empty phrases and banalities for fear of saying anything wrong or betraying their own thoughts.

What to do as a journalist when everyone says the same? Do they all mean it? Do none of them mean it?

I tried to move around in the landscape between  deafening lies and virtually silent gasps of truth. The sophisticated apparatus of oppression affected journalists too; sometimes it had a direct bearing on what we wrote.

In time new challenges arrived - descending from the sky, rushing through the air, crashing around our ears. There was no power, no water, no security. All the same, every day we had to file our reports, watched over by our minders.

One day the minders were gone. Then I tried to discover what happens to people when the dam bursts. What do they choose to say when they can suddenly say what they want?

 

My reports from Baghdad are my reports. They come directly from my own - not always adequate - experiences.

The events might have been interpreted differently by other correspondents. An Egyptian journalist probably saw the war in Iraq from another angle; an American might have assessed the situation in a different way again; maybe an intellectual from Le Monde had his own emphasis.

The truth about the war in Iraq does not exist. Or rather, there are millions of true accounts and maybe just as many lies. My remit as a journalist in the chaos of war was not to judge, predict or analyse. It was to look, ask and report.

My greatest advantage was that I was there. My eyes were there, my ears were there.

When I left for Iraq I had an agreement with three newspapers.  Aftenposten in Norway, Dagens Nyheter in Sweden, and Politiken in Denmark. In time my articles were also published by Ilta-Sanomat in Finland, Der Tagesspiegel in Germany, Trouw in the Netherlands, Der Standard in  Austria, and Tages Anzeiger in Switzerland. In addition I was employed by several radio and TV channels.

The articles I sent home were snapshots, glimpses from the war. They belong to certain days and incidents. Some have been reproduced in their entirety, others have been integrated within a larger context. The war can never be entirely grasped or understood through instant reporting. Nor can political analysis impart the tragedy of seeing one’s own child killed by a missile.

No story contains the whole story. This is just one of many and it gives a fragment of the whole, not more. Read the reports of the Egyptian, the American, or the Frenchman. But above all, try to find the Iraqi version of the war, and the time before and after the war. Together they will give us a basis for understanding what is happening, now that the acts of war are over, but before peace has arrived.

 

Åsne Seierstad 
Oslo, 2004
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Before

First comes the light. It filters through eyelids, caresses its way into sleep, and slips into dreams. Not the way it usually does, white and cool, but golden.

Half-open eyes peer towards a window framed by long lace curtains, two patterned chairs, a rickety table, a mirror and a chest of drawers. A gaudy sketch hangs on the wall: a bazaar where shadows of women in long, black shawls slide through dark alleyways.

I’m in Baghdad!

So this is what the morning light is like here. Furtive.

The next revelation awaits behind the wispy curtains: the Tigris.

It is as though I have been here before, the view jumps out from my childhood Bible. The meandering river, the rushes, the little palm-clad islands, the trees towering nobly above their reflection in the water.

From far below the cacophony of car horns reaches me, dull roars and sharp high-pitched squeals, a snailing chaos. The road follows the river bank.

I arrived under cover of darkness, a journey of twelve hours from the Jordanian to the Iraqi capital. Night fell long before we reached Baghdad. A few scattered street lights shone palely. Without our being aware of it we crossed the river.

 

Euphrates and Tigris - the starting point of everything. Even the Flood had its origins here: the land between the two rivers - Mesopotamia. The Tigris is a treacherous river. Under layers of mud, on the river plain, archaeologists have uncovered towns. The cataclysms led to the accounts of God’s judgement, the Flood that covered the whole world. The waters of the Tigris made the Hanging Gardens bloom. The Garden of Eden was somewhere near; the Tower of Babel within easy reach. From this country Abraham and Sarah were exiled.

The thickets along the Tigris are paradise no longer. The river bank is dry and barren and the only green in sight is the palm leaves swaying lazily at the top of brown tree trunks. The city too melts into brown; the contours of the houses are erased by the mists hanging heavily from the sky. Baghdad disappears into the desert.

Like so many other world cities, Baghdad’s history begins with the river.

- This is the place where I want to build. Here everything can be transported on the Euphrates and the Tigris. Only a place like this can sustain my army and a large population, Emperor al-Mansour is alleged to have said in the middle of the 700s. It was summer and he was travelling around his empire. He set up camp near the village of Qasr al-Salam, said evening prayers and fell asleep. According to the legend, he was blessed with the ‘sweetest and kindest’ sleep in the world. When he awoke, all he looked upon he  liked, and so he stayed. The Emperor himself drew up plans and allocated funds in order that the city might grow quickly. He laid the corner stone himself and said: - Build and may God be with you!

Baghdad developed on the strategic trade route between Iran in the east, the corn-growing countries in the north, and Syria and Egypt in the west. According to tradition the city was designed to express the Emperor’s elevated radiance and splendour, and to keep his distance from the population. The palaces were built on the west bank of the Tigris, while the markets and living quarters were assigned to the east bank.

 

Like al-Mansour I too have been blessed with the sweetest and kindest sleep this first night by the banks of the Tigris. I am standing up, enjoying the noise from the ramshackle cars below. A feeling of peace spreads over me. The time has come for me to start looking; in a country where catastrophe is gathering.

On the way down the stairs I hear screams from reception. Piercing howls and scratching noises cut through the air. A skinny monkey runs crazily around inside a cage, howling, a dove coos and yellow canaries add their warble. A feeding bottle is jammed between the bars of the cage.

- Poor little guy, is all I manage before two tortuous arms grab me from behind the bars and hang on. I scream and pull away. The monkey squeals and jumps back.

- Mino steals anything he can get hold of. He can reach right down into your pockets if you get too close, the receptionist says. I glare at Mino. He should be swinging from palm tree to palm tree, eating fresh shoots or scrounging bananas.

The receptionist stuffs a few dinar notes into his breast  pocket and approaches the monkey, who grabs them. - Look, he certainly can steal, he laughs.

In the breakfast room my previous night’s travelling companions are gathered around the oriental spread of bread, tomatoes, olives, boiled eggs and sweet, strong tea.

- The Tigris. I turn my eyes heavenward.

- Wonderful, says Jorunn.

- Just don’t drink it, Bård grumbles. His job is to purify the water, Jorunn’s to organise him. Bård is a water engineer and works for the Norwegian Church Aid, Jorunn is the coordinator.

- We can provide clean water for hundreds of thousands of people, Bård says. The cup of tea disappears in his large hands. - All we need is our equipment. Much of the machinery has been held up at the border, he sighs.

- The Bible, I suggest. Can you lend me a Bible?

Jorunn, who has been a relief worker under the auspices of the church for many years, looks at me as though I have caught her in a crime.

- Can you imagine. I don’t have a Bible, she mutters, apologetic, surprised. - I don’t have a Bible.

But Jorunn can relate that Abraham lived here, in Mesopotamia.

Now the Lord had said unto Abraham, Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and from thy father’s house, unto a land that I will show thee: And I will make of thee a great nation, and I will bless thee, and make thy name great; and thou shalt be a blessing.

 

Bård was the one who got me into Iraq.

- Ali will fix it, he said when I phoned him around Christmas. The country was more or less closed to the press; colleagues of mine had waited for months to gain entry. The  piles of applications from news-starved journalists grew at Iraqi embassies around the world. The majority were thrown in the waste paper basket; only a few were stamped with the seal which would open the gates to Saddam Hussein’s kingdom. Through Bård’s excellent contacts in the Red Crescent and with the help of the local Norwegian Church Aid secretary Ali, my entry visa was granted in no time at all. On one of the coldest days after New Year we flew to Jordan.

At the Iraqi Embassy in Amman I promised to register with the Ministry of Information immediately upon arrival in Baghdad. But today is Friday.

- Everything is closed, Ali assures me. You can go tomorrow.

It will be my last day of freedom. Jorunn and I want to sightsee. Bård goes to renew his membership of Baghdad Tennis Club. He is of the opinion that some of the frustration caused by Iraq’s stifling bureaucracy wears off on the court.

Jorunn, Ali and I set off for the book market, the Friday market. We leave the banks of the Tigris and join the traffic jam. Cars cough and splutter, stop and start. Like the others, our car is also patched, glued and revamped. United Nations sanctions have resulted in a lack of spare parts, leading to numerous cars breaking down in the traffic lanes and being towed or pushed to one side. Now and again we catch a glimpse of black, highly polished Japanese or German bodywork, the vehicles of the elite. Among the wrecks they look like sleek monsters. Never have I seen such a selection of American cars in worse condition; worn out Cadillacs, dented Buicks and lustreless Chevrolets. Many of them arrived as booty from Kuwait. Allegedly, few cars were left standing in the smarter areas of Kuwait after the Iraqi army withdrew and went home in February 1991.

The city where so many of the stories from the Thousand and One Nights are set is like any other large Middle Eastern city - noisy, pounding and fume-filled. When the stories of ‘Sinbad the Sailor’ and ‘Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves’ were written, Baghdad was surrounded by a high wall. The historical figure mentioned several times in the collection is the Caliph of all Islam, Harun al-Rashid, often portrayed in disguise, wandering around town to discover for himself what is going on: He felt restless, he could not sleep, his chest was tight.

Harun is said to have turned the city into a centre of culture around AD 800 and was celebrated for giving fabulous presents to poets, painters, sculptors and scientists who created something he liked. He, and later his successors, put one day aside each week for religious and intellectual discussions, and many great literary works were translated into Arabic. Baghdad was the capital of an empire which stretched from North Africa nearly all the way to India.

Internal strife drained the Empire. The headquarters of the Muslim world moved to Cairo. Turkish warlords invaded Baghdad, followed by Mongols. Hundreds and thousands of inhabitants were slaughtered. The gardens were not watered, the palaces were plundered, works of art were smashed and books burnt.

The last occupiers were the British. They conquered the town from the Ottoman Empire in 1917. The colony’s rulers staked out the borders, gave the country the name Iraq and installed a pro-British king, who declared the country independent in 1932.

Little of old Baghdad remains. The rulers who took over after the British were preoccupied with modernisation. The result was that many of the alleyways and old parts of the town disappeared for good. Modern Iraqi governments  might appear and disappear in an endless stream of revolutions and coups, but the renewal of the city has marched on indefatigably. Nearly all the buildings date from the twentieth century. Fabulous, mysterious palaces in narrow back alleys have become multi-storey brown, yellow or grey brick houses. Blocks of flats remind one of Soviet-style asphalt jungles, only smaller. The alleyways have been straightened and are now wide avenues. Trees have been planted around palaces and administration buildings; otherwise the roads are flanked by bumpy and, on the whole, crowded pavements.

 

In spite of the crowds there is no rush. No one is hurrying this Friday morning, some walk around leisurely, others pull heavy carts or drag huge sacks, swaying under the weight of their load. Shops and cafés open on to the pavements and appear relaxed and inviting. On the surface one does not notice the dark cloud of dread that is about to descend.

If the old spirit of Baghdad is still alive, it must be in the bazaars. But even they are sad reminders of the town’s lost influence and intellectual strength.

The book market is little more than an accidental collection of books, displayed around a network of narrow passages in one of the town’s old quarters. What was once a decadent and busy quarter is now a cluster of dilapidated houses. Past glories can only be guessed at. The books are lined up in rows, on the ground or on small carpets and tables. No one hawks their wares, rather the vendors look uneasy, surveying a collection they would prefer had remained on the shelves at home, but which decades of war have forced them to sell. Old Arab classics, the collected works of Sartre, Saddam’s speeches in French, German  and English. I am offered a glass of sweet tea and buy  Arabian Nights and By Desert Ways to Baghdad. On the ground, in the dust, I find Gertrude Bell’s Arabian Diary. I have promised Ali not to talk to anyone, at least to say nothing ‘that can be misinterpreted’. He is my guardian today - until I am embraced by the lawful clutches of the Ministry of Information.

- You have not registered yet, you are virtually illegal, so better not get into any trouble, he explains. So I only ask about the books lying in the dust. And no one can stop me from looking at people.

The market empties of customers. It is lunch time. Ali takes us to a restaurant which lies in a garden of flowers and palm trees. Fish swim around in a pond. We pick the fattest one. The fish sparkles in the afternoon sun, a last round of the pond, a net, a blow and the cook is ready to clean, fillet, season and grill. While we follow the knife’s rapid movements, salad, hummus, grilled aubergine, white cheese and chunks of bread, straight from the oven, are brought to the table. We eat with our fingers, dipping the bread in the dishes.

The conversation is stilted. It is difficult to talk with Ali. Or maybe he finds it difficult to talk with us.

There is plenty of room in the restaurant. A nearby family wolfs down starters and fish at a furious rate. In a corner two men loll about, replete. A group of big guys in leather jackets, each carrying a walkie-talkie, throw themselves like hungry bears over their meal. Mobile phones don’t exist, satellite telephones are forbidden, but collaborators, the important ones, are evidently furnished with walkie-talkies.

I go out to watch the cook. He pours oil and marinade over the fish, chops some chillies and grills some more. Ali follows me, to make sure I’m behaving.

The feeling of anticipation stays with me all day. It is like being poised at the start of a maze; the answer is hidden and there is a mess of routes to choose from.

No one can reach me, the mobile phone won’t work, no one knows me. Chores not done before departure will remain undone, post will remain unopened, messages will remain unanswered. The restlessness from home lets go its grip.

 

Back in room 707, according to the receptionist the best he has, I unpack my hoard of books and lay them out on the ochre bedspread. Like a serene island between the bathroom, where the cockroaches scurry over the broken tiles, and the evening rush-hour outside, my bed occupies the major part of the room. The noise is even shriller than in the morning. But I don’t close the door to the balcony. I want the curtains to flap in the desert wind.

My eyes alight upon Arabian Diary and I am sent whirling into Gertrude Bell’s fantastic world. Early in the last century she travelled alone with smugglers and bandits in the desert right outside my window. She was called the mightiest woman in the British Empire and was the adviser to kings and prime ministers. Gertrude Bell was the only woman Winston Churchill invited to the Cairo Conference in 1921 - the conference that was to decide the future of Mesopotamia. She was also one of the few among Middle Eastern travellers who described the life of women.

There they were, those women - wrapped in Indian brocades, hung with jewels, served by slaves, and there was not one single thing about them which betrayed the base of existence of Europe or Europeans - except me! I was the blot. Some of the women of the shaikhly house were very beautiful. They pass from hand to hand  - the victor takes them, with her power and the glory, and think of it, his hands are red with blood of their husbands and children, she writes from the Hayyil Harem on 6 March 1914. The eunuch Said has just informed her that she is a prisoner and cannot leave. She is allocated a tiny house in the harem where she waits before being released. I sat in a garden house on carpets - like all the drawings in Persian picture books. Slaves and eunuchs served us with tea and coffee and fruits. Then we walked about the garden, the boys carefully telling me the names of all the trees. And then we sat again and drank more tea and coffee. It gets on your nerves when you sit day after day between high mud walls and thank heaven that my nerves are not very responsive. They have kept me awake only one night out of seven.

After a long wait she is at last set free, by order of the emir. My camels came in, and after dark Said with a bag of gold and full permission to go where I liked and when I liked. Why they have now given way, or why they did not give way before, I cannot guess. But anyhow, I am free and my heart is at rest - it is widened.

Someone knocks on the door. Said, the eunuch with tea and exotic fruits?

A man stands outside with a yellow towel in his hand. He says something in Arabic and passes me the towel. Then he walks past me into the room. I follow. He shows me where the soap is, what the toothbrush mug is for, how the drawers are pulled out, the curtains closed and the door to the terrace shut. I smile and thank him. The man remains on the spot. I find some newly changed notes. He thanks me and leaves. A few minutes later there is another knock on the door. This time he is carrying a loo roll. I give him a few more notes. He smiles and nods and disappears down the corridor. Thus evolves our way of socialising. As soon as I return to my room I know what will happen. ‘Said’ will  turn up with something or other - a towel, a piece of soap, an extra blanket. Nothing is replenished while I’m out, but on my return there is a knock on the door.

What did I tell you as to the quality most needed for travel among the Arabs? Gertrude Bell writes. Patience, if you remember, that is what one needs.

Darkness descends on Baghdad. The sun disappears behind the Presidential palace on the opposite side of the river, Saddam Hussein’s most splendid palace, built to celebrate what the Iraqi’s call ‘The Victory in the Gulf’. The floodlit building gleams and shines among palms and gardens. It will stand peacefully for another few months.

 

- Why did you not come yesterday? What did you do yesterday? The man behind the desk thunders. - Who do you think you are?

I try to explain that it was Friday and all public offices were closed.

- We are never closed, our business hours are from 8 a.m. to 10 p.m. every day, and even outside those hours we still track you. If you want to stay you’ll have to toe the line. There’s a plane departing every day.

The man introduces himself as Mohsen. Later I am told that he is number three at the press centre.

Mohsen is so short that his legs dangle in the air behind the desk. Like many other middle-aged men in Baghdad his hair and eyebrows are tinted jet-black. In spite of his words, his face is friendly and he has beautiful brown eyes. He appears to be laughing behind the serious facade, as though he were giggling his way through the compulsory interrogation.

I tell him how I spent the previous day and fill in endless forms, so painstakingly thorough that the stout bureaucrat  softens somewhat and seems to forgive my stolen day of freedom. He summons Engineer Walid, a stick of a man, who opens my satellite telephone. It had been sealed at the border. - Anyone seen taking a phone out of this building will be arrested for espionage, Mohsen grumbles.

- What are you really doing here?

- I . . . eh . . .

- Make a list of what you want to do, then I’ll consider whether you can stay or not, Mohsen says. - In any case, I’ll give you a maximum of ten days.

With a gesture he tells me to stay seated on the sofa. It is so soft that I am knee-high to him. Mohsen despatches an assistant to find me an interpreter. No foreigner can function without someone to monitor what we do, where we travel, to whom we speak. The assistant returns with an older, thin-haired gentleman.

- This is Takhlef, our most experienced. I am giving you the best as you are so young, Mohsen smiles.

Takhlef tiptoes around under Mohsen’s gaze. He is small, skinny and dapper, dressed in a dark-blue suit, freshly ironed shirt and polished shoes. The suit is too big, as though he might recently have lost a lot of weight. The sparse hair is brushed back in a futile attempt to conceal the shiny crown. He stands beside Mohsen in a manner which shows that he works for Mohsen, not for me. - Just don’t try anything, his look tells me. - We are in charge.

In order to work together we will both have to fawn, lie, conceal. Maybe that is why I dislike him from the beginning. Later I wonder whether I never really gave him a chance. Maybe he was actually quite a nice chap, squashed by the Baath Party’s vice like everyone else. But at the time I thought my luck had run out, being given him. 

- What interests you? is his first question, as though all I have to do is to choose. An interview with Saddam Hussein, perhaps? There is no time to think of ideas before he continues:

- Are you interested in culture?

- Hm.

- Then let’s request Babylon. Let’s go to Babylon. Are you interested in art? Then we’ll request the Saddam Art Centre, the National Gallery, the History Museum, the Museum of Antiquity, the Monument of the Revolution. Shall we begin with Babylon? Tomorrow?

I am in no mood to go sightseeing; I want to talk to people, find out how they live. It becomes apparent that an application is needed for even the smallest thing. To visit a school, a hospital, an institution. Even to visit a family one has to apply before a name and an address will be supplied. I give that one a miss. There is no mileage in visiting a model family, hand-picked and approved by the Ministry of Information.

A special permit is required to leave Baghdad; the further away, the more difficult it is to obtain. To travel to the Shia Muslim areas of the south is virtually impossible - very few journalists are allowed to visit Basra. But the most difficult is to get to Tikrit, Saddam’s home town. It is almost hermetically sealed to foreigners. The permit to Babylon takes five minutes; the town can’t be of much interest.

 

The next morning Takhlef is waiting for me in reception, at a safe distance from Mino.

- Are you ready? he asks and glances casually at his watch. I take this as an indication that I am five minutes late.

Takhlef sits in the front seat of the car, I am in the back. I try to initiate a conversation, but every question receives a noncommittal answer, so I give up. Our newly established cooperation is based on very different objectives. I probe, he conceals. After an hour’s drive on sand-blown roads the car stops in front of a high blue gate, painted with animals in yellow and white. Ishtar Gate is written in large letters - gateway to the legendary city. Can this be Babylon? It looks like the Disney version - all is new, shining, sleek.

We are welcomed by Hamid, the archaeologist whose job it is to show us around in what was the centre of the globe five thousand years ago. Here culture and science, literature, mathematics and astronomy flourished. Here the world’s first law codes were collated. The Sumerians and Babylonians were the first to divide the circle into 360 degrees, the day into 24 hours, the hour into 60 minutes and the minute into 60 seconds. Five thousand years ago they impressed signs on wet clay-tablets and invented cuneiform writing. One of these tablets reveals that the Babylonians were aware of what later came to be known as ‘the Pythagorean doctrine of right-angled triangles’ a thousand years before Pythagoras.

The legendary Babylon appears in many classic tales. Most famous are the writings of the man one might call the world’s first reporter, the Greek historian Herodotus. He visited the city around 400 BC. He wrote, Babylon’s splendour exceeds that of every other city in the known world.

Ishtar, the gate with the holy, snakelike bulls’ heads, led into a temple with walls of gold. At the far end was a room enclosing a seat of pure gold. The astrologers relate, although I doubt it, Herodotus wrote, that the gods themselves visited the sacred room and rested on the seat.

Gods and gold have long gone. One hundred years ago  German archaeologists removed anything of value to Berlin. In the Pergamon Museum thousand-year-old statues and sculptures are preserved. A few years ago Saddam Hussein decided that the ruins should be rebuilt. Everything was to resemble the world’s first metropolis in its heyday. Thus Babylon got a new emperor. Many of the stones of the Ishtar gate are engraved with his signature. Not even King Nebuchadnezzar had thought of that.

Babylon is a tourist attraction without tourists. In fact Takhlef and I are the only ones there this morning. Everything in the showcases is a copy.

- The complete Ishtar gate is in Berlin. Other stolen items are in the Louvre or the British Museum, our guide sighs resentfully. - The originals still in Iraq are stored in vaults. You know, the war might start at any moment. It’s best to hide things away. The whole of Babylon might be blown to smithereens.

The archaeologist lives alone in Babylon with his young wife and a small son. He is the guide by day and watchman by night. - The Americans want to ruin our country. First they’ll get the Presidential palace, then Babylon, he snorts. - They want to destroy our culture and lord it over us, take our oil, our resources.

He halts by the model of the Hanging Gardens. Cascading down the rock face the Sumerians planted the most glorious flowerbeds. - Well, this is what we think it looked like, he says.

He is on firmer ground when talking about the Tower of Babel. The square ruins have been left standing in Babylon; the copy is in miniature. The story is told in Genesis.

And the whole earth was of one language, and of one speech.

And it came to pass as they journeyed from the east, that they found a plain in the land of Shinar; and they dwelt there.

And they said one to another, Go to, let us make brick, and burn them thoroughly. And they had brick for stone and slime had they for mortar.

And they said, Go to, let us build us a city and a tower, whose top may reach unto heaven; and let us make us a name, lest we be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth.

And the Lord came down to see the city and the tower, which the children of men builded.

And the Lord said, Behold, the people is one, and they have all one language; and this they begin to do: and now nothing will be restrained from them, which they have imagined to do.

Go to, let us go down, and there confound their language, that they may not understand one another’s speech.

So the Lord scattered them abroad from thence upon the face of all the earth; and they left off to build the city. Therefore is the name of it called Babel; because the Lord did there confound the language of all the earth: and from thence did the Lord scatter them abroad upon the face of all the earth.

Hamid shows us out and we walk along the temple walls. They stretch ahead, straight as an arrow; there is no sign of exposure to wind and weather. A man appears amongst the rebuilt ruins. Hunchbacked and dressed in a long tunic he sweeps a large square with slow, rhythmic movements. The broom is a palm leaf twice his size. He might have been sweeping all his life. Had this been Disneyland one might have thought he was put there to represent a worker from the past. But the hunchback is real, and his task is to keep the desert sand away from the historical copies. The man and the palm leaf seem to be the only genuine articles in all of Babylon.

I tell Takhlef I want to talk to the sweep.

- Why to him? Takhlef exclaims.

- He might tell me something about Babylon. 

- That one. Takhlef points and laughs scornfully. - He doesn’t even know where he is, he’s probably illiterate. You shouldn’t interview illiterates; they don’t know what’s right or wrong and won’t give you a correct picture of Iraq.

- But I want to, I say, and regret it immediately. I mustn’t rub my guide up the wrong way so soon. Takhlef approaches the sweep after all. He towers above the skinny man, who looks up at him, terrified, and gives monosyllabic answers.

- His name is Ali. He lives close by and has worked here for many years. Was there anything else you wanted to know? Takhlef asks tersely.

- No, thank you, thank you very much, that was exactly what I wanted to know.

On a hilltop overlooking the compound is a large building. It is square, like the foundations of the Tower of Babel, but brand new. Two dark-coloured jeeps are parked outside.

- Can we go up and have a look? I ask. The sweep has returned to his customary movements and is working his way around the copy of one of Babylon’s famous statues: the lion overpowering a man.

- No, says Takhlef. - That’s impossible.

- Why?

- That’s one of Saddam’s palaces.

That’s what I thought. That’s why I asked. If only we could walk up the few hundred yards to the villa. We might meet one of his sons, the dreaded Uday? Or the ice-cold Qusay? Curiosity gets hold of me and almost impels me towards the building, but then I look at Takhlef and common sense takes over. I see before me the president’s sons as little boys, on nocturnal wanderings around Babylon. Perhaps they climbed the lion, tamed it, fought imaginary barbarians.

Back in the dust of the present I tag along behind Takhlef to the exit. Hamid opens up the souvenir kiosk. I buy two Babylon T-shirts, a slab of ceramic depicting the holy ox, a picture book of the excavations, a bunch of postcards and stamps with images of the ruins, unaware that this little kiosk in a few months will burst into flames and become a gaping black hole. The display cases in the museum will be emptied, the ceramics smashed, the miniatures of the Tower of Babel and the Hanging Gardens broken to pieces. The light bulbs will be unscrewed from the lamps, the sockets torn out of the walls, the cords cut up and sold as scrap at the markets. Every age has its own catastrophe. But it is still some time away. In the meantime, Hamid, like most other Iraqis, lives in fear of the storm that is brewing. Will the wrath of God strike Babylon again?

Takhlef is more talkative. - Show me America’s Babylon, he guffaws. - They were nothing at the time we ruled the world. They are historical upstarts. They don’t build, they just tear down. It’s important that you write about Babylon, show the world who we are!

Takhlef drops me off outside the hotel. Do I want him to fetch me for dinner?

I pluck up enough courage to say no.

- Saddam’s Art Centre? he asks. He is planning the following day’s programme.

I am here to find dissidents, a secret uprising, gagged intellectuals, Saddam’s opponents. I am here to point out human rights violations, expose oppression. And I’m reduced to being a tourist.

- You have to follow the rules, Takhlef says. - That’s very important; otherwise you’ll have to leave. You can’t wander around alone, talk to anyone or write bad things about Iraq. Believe me, trust me, do as I say.

My head is spinning.

- OK, I say. - I look forward to seeing Saddam’s Art Centre. I’m very interested in art and culture.

Back in my room I throw myself on the bed. There is a knock on the door. Said and the toiletries. I thank him and pay. He straightens the bedcover, nods and leaves. I tear the cover off.

Patience. That is what Gertrude Bell recommended. Patience.

 

Saddam’s Art Centre is a huge concrete structure in the middle of Baghdad. It consists of a few floors of Iraqi paintings from the last centuries and two floors of Saddam Hussein. We proceed quickly through the first centuries and stop at the 1970s. From there on it is all about the big leader: painted, photographed, woven, appliquéd, reproduced in graphic art and woodcut, in mosaics, in silk and cotton. With sunglasses, in a white suit, presenting arms, in an armchair, genial, or upright, mounted on a horse.

One of Saddam’s official painters shows us around. He looks like a Montmartre artist: long hair swept back, sensitive fingers, casual but stylish attire. But instead of Sacre Coeur or the Eiffel Tower, Khalid is reduced to one and the same motif.

- This painting is to commemorate the victory over the Americans during the Gulf War. This one celebrates the triumph over Iran in 1988.

Khalid shows us his pièce de résistance - a fifty metre square painting representing Iraq’s history. The central motif is naturally the president himself, in uniform, riding on a white horse, sword aloft. He is broad-shouldered and well-built. His eyes shine, his teeth glow; his cheeks are ruddy and healthy, the posture proud. Below him are the people, the  various ethnic and religious groups represented by national costumes, the workers in Soviet-style poses by weapons-filled conveyor belts. The American threat is indicated by bombers, but there is still room for roses, palms, mountains and wild animals. Every living thing is included in Saddam’s ark.

Khalid tells me how he became one of Saddam’s official artists. - While I was a student at the Academy a competition was announced to paint the president from a photograph, but to use your own artistic ideas. I won, he says. - Our president is very interested in art and often announces competitions to decide who can produce the best portrait.

- Don’t you get fed up with painting the same subject all the time?

- Oh no. Our president is a source of continuous inspiration.

- Wouldn’t you like to paint something else?

- If I were asked to paint divine women, angels or the most beautiful roses, I would decline, because I paint the greatest of all.

- Have you met him?

- Yes, I was awarded a distinction five years ago. A great honour to my art, the greatest day in my life, Khalid assures me.

My favourite painting shows Saddam Hussein wearing Mafioso sunglasses against the backdrop of a setting sun. I feel like asking whether anyone has specialised in presidential caricatures, but I resist the temptation. My residence permit has not yet been granted.

Khalid represents one part of the complex system which feeds the personality cult of the president. The forever-appearing grotesque Saddam frescos are supposed to demonstrate his closeness to the people; several of the  paintings show him kissing children or clasping the worn hands of a soldier’s mother. But the portraits, both the small and the ostentatious, underline the leader’s elevation - he is almost deific, and in pure goodness now and again descends to the level of the people.

Khalid no longer needs a photograph to paint from. He knows the face by heart.

 

The tour around Saddam’s many faces continues after we leave the Art Centre. We encounter him on street corners, in restaurants, on public buildings and in squares.

- It’s beautiful, isn’t it? Takhlef asks.

Saddam is everywhere. On every single piece of construction, on posters, in shop windows. He makes an appearance on each of the ministry buildings. Outside the Ministry of Justice he is holding up scales. By the Ministry of Defence he sits on a tank. He stands in a field by the Ministry of Agriculture and wields a hammer and anvil by the Ministry of Industry. Outside the Ministry of Communications a large poster shows him talking on a telephone. In front of the mosques he is praying and near a teahouse he is drinking tea. The different costumes and poses accentuate the conviction that he is omnipresent. He is the descendant of the Kings of Babylon - and the man of the moment.

- Saddam Hussein has elevated Iraq to a shining world star. The Americans try to wear us down with bombs and sanctions. But we will prevail, come what may.

Takhlef does not wait for me to respond. Others might draw breath or cough; my guide proclaims, at suitable intervals, clichés about the President.

- Everything he did in the past was good and everything he will do in the future is good. 

- How can you be so sure about that?

- I know it as a result of my belief in the party and his leadership.

Takhlef glares at me; he suggests we finish the tour. I am frustrated. What sort of a game is this? How long will it continue? How much longer must I praise Saddam’s shining hair? How often will Takhlef boast about the victories of the revolution and how wonderful everything would be in Iraq but for sanctions? He knows he is lying, he knows I know he is lying, he knows I am lying, he knows that I know that he knows that I am lying. I keep my mouth shut. To report my questions and attitude is one of Takhlef’s duties. But I want my first article home to deal with something real - how people live, how they think about Iraq, about the USA and about the war that is lurking over the horizon. I cannot just phone Aftenposten and ask for some space in the travel section: ‘A guide to Baghdad’s art scene - from Babylon to Saddam at sunset’. Bon voyage!

- Shall we do the National Museum tomorrow? Takhlef asks.

I shrug my shoulders.

- They have one hundred and seventy thousand artefacts. It is very interesting.

I do not want to see one hundred and seventy thousand artefacts.

- What about the monuments to the revolution? Or Saddam Hussein’s gift collection? There are thousands of gifts from all the world’s leaders. Or what about the Mother of all Battles mosque, to commemorate the Gulf War? There is a Koran inside the mosque written with the president’s blood. It has six hundred and fifty pages. In the course of two years our president donated twenty-eight  litres of blood in order to write the book. Or what about the Ark of the Clenched Fists? They are enlarged copies of the president’s hands.

I shake my head.

- Tomorrow at eleven Baghdad’s artists are marching in a peace demonstration, says Takhlef.

I might find someone who will divulge some secrets. An intellectual, an atheist, an artistic soul.

- Yes, I’d love that.

 

Lady Macbeth, Medea, Romeo and Othello asked for peace yesterday. The cultural elite of Baghdad, with actors at the front, were called out on to the streets to protest against what the Iraqis call the US aggression. The interpretation of the characters as demonstrators was convincing. Walking slowly, clutching pictures of Saddam Hussein, a purposeful procession wound its way through the streets of Baghdad. It was easy to learn the chant by heart: Saddam, Saddam, Saddam. In our blood and in our hearts. Saddam, Saddam, Saddam, no one must take him from us, they cried in unison.

- I hope this does the trick, said Karim Awad, one of Iraq’s most famous actors. - It is our duty as actors to be good role models, we must show that we support our leader, said Awad, who was educated at a Californian school of dramatic art and has appeared in several films and TV dramas. He identifies closely with Othello, the noble warrior betrayed by his servant.

A procession of dwarves, often used in Iraqi comedies, and dancers in colourful costumes and well-known pop stars joined in the festivities.

A few blocks away, at the UN headquarters, the head of the weapons inspectors, Hans Blix, read out the new 10-point agreement.

The most significant development is that the UN is guaranteed  unlimited access, to include private homes. Iraq will encourage scientists to speak to weapons inspectors, and will allow inspectors to interview technical experts without the presence of Iraqi officials. In addition, Iraq will establish its own team to look for warheads.

Hans Blix said Iraq had handed over several new documents, were preparing others and promised to uncover more.

- We have solved a string of practical problems, but unfortunately not all, Hans Blix said when he left Baghdad to report to the UN in New York on 27 January. - I am sure Iraq will honour its promises, he said and reiterated that war was not inevitable.

The UN maintains that Iraq is hiding anthrax, the VX nerve gas and Scud missiles. The country has produced no evidence that these have been destroyed.

- We have left these points to be discussed later, he promised. Iraq has put forth conflicting information about the nerve gas production programme. Last week UN inspectors found empty chemical warheads unreported by Iraq. Iraq said it was an oversight.

After the meeting Hans Blix and his entourage left for Cyprus. Thereafter they travel to Athens to brief the UN executive committee, and then on to New York.

So far 400 sites have been inspected with no proof found that the regime in Baghdad has produced weapons in contravention of UN resolutions. The inspections continued yesterday with more than 10 sites inspected.

The Iraqis might have agreed to cooperate but the country’s newspapers are taking a much tougher line. Iraqi citizens must not get the impression that Saddam Hussein has given in to western demands. Al Thawra ‘The Revolution’, the Baath party’s mouthpiece controlled by Saddam Hussein, accused the weapons inspectors of spying. - The inspections are a direct interference in our internal affairs, the newspaper reported on Monday. - They go in to the homes of normal citizens, to their bedrooms and  bathrooms. They do not respect Muslims, or our day of rest, and insist on inspecting even on Fridays and holidays, said the editorial. - Initially we thought the inspectors were neutral, now we know they are American spies. This has nothing to do with the search for weapons of mass destruction. Anyhow, we have neither chemical, biological nor nuclear weapons, so they are looking in vain, it concluded.

The demonstration is tapering off. Satem Jassim wobbles the last few yards on sky-high heels and in tight jeans. The host of one of Iraq’s most popular TV music programmes is heavily made up and her long blonde hair is bleached.

- The most important thing at the moment is to stand behind our leader. We must inspire people. In my programme we play lots of songs that support Saddam Hussein.

- Have you got a favourite song?

- Yes, all of them.

- What about songs dealing with life, love?

- The songs about Saddam are nicer. Nicer and more important, Satem assures me. She says that everyone who works at the TV station is marching in the demonstration.

- What would have happened if someone refused?

- Nothing, this is a free country.

After a few hours the spectacle is over. The clenched fists relax, shoulders sag, placards are collected. Othello and Desdemona disappear into the crowd, their paces heavy and stooping. The curtain has come down.

 

In the hotel reception Abdullah nods politely and receives a cheerful greeting in return. I whistle at the canaries, describe a large circle around Mino and step into the rickety lift up to 707. I sink into the grey and white speckled lump which passes as an easy chair. My first article is in the can and it said something, in spite of, or because, no one said  anything. Said arrives with loo paper and a clean towel. I thank him and tip him. After just a little while there is another knock on the door.

There stands Said with a TV. He places it proudly on the table in the corner and shows me how to turn it on. There are five channels. Channel one shows Saddam talking, channel two the day’s demonstration, channel three music, channel four snow and channel five sport.

Said explains the different channels and presses all the buttons so I see all the channels several times. He turns the TV on and off, on and off, to make sure I know how it works. In spite of not understanding Said’s Arabic, I get it. The bit about the buttons.

I decide on a different strategy. In place of my usual little tip I give him a huge sum intended to last for some time, so that I won’t have to open the door continually. Said kisses the money and leaps for joy.

The TV is on channel one. Saddam Hussein sits at the head of a long table, puffing on a cigar. Around him are men in uniform, probably the Defence Minister and various generals. I recognise the man on his right, his son Qusay, head of the armed forces.

The president talks, uninterruptedly. Some of what he says we hear, but the better part is transmitted without sound, accompanied by seductive violin music. Now and again he waves his cigar in the air in time with the music, now and again out of time. Suddenly the sound is reconnected, but there is obviously one cardinal rule: only the president’s voice is heard. Whenever one of the military chiefs makes a comment, the violins take over. The sound returns when Saddam answers.

I sit in front of the TV all evening, mesmerised. It is Saddam Hussein all the way, be it news, religious or  entertainment programmes. Music videos are played, one after another, between shots of the military council. There is one man and one message - Saddam!

The stars of the music videos appear only briefly on screen. Saddam plays the main role, in a variety of get-ups: uniform, lounge suit, white shirt and braces, feathered green Tyrolean hat, black beret, turban, Bedouin dress, Palestinian scarf, lambskin hat, or Argentinian tango hat; more often than not waving a rifle around.

Labourers also feature frequently in the videos, hammering and welding - the country is being built and defended for all to see. Other videos show historical ruins, camels in the desert, mighty waterfalls and beaches, followed by fighter planes, aircraft carriers and marching soldiers.

Up-to-date pictures of anti-war demonstrations from all over the world are also given prominent coverage on Iraqi TV. They even find a European wandering around with a portrait of Saddam.

Suddenly weapons inspectors appear on the screen and a Viennese waltz wafts from the TV set. The inspectors are standing outside a tall gate. They are being hassled by an Iraqi whose threatening finger is beating time to the music. Bumbling inspectors stumble around. Some are listening; some look down on the ground, others up in the air. The TV viewer cannot hear what is being said, but one thing is for sure: the Iraqi is giving the intruders a dressing down. With their rucksacks and blue berets, they remind one of a school outing where no one knows where they are or what they are supposed to look at. We never see them actually inspecting anything, we only see them being given instructions. The pictures are repeated time and again. Iraqi TV has quite simply constructed a ludicrous music video of and with the weapons inspectors - to waltz time - and they  are walking out of step. Only the threatening finger keeps time - quick, quick, slow.

I have read that from time to time Saddam Hussein communicates his private thoughts to the populace. - I never have problems falling asleep. I fall asleep the moment I put my head on the pillow and I never use sleeping pills, he once said in a rare personal TV interview. At other times he relays a few comforting words and tells the viewers not to worry.

- If I am not always smiling, do not worry. The smile is there. It is there because I have chosen the right way. I smile because Americans and Zionists will have to be sacrificed. They should have chosen a small country to fight against, not mighty Iraq.

Now Saddam sits behind a desk. He talks to the camera. Is he giving us some useful sleeping advice?

- Good night. Sleep well. I am watching over you!

In slow motion he rides off the screen on a white horse - into the sunset.

 

The next day Hans Blix holds a press conference. It will be the last before he sets off for New York with his final report to the UN Security Council. I arrive at Hotel al-Kanal on the outskirts of Baghdad in plenty of time. I am without my minder for the first time; they are denied entry. This is UN territory. I gleefully leave Takhlef by the entrance and trot into the conference hall. Blix and his men arrive one hour late. The good-natured Swede gives a sober account of the latest developments from the weapons inspections, what the Iraqi government has accepted, what the obstacles are. He thinks the Iraqis are yielding, that they might agree to more UN demands. - But we need more time, he says.

When he has finished several hands fly up in the air. Quick-on-the-draw journalists vie with each other to ask questions. They all speak at once. - Mister Blix, Mister Blix! The answers are as noncommittal as the introduction. I wonder what he is really saying. What it implies. Does it mean war, does it mean peace, or does it merely mean a postponement of war?

- Last question, Blix says, surveying the sea of raised hands. - But it has to be in Swedish.

There are no Swedes present. The hall is silent. Surely I am able to affect something in Blix’s mother tongue. But I can think of nothing, my head is empty, so empty. - So there are no Swedes around, Blix concludes. Chairs scrape the floor, the party breaks up.

- Honourable Mr Blix, a question from Dagens Nyheter in Stockholm. What did you really mean by all that?

That’s what I should have asked. At least that’s what I wanted an answer to.

 

- You have so much energy, Takhlef complains. I don’t understand why you need to talk to so many people.

Aha, I’m winning, I think. He can’t keep up.

We are at Baghdad’s Stock Exchange. Takhlef thought a ten-minute interview with the boss would suffice, but I want to talk to the employees. I might have to interview ten brokers before I find one who has anything interesting to say. The ones who are prepared to share their thoughts with me are few and far between. I must go on, go on, until I have assembled a picture.

- But this is so interesting, I exaggerate excitedly. - It is important to report that quotations are hitting the ceiling, while the rest of the world thinks the country is going to the dogs. 

- The last three months stocks and shares have risen by nearly fifty percent. Iraqi investors have nothing but contempt for the threat of war, the Stock Exchange chairman says. They are buying factories, banks, hotels.

I assume the appearance of a naïve and friendly journalist, energetic and enthusiastic.

- The majority speak English here, Takhlef volunteers suddenly. You’ll manage on your own.

- Yippee, I think, while my minder goes and sits on a chair at the end of the room. He appears to be lost in thought, and is looking up at the boards on the wall.

The Stock Exchange is the size of a gymnasium, divided in two by a solid barrier. On one side, where the boards are, the brokers work; behind the barrier are the buyers and sellers. The closed Iraqi market operates according to its own rules. Only Iraqis can trade and only with Iraqi dinars.

Experts call the country’s economy chaotic. The chaos consists of some liberalisation at the micro level and immoveable bureaucracy and planned economy at the macro level. The economy is heavily scarred by sanctions and hyper-inflation. Twenty years ago one dinar was worth three dollars; today two thousand dinars buy only one dollar. There are plenty of loopholes in Saddam’s socialism. Smuggling, corruption and money laundering is widespread.

I stop next to a well-dressed man with a moustache. He speaks fluent English.

- Rising, says Telal Brahim contentedly. - Five percent in one week. They didn’t get us after all!

Telal hasn’t bought into any old company. He has invested in one of Iraq’s chemical factories, which recently had the dubious honour of receiving an unannounced UN weapons inspection.

- Provocative, but quite fun really. I own shares in the firm so I should know whether it produces anything illegal or not. We make plastics - boxes, bags and bottles. PVC products - run of the mill plastic. A factory producing chemical weapons wouldn’t be quoted on the stock market, Telal fumes, while all the time keeping an eye on the figures on the board. The quotations are altered with a felt pen and a sponge. The brokers run to and fro between the clients and the board. The swiftest is the most successful. Electronics have yet to reach the Baghdad Stock Exchange.

- A bull market. Quite unexpected! Muhammed Ali exclaims. - Most people thought shares would fall as a result of the threat of war, but the opposite is happening.

The Iraqis quite clearly want to believe in their economy. Anyone who gambles now might stand to gain many times over later. - Unless the war is long and bloody, Muhammed predicts. He lived in London for fourteen years, where he got a PhD in economics. - London is my second home, he says while all the time boasting about Iraqi stamina. - A quarter of a million soldiers threaten our borders. Instead of fleeing the country, people are investing in the stock market. It’s impressive, isn’t it? Let the Americans come. They just want our goodies, he says in his polished British accent.

Someone who was led astray by the threat of war stands gloomily in the corner watching the hive of activity. Yasser is a retired policeman who put his savings into a cycle factory. Certain that war would devalue his shares he sold them off some months ago. - When I sold, the shares were worth eleven dinar. Now they are up to eighteen, he says dejectedly. - I come three times a week to check. When they have fallen to fifteen I’ll buy them back. Of course I’ll end up with fewer than I had. Oh well, we can only hope they’ll drop.

Beside him is an elderly lady in a white head-scarf and thick glasses. She owns one million shares in Baghdad Bank and signals continuously to the brokers. While the living standard of the man in the street has been drastically reduced during the last decade, Suham has grown richer. - I have more money now than when sanctions first began. But I don’t take it seriously, this is just my hobby, she smiles apologetically. She is a doctor and owner of a clinic specialising in gynaecology.

- Most people are worse off, she admits. - They come to me with the most terrible afflictions; many of them cannot afford the treatment. This country is seeing a lot of horror.

- Goodbye Doktora, one of the brokers calls as the Stock Exchange is about to close.

- See you, says Suham, before disappearing out through the door and back into real life - to patients who cannot pay for her services. She is one of the winners; a dinar millionaire - on the board at least.

 

The press centre lies on the first floor of the Ministry of Information, an eight-storey monstrosity. Minister Muhammed Said al-Sahhaf sits at the top, the man who later, much later, is nicknamed Comical Ali. Now he’s just ‘the man at the top’, ‘the minister’ and not at all comical. He’s someone we never see, but who ultimately decides our destiny - how long we can stay, what we can see, where we can travel. On the ground floor is INA, the Iraqi News Agency. All Saddam’s decrees and laws are broadcast from here - via television and the three major newspapers, which are confusingly similar, despite their different names and possibly different archive photos of the president on the front pages. News never originates here. It is written in  the Presidential palace and phoned in to INA, where a number of secretaries and so-called journalists take dictation and pass it on to the newspapers.

Every morning a cheek by jowl stream of people rounds the corner and hastens in the door of the Ministry of Information. They are men in suits and women in high heels. Some with flowing locks, others with hair hidden under shawls and bodies under loose folds. Everyone appears to be heading for something important. Like worker ants they carry heavy bags and briefcases into and along the anthill’s corridors, offices, nooks and crannies. At lunch time the building teems with people on their way out. They stop and talk by the entrance before ascending once again. In the evening they stream out once more, not quite as determined, but just as fast.

The Ministry of Information is divided into storeys according to a strict hierarchical pattern. The eighth floor commands the seventh, the seventh commands the sixth, and so on, right down to the second floor and the conference rooms where al-Sahhaf and his colleagues conduct their everlasting briefings. Anybody unlucky enough to find himself in the press centre when a conference is announced is squashed into the large hall. Kadim, Mohsen and engineer Walid, whose job it is to oversee our satellite telephones, wield invisible whips and herd us like cattle into the room. If they spot you it is too late to plead other engagements. Worst of all is when the Agricultural Minister, Trade Minister, Health Minister or any one of the others who do not speak English top the bill. They go on in Arabic, for an hour and a half, followed by questions from journalists from Arab-speaking countries. There is no translation. You can bring your interpreter with you, but having done that once you won’t do it again.

The Agricultural Minister does not talk about agriculture but the strength of the Iraqi army. The Health Minister never mentions hospitals, but goes on about how wonderful Saddam Hussein is, and the Trade Minister has nothing to say about sanctions and their effect on the economy, but how the Americans will suffer should they attack Iraq. Regardless of content, the speeches all originate from the same floor - the eighth.

The ground floor - the lowest and most pitiful - is ours. Here the gruff Uday al-Taiy rules. Not as awe-inspiring as his namesake, Saddam’s son, but scary enough. While the president’s monster of a son is corpulent and limps as the result of an assassination attempt seven years ago, our Uday is light of foot, thin and sinewy. His brows are always knit, his shoulders heavy, his nails manicured and his suits immaculate. A cold wind blows in his wake. Even though he never deigns to greet me, I stand to attention and lower my eyes. I am always scared stiff that he will catch me doing something; that I have misbehaved, said something unforgivable.

Uday al-Taiy is one of those cold-blooded and effective pieces that every dictatorship needs. He is in charge of us; he advises the ministers as to who should stay and who must leave. This is what occupies us above all. To be allowed to stay. The rule is ten days. Only a few are smart, cunning, lucky, important or rich enough to stay beyond that period. And most of them are only granted an extra ten days. The visa and how to buy, trick or bribe to get it is the big topic of conversation among journalists. How many days have you got left? Do you think they’ll extend it? Who have you paid? Wow, you got the extension! How?

These conversations are intertwined with topic number  two: When do you think the war will start? At the beginning of February, at the end of February, at the beginning of March, the middle of March, after the summer? The visa has to last long enough to enable us to cover the war, and to that end we have to enter the lion’s den, Uday al-Taiy’s lair.

Anyone wanting to talk to him is obliged to come between 9 and 10 in the evening. Any earlier and he will be with the minister. The result is a queue of journalists all glaring at each other. They want to be alone with the mighty man, to submit their case in secrecy. Just wait your turn to enter and listen to Uday’s monologues. It must give him perverse pleasure to hear our applauding and fawning. All because of the bloody visa. We sit on the perch until we fall off while we wait for the moment when we can submit our request.

- We must combat America’s imperialism before they subdue the whole world, Uday says and draws heavily on a cigarette, while a Japanese from Asahi, a pale, freckled lady from the Guardian and a classy TV star from France 2 nod. The beautiful but slightly moth-eaten Parisienne bobs her sky-high heels up and down. It is her way of saying she isn’t getting the attention she deserves. The Japanese looks down, while the lady from London wraps a large necklace around her finger. An American TV producer sits in the corner, without applauding, without contradicting. My face is serious and humble and I wait politely for my allotted time. I am not high enough in the ranks to either applaud or protest. I don’t dare nod for fear of nodding at the wrong place. The lady from the Guardian interrupts continually with new points. She and Uday seem to agree about most things. The TV star’s heels bob ever more angrily; then she too throws in some fierce criticism of the  USA. The time is drawing to a close - the urgent matters must be dealt with. The Guardian wants to visit Basra; the Parisienne wants to interview Tariq Aziz. The TV producer needs permission to import one more satellite telephone. The Japanese needs an office in the building. I want to extend my visa.

- You are all flunkies of the USA. None of you report the truth, Uday screams. The air is stiff with smoke. On the wall the omnipresent picture of the president glares down at us. Behind Uday’s back are stickers from newspapers and TV stations all over the world. A television in the corner plays the incessant music videos.

To repay the attention shown, Uday allows the French and the English lady to talk. The Japanese is too polite, the American too haughty. My mouth is dry from all the smoke and I sink deeper into the low sofa. I am terrified of saying something and upsetting him. Stories abound of journalists who were exposed to Uday’s wrath and put on the first plane to Amman.

Suddenly the monologue is at an end and he gets up, says goodnight and strides out. I feel the eyes under the furrowed brow boring in to me, or through me. Hell, now I’ll have to come back tomorrow.

 

I’m on my way back to Gertrude Bell’s exercise in patience. Out in the parking lot Josh grabs me.

- Dinner?

Josh is an engineer with Sky News. He is responsible for the satellite system which enables the channel to report at any time from anywhere. He has the most contagious laugh and the broadest Scottish accent. Half of what he says goes over my head, but the other half usually makes me laugh. We have been bumping in to each other over the last years,  at a refugee camp in Macedonia, during demonstrations in Belgrade, on a mountain top in the Hindu Kush, in the desert near Kandahar, and now in Baghdad.

Josh has been to Iraq before. During the last Gulf War he saw active service with the British Army. He was a soldier for eleven years, before being hired by Sky News.

Many TV companies recruit from the forces when they need technicians or cameramen. The one-time soldiers have stamina and war experience and bring a certain assurance to the team. They have learnt battle psychology and first aid. They know the difference between incoming and outgoing fire, and are the last to complain. Some of the correspondents also have army careers behind them.

We tumble through the door to the al-Finjan restaurant. The whole of Sky News - reporters, producers, photographers, technicians and editors, in addition to many other colleagues - are shown to a trestle table.

The British contingent are regular customers and the staff cannot be helpful enough. Rather, they know exactly what we want, and serve us beer. In cups so as not to antagonise the guests at the table nearby. Prohibition was part of the Islamisation campaign during the 1990s. Goodbye whisky, hello prayers and shawls. The former godless Saddam was suddenly being photographed in mosques, praying.

Al-Finjan is run by Alaw, a Christian Armenian who has tricked his way past the restrictions. That means contacts and patrons in high places.

We talk about the approaching war, wars we have experienced, where other wars might break out and which hotels will be safest once the bombs start falling. Al-Rashid lies right in the ministry jungle, al-Mansour between the Ministry of Information and one of the main bridges,  Hotel Palestine opposite the Presidential palace. My tiny al-Fanar, close to the Palestine, makes them all smirk.

- That dilapidated building will collapse at the smallest explosion.

One dish follows another, the cups are refilled. I try to imagine the opposite situation. Great Britain is expecting a major attack from Iraq. It is feared that bombs will rain down over London. Rumours abound that Iraqis are planning wholesale takeover of many of England’s larger industrial plants, oil companies and shipping. Should Iraq win the war, it is expected that its leaders will maintain power for a considerable period, until a friendly regime is in place, a regime which serves Arab interests. Right in the middle of this rumour-flood Iraqi journalists flock to London. They check in at the best hotels, rent extra rooms to house their equipment, splash money about, demand to follow their own customs and drinking habits. They have brought with them gasmasks and bulletproof vests, and buy up bottled water and tinned food which those who live there cannot afford. In the evening, they gather round the restaurant tables and await one thing: that their president will give the go-ahead for the destruction of London.

How would they have been received by the inhabitants of London? By restaurant staff? By the British Ministry of Information?

Back in 707 Said has come up with another decoration idea. A small red, yellow and black patterned rug adorns the narrow strip of floor at the bottom of the bed. How would I furnish the room of someone who had come to report on the destruction of my country?

 

The days pass interviewing people who won’t talk, translated by interpreters who won’t cooperate, in a country  where eyes and ears are everywhere. Never in my life have I worked under such difficult conditions. Not because there is no water in the tap, or a threat of guerrilla warfare. Nor the difficulty in sending articles home. The problem is that there is nothing to send. The list I gave to Mohsen has come to nothing.

- Not possible.

- OK.

- Impossible.

- Of course.

- Not allowed.

- That’s fine.

- No permit.

- I see.

- Out of the question.

- But . . .

- Maybe

- Oh.

- Be patient.

- Mm.

Instead I traipse around with Takhlef.

- Would you like to see the result of the sanctions in the hospitals? he asks. - Hundreds of thousands of children are dying because we are forbidden to import essential medicines.

- I have read about them everywhere.

- But you haven’t seen them yourself.

- We can’t all write about the same sick children, I answer stubbornly.

Takhlef gives me an astonished look. This is the first time I’ve grumbled. We visit a food distribution point instead. Most Iraqis are dependent on rations distributed by the government. Rice, flour, beans, lentils. In the expectation of a  long war the population are being given several months’ worth of rations.

For the first time I notice the sandbags, the only visible sign of Iraqi war preparations. On street corners brown sacks are stacked into little towers. The tiny forts are more comical than frightening, as if they belong to a different time.

We stop by a small shop. Every neighbourhood has an outlet which deals with rations. Huge sacks and boxes are placed on the floor next to some scales. The owner is weighing out foodstuffs when we enter.

Almost imperceptibly people freeze, turn away. Takhlef seems to take no notice. The female owner fetches large iron weights to measure everyone’s portion, her gaze averted. My minder grabs a woman whose eyes are watching the gauge carefully.

Takhlef translates ponderously. About food, family, fear of war. Having watched her receive rice and flour into her bags, Takhlef asks whether I am satisfied with the answers and whether I will allow her to leave.

- She must leave when she wants! I interrupt.

Takhlef tells me that she had asked many times if she could be spared from answering the questions. - But I said no. After all, we have to finish the interview.

The woman’s husband is ill and she wants to hurry home to nurse him. She fidgeted with impatience during the long interview, while I, not understanding, dutifully noted down the answers, or rather Takhlef’s detailed translation.

- Then let her go, I cry indignantly.

People never say no to an interview. They always stop, nobody ever says they don’t have time. Now I understand why: they are obliged to answer Takhlef’s questions, as if he were a policeman. In most countries people hurry away if  they are asked for interviews on the street. That is impossible in Iraq.

I feel an acute need to get rid of Takhlef. But interpreters are not exchangeable. We are. ‘Hundreds of journalists are sitting in Amman, waiting for an entry permit’, is the refrain if we ever complain.

 

- You must leave! Uday thunders.

It is the end of January and the last chance to ask for an extension. One more day and I’m illegal.

- Please, give me ten more days, I beg.

- No!

- Please!

- No!

I can’t go now. I have hardly seen anything, even less understood anything.

- S’il vous plait, Monsieur Uday.

Uday has a weakness: anything French. He studied at the Sorbonne and has many friends in France after years at the Iraqi embassy in Paris. Those who know him also know his passion: French cheese. Consequently he is often supplied with Camembert and Brie in exchange for a visa and a bit of goodwill. There is neither Chèvre nor Roquefort in my suitcase, but I gamble on a bit of charm à la Française.

- D’accord, je vous donne cinq jours.

- Only five days. That’s any moment now, I protest.

- Oh la la! Quelle Femme! Dix jours! Ca vous va?

I scurry out of the office. Ten new days! I go to Nabil’s to celebrate the extension.

Nabil’s walls are pink, the sofas are soft and there is everything from Middle Eastern specialities to shrimp cocktail in Thousand Island dressing on the menu. In addition they have Lebanese, Italian and French wines, served  with a carefully folded napkin round the bottle. As soon as the glasses have been filled the bottle is put under the table and removed when it is empty.

Like Alaw, the owner of al-Finjan, Nabil belongs to the Christian minority in Iraq. This evening he is scared. The weapons inspections are not going well; the American rhetoric is increasingly aggressive. Nabil is newly married, has newborn twins and says they will leave if the war starts. Maybe to London, he speculates. Close the restaurant and return when it is all over.

- Do you think there will be war?

- It will be difficult to avoid.

- When will it happen?

- Impossible to tell, but leave in time.

In the meantime Nabil does all he can to forget the clouds of war. He extends the menu and learns how to make pizza Margherita from a friend who lived in Italy.

- Come on Valentine’s Day, says Nabil. We’ll have a party!

 

Every day Takhlef propels me through the Baath Party mill, having been mashed through it many times himself. I feign compliance. However, our cooperation is starting to unravel.

One morning I make myself sound sick; I tell him I am at my hotel, in an attempt to sneak off. I am actually going out with two Norwegian child psychologists, Magne Raundalen and Atle Dyregrov. Unlike me, they have a super interpreter, a woman who takes people seriously. She is of course also hired by the regime, but she lets people speak and does not scare them off.

- We’ll choose a street at random, Atle explains. - We’ll knock on the first door and ask if they have any children. 

- But you have to apply first, I tell them. The Iraqi bureaucracy has become part of my daily life. Obviously there are other rules for child psychologists.

We drive north and the car really does stop in a randomly chosen street. Atle takes the houses to the left, Magne and I the houses to the right. We ring the bell outside the first house. A man appears. The interpreter explains our business and the family lets us in. I am in an Iraqi home for the first time.

The family of Abu Khan - Grandfather Khan - are gathered together for holy day. Everyone assembles around him in the front room, eight children and about thirty grandchildren. They were preparing dinner when we rang the bell.

Magne’s project is to establish the psychological problems or traumas present in children who live on the edge of a war. Having explained his objective to Abu Khan he asks if he may start. He is a determined guest; he asks the parents to stay in the background and say nothing and gathers the children around. - Usually I ask the parents to leave, but that is not possible here. After all, we have arrived in the middle of a family party.

 

- Are you frightened of anything?

- My brother is frightened of dogs.

- And you?

- I’m not afraid of anything.

Hamza looks Magne Raundalen in the eyes while fumbling with a button on his overalls. The child psychologist asks again.

- Aren’t you frightened of anything?

Hamza stares defiantly at the questioning man. No one says anything. Then Hamza decides that it is permitted to be frightened when one is seven.

- I am frightened that my mummy and daddy will die, he says,  looking down. I’m frightened of being alone, that many in my family will be killed. I’m frightened that they’ll shoot us. Or that they’ll use weapons that will make us sick. There are some weapons like that and you don’t notice at once that you get sick. Then you get very sick and it hurts terribly and then you die.

- Who has got these weapons?

- Bush and Sharon.

- Why?

- I don’t know. We mustn’t talk about that.

Everyone listens while Hamza speaks. Only a little girl walks around, gurgling, wide-eyed, surprised at the sudden silence. The four cousins Shahad, Hind, Sahar and Reem huddle together in an armchair. It is their turn now.

- Sometimes I can’t sleep at night, I think about the bombs, eleven-year-old Shahad says. - I dream that the whole family is at home, that we can’t escape. Just when the bomb falls on us and explodes I wake up. Mummy told us about all the people who were bombed and burnt alive. They were buried under lots of earth and crushed.

- We will withstand the enemy. We are strong and we will fight, says fifteen-year-old Reem. - Just like the Palestinians, we are struggling against Zionism and America. We are shut in, just like they are. We must get foreigners out of our country.

- What Reem said is typical, Magne explains. - Teenagers have been taught what to say. They use Saddam Hussein’s words. But the younger children muddle everything up - fear, fantasy and snatches of conversations they have picked up.

- But I don’t think they’ll kill lots of children, Shahad interrupts. - No one would agree to that. I think people will show sympathy. We are peaceful and won’t attack anyone.

The others don’t agree. - Oh yes, they’ll bomb us, I’m quite sure, says Reem. - But when Bush sees all the dead Iraqi children on TV he’ll regret it.

Magne notes it all down and then asks if they can draw their insides: How much is fear, how much is unhappiness, and how much is anger. They draw circles and divide them up. Fear is the largest sector in Shahad’s circle; in Reem’s it is anger.

- The media is the father of fear. The children rarely discuss with their parents what has been said on telly, they just store it up and then it emerges at night or when they are alone. What they fear most is being alone, or being left alone after the war, Magne says.

As if the media has not sown enough fear already, Grandfather Khan fuels the fire.

- I was a soldier when the British attacked us in 1941. That was awful. But the Gulf War and the American bombs were even worse. This war will be devilish. And do you know why? The weapons are larger and stronger and it will be impossible to defend ourselves. The new bombs will kill us all.

He gets up from the chair and shakes his fist. - But we will fight.

The psychologist takes his leave. The grown-ups return to their cooking. The children go out to play. The Security Council meets to discuss the situation in Iraq. Bush is impatient.

 

Several days go by and I do not see Takhlef. I tell him I am at the hotel writing, reading or resting. In reality I sneak out at daybreak to work with the child psychologists.

One evening when my minder phones I realise I can avoid him no longer and agree to meet him next morning at nine. At the crack of dawn I leave to meet Shaima, a six-year-old who regales me with how the Americans will bury her house in sand, how all the sand will cover her, how she will rub and rub her eyes but the sand will not go away and in the end everyone will be smothered by it.

I am caught offguard by her stories and forget the rendezvous. When I appear one and a half hours late Takhlef is livid.

- What are you up to? he cries. - You sneak out without me. They’ll throw you out!

My minder has done his job and has asked for me at the hotel. Abdullah told him I had left at six. Takhlef quivers with fury, but is scared at the same time. If I do anything illegal he will get the blame. I resort to a lie.

- My editor asked me to interview two Norwegian child psychologists, and they were off this morning so I had to catch them at their hotel at first light. You can check it out at al-Rashid.

- It’s OK, Takhlef mutters. - But you can’t continue like this - you’ll be straight out. I’ve lost a lot of money the days you didn’t turn up.

Takhlef is in control. One word from him and it will be over. But I hold the trump card; the wherewithal.

- I apologise for making you wait, and I’ll pay double for the days I’ve been away.

The next day I slip him hundreds of dollars in a white envelope. He then tells me that the German TV channel ZDF has offered him a job.

That suits me perfectly and I throw him willingly to the Germans.

- Television! I exclaim. - What a chance! And d’you know what? I lower my voice. When the Germans say nine they mean nine. Not half past ten!

 

Having said goodbye to Takhlef I feel free as a bird. But the happiness is short-lived. How can I work without a minder and interpreter?

Frustrated I sit down by my laptop, which I have placed  on the corner of a dirty plastic table outside the Ministry of Information, behind the fence by the pavement. Those of us who cannot afford office space inside are left to this dusty strip between the house and the road. Fortunately it rains little in Baghdad but it can get cold. In the desert the temperature sinks drastically when the sun sets.

I shiver in my winter coat. The satellite telephone is rigged up by the road, the aerial facing southeast to catch the best signal. I send a few emails home and sit around moping about the working conditions. No interpreter, no visa, nothing to write about.

Beside me stands a buxom young lady reading a newspaper. She looks like one of the employees, with down-at-heel shoes, fuzzy woollen skirt and a huge sweater. I try English.

- What do the papers say?

- The same as usual, she answers and laughs. - Do you want me to translate?

She reads, shortens, simplifies and explains. Compared to Takhlef, who stumbled through complicated Arabic news-speak word by word, it is a pleasure listening to her. The woman is called Aliya and she is employed by INA. It is her job to translate Saddam’s decrees and INA’s press releases into English.

By the next day I have employed Aliya. She inquired about the possibility of working with foreigners and our bosses agreed. As more and more journalists stream into Iraq the need for minders and interpreters increases and Aliya is accepted as being safe enough.

- Everyone who sees me thinks they know me. And do you know why? Because I look like everyone else, was one of the first things Aliya said to me when we met.

She’s right. She looks like the woman next door, a typical  Middle Eastern woman. Big, curly hair, rounded hips, broad lips. Beautiful brown eyes, framed by thick, long eyelashes.

Aliya confides in me that her goal in life is to travel. She would like to go to Dubai; get a job as a translator in a foreign firm and earn pots of money. Her travel fantasies are never accompanied by critical remarks about life in Iraq. She is a child of Saddam. She has been brought up with him.

It is not much easier to work with Aliya than it was with Takhlef. Like him she stalls. One of my editors wants a piece about the Baath Party. Simple, I think. The Baath Party owns Iraq, it is omnipresent. But I never manage to get a Baath Party member to talk. One has no time, the other no inclination, the third is away, the fourth does not answer. Aliya herself is not a member, a rarity in the Ministry of Information.

- That’s not necessary. All Iraqis are collective members, she says roguishly, without a touch of irony. It is difficult to understand what Aliya really means. Even if she is a lot nicer than Takhlef, and adopts me as her sister from the first day, I am careful with what I say. It is her job to report, on where we have been, with whom we have spoken and what we have spoken about. We never discuss politics. But unlike Takhlef, Aliya treats people naturally and not as if in a police interrogation.

 

Aliya and I eat chicken kebab in a Baghdad café. I speculate on what to write. It is already three and the deadline is only a few hours away.

This same day Blix’s inspection report has been submitted to the UN in New York. Maybe I could ask people what they think of it. Exciting. Really exciting, especially in a dictatorship.  Saddam Hussein will take the right decision anyway. That’s what he has done in the past, that’s what he does now and it’s what he will do in the future.

Some teenage girls are sitting at the table next door. A well-dressed crowd who would not look out of place in any Western café. I ask Aliya if we can talk to them.

- Of course. Now, at once?

I jump out of my chair. This would have been impossible with Takhlef. The young, cool bunch in the corner invite us to join them. It turns out that the group of friends are holding a farewell lunch. Noor is leaving next morning. Her parents fear the war will break out any moment.

- We’re going to Jordan. We’ll just close the house and leave, Noor says. Her family are among those who, now at the end of January, have decided to leave the country. That option is open to few. Not many countries welcome Iraqis. But Noor has relatives in Jordan.

- Maybe we’ll meet in paradise, Noor sighs.

- Don’t talk like that, says Hadil. - I’ll start crying. Hadil cannot leave. - My father is an Army major. He must defend our country if we’re attacked. If he doesn’t, who will? So if we die, we’ll all die together.

- Nobody wants this war, says Noor. - Only the Americans. They want our oil. Everyone is terrified. How strange that the Americans don’t understand that; they should know what fear is after September 11th.

The five friends round the table are all second-year medical students in Baghdad. None of them wears a headscarf and they obviously belong to Iraq’s upper middle class. They are the ones with more opportunity to leave because they often have relatives abroad, money and connections. Noor’s brother lives in London. - That’s where I bought these clothes, she says, showing off her cord trouser suit.  - At H&M, she smiles proudly, before being reminded of the day’s leave-taking.

- They’ve started digging wells at the University; I saw it this morning, Isra recounts. - We’ve dug one in the garden at home, her friend Mina continues. The girls think that the water supply and electricity will be the first casualties. Anyone unable to dig their own well is collecting water in tanks and cans. In addition people are buying gas stoves, lamps, torches and batteries.

While many in Baghdad show apathy and resignation when questioned about their fear of war, the young girls are more indignant.

- I know that most of Europe’s inhabitants are against the war. Even almost all the British. I have watched them on telly demonstrating in the streets of London. Doesn’t it help? Can’t they do something to influence Blair? Hadil asks. She has both knelt in a mosque and lit a candle in a church. To pray to God in both His ears.

- I wonder if I’ll ever see my house again, Noor says gloomily. - I’m taking my jewellery, photographs, school-books and diaries. I can’t leave my diaries, they are my life.

Before the girls leave I ask for their phone numbers, so I can contact them later.

A boy sits alone at the end of the table. He belongs to the girls’ circle of friends, and stays behind when they leave. While Aliya is away for a moment, he murmurs - They don’t say what they really mean. No one can say what they really think.

Then he leaves.

Shortly afterwards Hadil returns accompanied by a furious man. He is incandescent with rage.

- You must never contact us, he hisses.

It is Hadil’s father. The Army major whose task it is to  defend Iraq from bombs. Iraqi military personnel receive strict instructions not to have any contact with foreigners.

- Where did you write down the number? Where? Give it to me, he says, and tears the page from the notebook where Hadil has scribbled her number. The father crumples up the paper, thrusts it into his pocket and turns on his heel. He marches out of the café, followed by a trembling Hadil.

We sit down again. Aliya is upset and frightened. Absurd. Hadil’s father fears Aliya and Aliya fears Hadil’s father.

When I write my small piece about the farewell lunch I wonder whether or not to include the boy’s comments. I add them, then cross them out. Someone might find him. Someone might have seen him. But I store the two sentences in my head; the first critical utterances in Baghdad.

 

I have long been pestering Aliya about visiting a newspaper or a TV station.

- Of course, Aliya says, and nothing happens.

I insist. Nothing happens. More insisting. Nothing happens. Yelling and insisting. Nothing, apart from Aliya sulking. No one has answered her request, she says breezily. I try another brazen tack.

- If we don’t visit a TV station, a newspaper or a radio station today, I have nothing to write about. Consequently you have nothing to translate and therefore I won’t pay you. Regardless of how many hours we spend waiting at the Ministry, there’ll be no salary.

Aliya glares at me. She purses her lips; the corners of her mouth tighten and her eyes narrow. Finally she gets up from the chair and walks towards the press centre. In a little while she comes back. Point blank refusal, no Iraqi TV visit.

- Strictly prohibited; broadcasting is a strategic and sensitive target, Aliya says.

I perch on the plastic table outside the press centre, legs dangling, and look defiantly at Aliya. - Don’t give up at the first hurdle.

Aliya slinks back to Mohsen. She returns after a while and says he will let us know in one hour.

- Shall I translate the newspaper in the meantime? she offers. The only thing she really enjoys is translating, preferably from newspapers and preferably from Saddam Hussein, which is really one and the same thing.

- Please do.

- War preparations must be stepped up, Aliya reads.

That is the headline in al-Qadissiya, the Iraqi army’s mouthpiece. ‘War preparations must be stepped up’, is also the headline in al-Thawra, and in the Government-run newspaper editorial. Uday Hussein’s newspaper Babel has the same headline. The man who has been talking about war preparations is Saddam Hussein.

When Aliya is halfway through the speech about the approaching war, I stop her. I have heard it all before.

- Maybe we should check the newspaper permission, I say and look meaningfully at the clock which is moving towards afternoon.

Aliya protests that she has not yet finished.

- We can do that in the car, en route, can’t we? I smile.

Aliya saunters slightly faster than normal when she returns. Instead of her normal downcast expression, she looks me straight in the eye. The permission is in her hand.

 

In the al-Iraq reception area hang no fewer than thirteen portraits of Saddam Hussein. I feel like commenting on the  pictures, but hold my tongue - as usual. Aliya and I do not share a sense of humour. A man arrives to show us around. He asks what we want to see. - Everything, I say. - And I would like to interview the editor.

In the first room two men sit staring into the air. They are proofreaders and wait for the day’s text. Above them hangs a fourteenth portrait.

Mohan al-Daher receives us in his office where the fifteenth, sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth portraits hang. In one long yawn he enlightens us about Iraqi strength, American cowardice and the enemy which is about to be crushed. When the yawn is drawing to a close I slip in a question.

- Bush gave Congress a strident speech yesterday. What will be al-Iraq’s reaction?

- I am waiting for the text, says the editor.

- The text?

- Yes, the text from INA.

- So the news agency writes the paper, I say; I should of course have realised that.

- Yes, says the editor, as though it were the most obvious thing in the world.

- But what do you think the newspaper will contain today?

- I have no opinion about that. The decision will be taken by those most fitted to take it.

Regardless of the text al-Iraq can safely begin choosing the front page picture. The motive never changes.

- Only the president is worthy of front-page exposure, the editor explains.

Nineteen, twenty, twenty-one, twenty-two. I count down the wall. Twenty-three. In the basement the text ticks in on a large reel. The letters are imprinted in red  ink. The sound of the keys is like that of an old-fashioned typewriter. When the text is transmitted a scribe tears the paper off the reel, hangs it up in front of his computer and imports it into the paper’s processing system. Ten men or so sit behind computers and copy in various parts from the reel.

One of the men shows me the paper’s picture archive - an ordinary Word programme. The man in charge of photos clicks and opens, enlarges and reduces. Twenty-four, twenty-five, twenty-six, twenty-seven. Forty-four. My head is reeling. Sixty-two. I am guessing. One hundred and eighteen. Roughly speaking, seven hundred and ninety-four. The portraits chase each other across the screen. I forget to ask whether they can choose themselves.

A broad-shouldered man enters carrying some handwritten sheets of paper and tosses them to one of the scribes. Wow, I think. A real journalist. I walk over and ask if he has written those crumpled pieces of paper himself. He confirms that he has.

- What have you written?

- Page eleven.

- Page eleven?

- The sports pages, the broad shouldered one explains before disappearing back up the stairs. The only pages the paper entrusts to its own people.

As I am about to leave I notice him. One of the scribes behind the computers is staring intently at me. His dark eyes follow my movements. The man is skinny and his cheeks hollow. He has lost most of his hair but he is not old. When I walk past he stubs his cigarette out in a dirty ashtray.

I can barely hear his voice.

- But you cannot read my thoughts.

I stop and pretend I’m searching for something in my bag. My back is turned half towards him as a signal that I want to hear more, without looking at him.

- We want freedom, he whispers. The picture on the wall looks down at him. Almighty.

 

My editor wants a longer article for the weekend. They are keeping a whole page for me. Doubting that I know enough, am not able, have not met enough people, makes me decline. - I’ve got nothing to write about, I say. But to no avail.

- We’ve already set aside a page.

On the page they want something from Iraq. ‘Something from Iraq’?

I have only disparate pieces and try to string them together. I turn them over in my mind, playing the voices over again.

 

‘Once upon a time’, Iraqis relate nostalgically, ‘when we were the first civilisation in history, the Assyrians, the Sumerians, Babylon . . .’ ‘Once upon a time . . .’ they go on, ‘when we could feed the whole Middle East, and the schools were not lit by candlelight. ’ Before the war against Iran, before Kuwait, before the bombs. But the memories of a golden past do not light up the dismal reality. A reality where hangers-on and petty black-market kings grow increasingly fat while the remaining inhabitants are kept in fear and poverty.

Seven fat fish from the Tigris swim leisurely around the brick-built swimming pool. Their tales swish quietly. Now and again one or other bobs to the surface and the reddish skin flickers in the sunlight. Small palms wave in the wind over the pool and the manicured lawn. Ali stands by the barbecue waiting for someone to order grilled fish.

The restaurant is starting to fill up. Winter is still in the air. The real heat usually arrives in March. But the restaurant has open fireplaces. Braziers are placed underneath the tables; no one is cold who has warm feet. Two dozen waiters or so in freshly laundered suits react to the smallest signal.

- Before it was always packed here, with ordinary people, Ali says while dousing the flames with some water. There is not much money around now. People eat at home.

Ali makes about £50 a month. That’s enough for him and his family and is a reasonable salary by Iraqi standards. The waiters make around £20. - Not enough, not enough, one of them whispers hastily while laying the table. It is safest not to talk to foreigners. The restaurant walls have ears. They who complain are not patriotic.

Mahmoud is one who can afford to eat grilled fish. A one-time owner of a furniture factory, he had to sell owing to sanctions. Now the middle-aged businessman fixes things for other people, he says, without elaborating further.

- The system, he whispers. - The system. Many are poorer, only a few have grown richer. They are here now, he says, and nods almost imperceptibly towards the other guests: four men at a nearby table, gold chains, black bags and walkie-talkies, a benefit strictly controlled by the authorities and a luxury awarded very few.

Suddenly all the tables fill up. Approximately fifty men in suits arrive and as a matter of course take over half the restaurant.

- Ministry of Trade, Mahmoud whispers. - They are important, they have money. Those who hitch on get rich.

He is alluding to those who support Saddam Hussein. - Businessmen, heads of ministries. But the sword is ever-present. Anyone who murmurs or tries to jump ship risks being murdered. I’m part of it myself, he continues. - I have eleven children. The eldest are at university. I have no choice. But I live in fear of the sword.

Mahmoud is not voicing platitudes. The regime of Saddam Hussein has clung to power with the aid of a complex system of informers, violence and brutality in order to crush every attempt at divergence or disagreement. The system is based on a combination of fear and a sophisticated network of informing, and also on the ability to manoeuvre economically through the closed Iraqi market.

Although sanctions have weakened most Iraqis’ purchasing power, an increased traffic in contraband has enriched a few. Sanctions were aimed at enfeebling the regime but have actually made people more dependent on it. Sanctions have isolated the country from the outside world and have made it easier to reward loyalty and punish deviation. It is virtually impossible to operate on any large scale without the regime keeping track.

Saddam Hussein makes sure that people are moderately well fed by rationing staple foodstuffs. At the same time, the monopolies caused by the sanctions render it easy for him to favour hangers-on. But woe betide them if they become too mighty or too independent. The regime constantly sends people to their death for corruption or economic activity.

Al-Arasat is Baghdad’s Champs Elysées. Here exclusive Armani suits are for sale, soft velvet sofas, all brands of cigars, perfume and luxury articles. Here are up-to-date computers, shops full of exclusive TVs, stereos, videos and other electronic hardware. In spite of the sanctions, in spite of import embargos.

But Al-Arasat too suffers from any comparison to former days. In several places the pavements have been replaced by gravel walks and rubbish is everywhere; but the neon lights keep on shining. Here is the nightclub and restaurant ‘Black and White’ with a large swimming pool in the garden. Here the well-to-do celebrate weddings and birthdays. Here can be seen videos never shown on state-owned TV channels, and here alcohol is served, if the liquid is discreetly poured into the glass and the bottle hidden under the  table. Once upon a time Iraq was one of the most liberal countries in the Arab world, but a few years ago Saddam realised that Islam could help him. Alcohol disappeared from the restaurants and an increasing number of women took to wearing the headscarf. Even Saddam himself, before usually portrayed holding a gun, is now shown at prayer.

The country’s social hierarchy has been fundamentally changed by the hyper inflation of the 1990s. Iraq’s middle classes were once highly educated and well to do and the country’s literacy and writing proficiency among the highest in the Arab world. The salaried classes are the losers. Many have sunk into poverty.

A quarter of an hour’s drive away, in a poor part of Baghdad, Wahida and her sons await the month’s rations. Here the roads have not been paved for many years, there are potholes everywhere, and the doors to the shops and homes hang crookedly. As no one knows what conditions will be like next month, the UN, for the first time, are handing out two months’ rations in one go. During the last seven years Wahida’s staple food requirements have been provided for by the Oil for Food programme. The programme means that Iraq can export oil as long as the income is earmarked for ‘humanitarian aid’. To this end approximately two million barrels are exported every day.

The agent, as she is called, measures up on scales with large iron weights. Every Iraqi gets 9 kilos of wheat, 3 kilos of rice, 2 kilos of sugar, 200 grams of tea, half a kilo of washing powder, and a quarter kilo of soap. In addition they receive a small portion of beans, peas, food oil, salt and powdered milk.

Since the Oil for Food programme started, the number of undernourished and malnourished people has decreased. Sanctions had then been in place since 1991, originally introduced to force Saddam Hussein out of Kuwait. But in spite of Oil for Food alleviating the situation somewhat, a quarter of Iraqi children suffer from chronic malnutrition. That and diarrhoea are the most common causes of death amongst the youngest children.

The agent in this part of town is called Karima. She runs a little general store which she took over when her husband died. - Once upon a time we had ten brands of tea, all sorts of cakes, soap in all colours and smells. Today I have one type of tea, one of soap, no cakes. When people get tea through the rations they don’t buy any other brand except for a very special occasion. The tea they get in the rations is a mediocre tea, like everything else we get, not bad, not good. Just like the flour, not the best, not the coarsest. Everything is in the middle, mediocre.

Wahida nods while her sons carry out large sacks, the rations for the whole family. The food is heavily subsidised by the regime. Everyone pays 250 dinar, around 10 pence. But when the average monthly wage is £4, the remainder disappears fast. All extras are expensive and the majority have had to cut down on everything: food, clothes, house.

- Life is harder, Wahida admits. - Before I was just an ordinary housewife, looking after my family. Now I get up every morning at five, make cheese and yoghurt, which I sell on the street, from a table by our house. I only return home in the afternoon to attend to my own family, she sighs. Like most Iraqis her husband has to hold down two jobs.

The little woman dressed in black slips out of the door. Turkish delight, sunflower seeds and the mixture of nuts lie untouched. So does Karima’s small assortment of shampoo and toothpaste. People are using increasingly less. The quarter kilo of rationed soap is used for most things - face, hair and hands. If one can afford to keep the entire ration, that is. Some are reduced to selling part of it at the market.

Wahida and her sons load the goods onto a rusty car someone has lent them. One can sense the nostalgia in her face when the older woman remembers the times when Iraqis could enjoy the riches the oil brought.

‘Once upon a time’ children were given books at school, four  million people had not yet fled the country and no one had to sell their jewels for a piece of meat or some antibiotics.

She waves wearily from the car as they bump off. ‘Once upon a time’, when there was life . . .

 

One day a notice is pinned up on the board outside Uday’s office. Military parade in Mosul. At last we are permitted to leave Baghdad, with our guides of course, and in a group, and only as far as Mosul. The town lies in the north of the country, on the border of the autonomous Kurdish region. It is one of Iraq’s most important and oldest towns and is where muslin comes from I seem to remember having read somewhere. We skip about the Ministry of Information like little children, happy to be allowed out, to breathe some fresh air, see the country. I proudly tell Abdullah on reception that I won’t be back that night, I’m off to Mosul.

We dash up the motorway at 120km an hour, the radio on full blast, Aliya and the driver in the front, Janine and I in the back.

Janine is the prima donna of the Press Centre. She holds court in her tiny office, in Prada shoes and Ralph Lauren shirts. She is the most up to date concerning rumours and latest news. Something is always going on around her; she is quick-witted and generous with her ideas. She has covered conflicts and wars for fifteen years and won several awards in Great Britain for her reporting from the Middle East, Chechnya, Bosnia and Afghanistan. She is one of the funniest of our lot and writes for The Times, Vanity Fair and  National Geographic. When she’s not covering wars or writing books she moves in the elite circles of London and Paris.

Suddenly we spot a sign indicating that the road to Tikrit bears left ahead. 

- Can’t we drop in and have a cup of tea. We need a break, we ask.

- Are you mad! Aliya shouts. - Our permission is for Mosul!

She frantically waves the stamped permission under our noses. She looks almost desperate, as though we might mutiny, take over and drive into Tikrit with her as hostage. But she need not fear; Heyad puts his foot down and whizzes past the exit. We in the back seat know who is in charge. Saddam can keep his hometown to himself.

The greater part of the road between Baghdad and Mosul passes through desert. Where are the fertile plains I had been reading about? The lush fields, watered by the Euphrates and the Tigris, have throughout the centuries been celebrated for their succulent fruit - apples, pears, grapes and pomegranates. Now all that remains is barren sand.

But the desert also yields a different kind of harvest. From this area originates the very first descriptions of what was later to become both Iraq’s wealth and its curse: oil. People believed the brown liquid could heal and bathed in it when they were sick. The traveller Ibn Jubair wrote about the black gold in the 1100s:

To the right of the road to Mosul there is a depression in the ground. It is black, as though it lies under a cloud. From there God lets issue forth wells, both big and small, that throw up tar. From time to time one of them will throw out a large piece, as though it were boiling. Basins have been constructed to gather the pieces. Round about these wells is a black pool. The surface is covered by a thin layer of black foam, which floats to the edge and coagulates. It might be mistaken for mud; it is very sticky, smooth, shiny and has a strong smell. Thus we have, with our own eyes, witnessed a miracle. They tell us that they set light to the mud to extract tar.  The flames devour the liquid and thereafter the tar is cut into suitable pieces and transported away. Allah creates what He wants. Praise be His name.

Scattered lights from Mosul twinkle at us. We are ravenous. But what we would really like is to have a beer, and are about to go looking for one. Heyad asks us not to, it is futile he says. And you girls on your own, it’s not safe. He refuses to leave his car, a dark green Chevrolet Caprice, with soft, beige interior. He wants to buy a new car, but we ask him to wait until after the war. He nods. That makes sense. - I might need my money for more useful things then, he says.

We wander from restaurant to restaurant and end up somewhere with blue fluorescent lighting and Formica tables.

The world’s press has made its way to the muslin town this evening, for the sole reason that we were given permission to come. Now we are gathered in the restaurants along Mosul’s night strip; our ladies’ team in one corner, a gentlemen’s team from Le Figaro and Liberation in the other. The neighbouring tables are all occupied by men. As in most Arab countries women are rarely seen out at night, unless there is an important occasion such as a wedding or a birthday. We are given a plastic saucer with chopped onion, another with tomato and parsley. Then we get a chicken each. The rumour about beer was exaggerated. Beverages are tea, lemonade and Pepsi.

Stuffed and dead tired we arrive at the hotel by midnight. The check-in procedure almost exceeds what the Ministry of Information could come up with. Endless questionnaires must be completed and an infinite number of enquiries answered before we can ascend the massive concrete steps to our rooms.

Only next morning do I look out of the window. The Tigris has followed me all the way from Baghdad. The view is like from al-Fanar, only here the river is wider and the landscape seems even flatter. The morning haze lies heavily over the river, thinning as it rises. The air is cooler than I have become used to. I shiver as I stand and hear the march participants streaming towards the main street. This parade has been arranged for volunteers to show that every single Iraqi will fight for Saddam Hussein. What more fitting a town than Mosul, a one-time remote outpost of the Assyrian empire, an 8,000-year-old urban community? The town is also the most ethnically mixed in Iraq; here Arabs, Armenians, Kurds, Syrians, Turcoman, Assyrians, Jews, Muslims and Christians live cheek by jowl. Mosques and churches rub shoulders.

It is the reserve forces who are flexing their muscles - the day before Colin Powell submits his ‘conclusive proof’ against Iraq. The reserve forces go under the name al-Quds - Arabic for ‘Jerusalem’ - and were formed by Saddam Hussein during the spring of 2001 to ‘recapture and liberate Jerusalem from the Israelis’. Around one third of all Iraqis belong to al-Quds, through their work or local districts, but primarily through the Baath Party. A well-trained paramilitary unit can also be found within al-Quds. Saddam’s real army is not present however - it has been called up long ago, supposedly to the borders in the north and south, into the desert and to various lines of defence around Baghdad.

A group of black-clad women have taken up position waiting for the parade to begin. They wear long veils over their faces and have covered hair. Only their eyes can be seen but it is obvious they cannot conceal their curiosity when we approach them. They giggle behind the shawls,  but, like everyone else, respond according to the party line.

- We will eat the Americans as if they were rabbits, one woman threatens. Her name is Muntaha. - We will defend ourselves with sticks and stones and we would rather drink our oil than let the Americans have it.

Muntaha has attended training courses with al-Quds three times during the last two years, in periods of two months. - We learn weapons handling, how to use communications equipment and write military reports. Last time we also used heavy artillery. Besides, we have been through survival courses and learnt how to subsist in the desert, says the mother of three. Several women crowd around us, inciting each other with ever more fiery descriptions of how they will kill the Americans.

It is not long before a gruff officer walks over and talks to Aliya. She nods and says we must leave. Before Janine or I have time to even murmur, she is on her way over the road.

- Stop, I cry, and call her back. - What did he say?

- We need permission to interview people.

- Where do we get that?

- We have to go and see the mayor.

I visualise a never-ending swirl from office to office, ending only when the parade is over and there is no one left to talk to, so I try to pull a fast one.

- Listen, why do you think we are here? Do you think we have arrived under our own steam? I say to the muscular officer. - Not at all, we have been sent here by the Ministry of Information. We have permission from the minister himself. Show him the permission, Aliya. The permission implies that we can talk to people. How could we otherwise do our job? Actually, we haven’t only got  permission to be here, we have in fact been ordered to come. If you prevent us from carrying out this order, which actually consists of visiting and writing about the parade in Mosul, then you are really pitting yourself against Iraq’s Information Minister, who has been hand-picked for the job by Saddam Hussein. What is your name, by the way?

I look straight at the officer, who has been listening to my speech via Aliya’s translation. He breathes heavily, snorts a few Arab expletives and walks off. I say proudly to Aliya: That’s how to do it.

Aliya has pursed her lips and asks me to behave.

- Now you follow me, she says.

The parade begins. The noise is ear-splitting; now it isn’t possible to interview anyone anyway.

The female units march at the front. Many wear their own clothes. Billowing lace blouses and home knitted sweaters, flowing skirts with or without splits, pleated skirts, tight skirts, all long. The colour is unique to each unit, but most of the women wear white tops and black skirts.

In spite of the alleged tough training, they would not have got far with the sort of footwear revealed - high-heeled pumps, sandals with golden buckles, slippers that keep on slipping.

- This is a celebration, an occasion, we’re not going out to fight today, one of the girls told me when I commented on her plastic shoes. I spot her now in one of the front rows. But she’s not wiggling her hips, she is stomping through the streets of Mosul, crying with the others: ‘Na’m, na’m Saddam!’ ‘Yes, yes, Saddam!’

After the women’s brigade come the men. One man catches my attention. Like the others in his unit he marches with knees pulled up high and in the traditional Kurdish  costume: wide trousers and shirt, a flower-painted belt round his waist. What separates him from the others are the seven plastic roses he has stuck down into his turban. Behind the roses, anchored in the folds of the turban, is a picture of Saddam Hussein. On the front of the turban is another portrait of the president, a third is pinned on his chest.

The Kurd salutes to the right where Iraq’s power elite are seated in a stand, and to the left where ordinary Iraqis are sitting. Some of them have been given placards which they hold in their laps. When the call ‘Na’m, na’m Saddam’ is heard, they turn the placards and a huge portrait of the president appears in mosaic. The Kurdish hero Saladin has also been allocated space on the portrait. He was the warrior who forced the crusaders out of Jerusalem in 1187. Saddam and Saladin are fellow towns-men of Tikrit.

Workers and peasants, teachers and old-age pensioners march together in one large group, some in uniform others in work clothes. Many sport a banner across the chest on which are painted two flags, the Iraqi and the Palestinian. On other banners is the slogan: ‘Hold your head high, you are an Iraqi!’

Right at the end, on their own, the suicide bombers march. They are in white floor-length hooded robes, with dynamite wound around their waists and grenades in their hands. - We are ready to die a martyr’s death, is the message on the banners they carry.

A mother and her son stand quietly watching the parade. - I am a soldier’s widow, she says. - From the Gulf War. She clutches a dirty plastic bag in her hand. It is filled with coloured bits of paper which she and her son shower over the marchers. The widow also belongs to  the reserve forces but is off sick. Her twelve-year-old son says he is proud of his mother being a member of al-Quds.

- He’ll be starting to train soon too, she says. - We’ll show the Americans, our children are made of fire and steel.

One boy is spellbound by it all, fascinated by the soldiers, the uniforms and the vehicles. On the back of his jacket is the word ‘Titanic’.

- That just about says it all, looking at this lot, a person to my right whispers. - Shipwreck at the first American attack.

 

When I return from Mosul there’s something about my room. It smells different.

A small palm is smiling at me by the mirror. I haven’t had time to close the door before Said is there, beaming. He looks at me and can barely contain his laughter. Have I seen it or not?

He points to the palm tree. I thank him, we both laugh. A small sand fly escapes from the pot. Well, I’ll never sleep alone.

 

The day after the parade we are invited up to one of the assembly rooms on the Ministry’s second floor. A large TV screen has been erected. On a sofa by the window the Minister of Information is sitting with Uday and a few other serious-looking men. In addition to us journalists the room is full of representatives from various peace organisations. The ‘Women in Pink’ are the most noticeable. They are dressed in various shades of pink and are gathered around a pink banner in the middle of the room asking for peace. I have seen them everywhere the last couple of days; they usually position themselves in front of the press centre or by the hotel roundabouts where they  know they’ll be caught on camera. They spent one whole day under pink parasols in Paradise Square outside Hotel Palestine, doling out shocking pink plastic trifles to children. And the protests work. At least enough to appear on TV. They are especially popular with the Arab TV stations. Inside the conference hall it appears that the pink clad are being interviewed constantly, while eagerly scouting the hall for further interrogators.

- The world should be ruled by a pink attitude to life, I hear a lady say in a broad Californian accent.

Close to them are the Spanish ‘Mujeres por la Paz’. ‘No pasaran’ says their banner. But the Spanish ladies are no match for the Californian candyfloss, and eventually sit down on the available chairs waiting for the show to start.

‘Voices in the Wilderness’, ‘Priests for Peace’, they are all there. A vicar stands up and declares war a sin. Some Greeks from ‘Doctors of the World’, all wearing white pullovers, sit in one corner. A large EU parliament delegation, in Iraq to beg the country’s parliamentarians to cooperate better with the weapons inspectors, wander about. They don’t feel quite at home, either with Iraqi Baath Party activists or pink plastic necklaces.

The TV is turned on. We have seated ourselves with notebooks poised. The room is stiff with smoke. BBC and CNN show the same pictures and after a while, and some to-ing and fro-ing, the Iraqi in charge of the remote control chooses the BBC. Joschka Fisher is greeting his French colleague Dominique de Villepin. The UN inspectors Hans Blix and Muhammed el-Baradei arrive, followed by porters carrying suitcases. A bandy-legged, smiling Colin Powell saunters through the corridors and into the chamber of the Security Council, a briefcase tucked under his arm: the proof.

Minister of Information Muhammed Said al-Sahhaf leans back in his armchair. He watches the screen as if he is able to uncover some of the contents by scrutinising Powell’s body language. Uday has one eye on the TV screen and one eye on his superior. The séance takes ninety minutes. With the use of charts and sketches Powell demonstrates that Iraq ostensibly transports weapons of mass destruction around the country. He shows pictures of what he calls mobile laboratories and reveals that Iraq has close connections to al-Qaida.

I steal a glance at al-Sahhaf and Uday as Powell presents his proof. They sit and watch, poker faced, without exchanging a word until Powell has finished. The British Foreign Minister Jack Straw appears, applauding. Fischer demands more time for the Iraqis. Villepin says there must be better cooperation. Blix says time is running out.

As the broadcast finishes the group in the corner get up and leave the room, stiff, without staggering, looking straight ahead. We stay behind and analyse the speech. What kind of proof was this?

Two Spanish peace activists start crying and the Spaniards gather round for communal comfort. The pink ladies roll up their banners. The TV reporters rush up onto the roof to report the Iraqi reaction. But there is no reaction to broadcast. The stony faces left the room without saying a word.

A Swedish parliamentarian shuffles around the premises. - This looks bad, he says. - They don’t appear to have understood the seriousness of it all.

 

I marvel at every day I am allowed to stay. Each day lists with names of those who must leave are hung up outside  Uday’s office. One day about fifty journalists are expelled, another day twenty. They are given forty-eight hours’ notice. Those who disappear are the unimportant ones, people who work for small countries. My category.

After three weeks in Iraq it is my turn. The extra days of grace from Uday have expired; I am unable to extend my visa and must go. I fantasise about hiding away and reappearing only when the regime has fallen, the Ministry of Information been levelled to the ground and Uday has fled. But it is difficult to go underground in a thoroughly monitored Iraq. The hotels constantly check that residence permits are up to date, and hiding away in a private house is out of the question. It would be impossible to be kept away from neighbours and relatives in a country where everyone is spying on each other and every street or building has an informer. Anyhow, I don’t know any Iraqis I could ask. What about the Bedouins in the desert? Like Gertrude Bell? I imagine the sequel: Desert Queen II.

The fanciful flight remains fantasy and I pack my bags, book a ticket to Amman and wonder what to do now. Go to Oslo? Wait in Jordan? I know it is virtually impossible to return once one has left. Hundreds of journalists are tripping impatiently in the Jordanian capital, several having waited for weeks. Iraq’s destiny is at stake and I am on my way out. Damn.

The last day before departure I go to the Ministry of Information to settle my bill. All journalists must pay $225 per day for the privilege of staying in the country. I owe several thousand dollars. As I am counting the money, Kadim, number two after Uday and a milder type than his boss, whispers:

- Do you want to stay? 

- Of course, but you are throwing me out!

- I can help you.

Kadim indicates that the help must be kept secret and asks me to meet him an hour later at the end of a little-used corridor.

- You have to understand. He clears his throat and looks coy. - This agreement must be to our mutual benefit.

Kadim looks penetratingly at me. Until this moment he has appeared likeable. He often jokes with Aliya and me. I have difficulty in reconciling his mild manner with the cut-throat intelligence service he belongs to.

- Mutual benefit. What does that mean?

- You have to pay.

- How much?

- That’s up to you. I don’t know how much money you have. Bring as much as you can in an envelope tomorrow and the matter will be settled, for now, Kadim says, and disappears light-footed down the corridor.

It is a risky business he has started. Corruption permeates Iraq, but bribery can be severely punished. But I quite understand that Kadim wants to lay his hands on as much as possible before it all unravels.

What is a suitable sum? Not so much that he will think I am a bottomless money bag, not so little that it will irritate him. And I don’t know whether this is only for the next ten days. Eventually I put five hundred dollars in an envelope and hope for the best.

Kadim cannot decide alone. He must submit my case to the committee on the eighth floor, whoever they are. At every meeting he has the possibility to promote candidates who will be allowed to evade the ten-day rule. Primarily it concerns large TV companies and newspapers, who pay millions to be allowed to stay. It might complicate matters  for Kadim that I come from an insignificant country. He asks me to make a list of who I work for.

Luck is with me this time, but at any moment my name might be staring down at me from the list. One journalist after another leaves the country after their allotted ten days. Did my five hundred dollars really make that much difference?

 

It is not only Iraq’s inhabitants who fear the regime’s heavy fist; the journalists too are frightened of its knuckles. To call Saddam Hussein a dictator is banned, to mention the torture and ethnic cleansing is equal to issuing one’s own return ticket. Thus the most critical articles are written by colleagues at home. A visa is too valuable to sacrifice for the sake of one crushing report. We walk with open eyes into this self-imposed censorship.

Janine rewrites and changes like the true pro she is in order not to be turned out. Nevertheless, she is constantly being chastised by Uday for leaders and commentaries in  The Times, a paper which has taken a clear stand for the war. Melinda from Newsweek often writes snatches of articles which are later reworked by others and printed under a pseudonym.

One day Remy from Le Monde is ordered to catch the first plane out of the country. The Iraqi embassy in Paris has faxed some articles to Uday. In one of them Remy refers to the remarks of a man in the street: ‘Let the bombs drop, then at last we’ll be rid of the dictator.’

- It is impossible anyone would have said this! Uday shouts. - You’ve made it up.

- I’m no novelist, Remy says.

- Your interpreter will be punished for having translated this. Where is he? 

- He wasn’t there. I was alone.

- You have no right to be out alone. You have broken all the rules. Get out! Your interpreter will be punished for not having looked after you better.

- I sneaked out, Remy says, to protect his interpreter.

- I choose to believe you have invented it all yourself.

- No, I did not.

- If anyone said this to you, why did you need to write it? Why?

- I . . .

- Vous n’existez plus pour moi! You no longer exist to me. Out!

Remy refuses to leave the office. Then it will all be over. He tries to argue. But Uday is no longer listening.

At that moment Giovanna, a gorgeous Italian TV star from RAI, sweeps in through the door. Uday is receptive to the charms of the blonde beauty, and Giovanna likes Remy. She grasps the situation immediately.

- But Uday, why Remy? What can Remy have done? He is the kindest man in the world. He’s part of the family. Give him another chance and I’ll make sure he behaves in the future. I guarantee . . .

The expression on Uday’s face changes as he looks from Remy to Giovanna.

Remy is allowed to stay, for the moment. But he will never again write critically about the regime. There is no way he will risk missing the war.

Iraq has no embassy in Norway. I fear the embassy in Sweden, until I am told that hardly anyone speaks English there, let alone Swedish. After a few cautious tests I realise no one is checking up on me. I am at liberty to write what I hear and see.

But it is all so tame and bland. I search everywhere for  something to write about. I cannot write the garbage issued by the regime, nor read the thoughts of the man in the street.

 

One day we are after all allowed to travel to one of Iraq’s most oppositional towns - Karbala, a Shia Muslim holy place. It is eid, when hundreds of thousands of pilgrims will be on their way. To look after us we have been allocated Janine’s minder Hassan; Aliya alone is not enough. So far we have split the two minders. Aliya comes into town with us; Hassan attends press conferences and applies for permissions. At the press centre he pursues all the rumours, power-shifts, intrigues and political games among the bureaucrats. He guards his own position and hopes soon to be promoted from the minister’s man with  The Times, to something on the eighth floor.

When he is out with us he keeps mostly in the background and does not condescend to translate our questions. That is Aliya’s job. With his small well-trimmed moustache, eyes that never miss a thing and scheming-like posture, Hassan reminds one of an Iraqi version of Inspector Clouseau.

 

We set off before dawn. The permission is valid for one day only. After a couple of hours driving, the car comes to a standstill. Pilgrims are everywhere: on foot, mounted, in cars, buses and on the backs of lorries. Then the car splutters on at a snail’s pace and at last the town rises out of the desert, like a mirage.

Karbala is a beautiful town, teeming with palm trees, gardens, sacred monuments and over one hundred mosques. Imam Hussein was killed here during the battle of 680. The mausoleum was built on the spot where his blood mingled with the soil.

Pilgrims come here throughout the year and especially during eid, the conclusion to the holy month of Ramadan. Karbala is almost entirely inhabited by Shia Muslims and therefore strictly watched over by the regime. Shia Muslims constitute the largest religious group, accounting for around sixty percent of the population, and have been exposed to brutal suppression.

Not only Imam Hussein was slain in Karbala. After the first Gulf War the Shia Muslims rose in protest against the regime. For a few days in March 1991 virtually all Shia Muslim areas in Southern Iraq rose up. They expected help from the Americans; after all, their goal was the same, they thought, to topple Saddam Hussein. The help failed to materialise. On the contrary, George Bush Sr allowed his arch enemy to fly helicopters over American forces to quell the revolt. The republican guard’s elite troops made massive use of its arsenal, including chemical weapons.

The holy towns were the last to give in. In Karbala fighting continued from house to house and 30,000 people lost their lives in the first two days; twice as many in the surrounding areas. The mausoleum itself was the scene of battle. Several thousand people took refuge there and missiles were sent towards the sacred place. The town changed its appearance after this Shia intifada. While as before the Gulf War there was an overflowing bazaar, narrow streets with small teahouses, shops and work places next door to the mausoleum, today a large square surrounds it. Nothing bears witness to the fighting. The golden spires tower proudly over the town, the newly cleaned blue and green mosaic gleams in the sun.

We walk inside the walls where the bloodbath took place. Dawn has just arrived. Many of the pilgrims still lie asleep on black woollen blankets. Three women sit in a  circle on the shining stones, just waking up. One woman slowly inhales smoke from her cigarette. She shivers. This is her third night on the flagstones outside the mosque, where she has come to praise God and ask for help.

- I am sixty and will die soon. My prayers are that I will go to Paradise, she says between leisurely puffs. - I pray for a peaceful death, that I won’t be burnt alive during a bomb attack, or torn to pieces by a missile. My husband died last year of a heart attack, peacefully in bed. I hope my death will be like his. If we are lucky we’ll meet in Paradise.

Around us people are starting to assemble. Some sit down on carpets and cushions surrounded by their family and read pieces from the Koran to each other. Others murmur to themselves or wait in the long queue leading to the mosque. The buzzing voices are thought to reach Imam Hussein’s tomb. After a lot of persuasion Aliya agrees to ask people about the 1991 uprisings. But they just shake their heads evasively.

A man stands alone and reads from a book, loud and chanting. Said has lived in Karbala all his life. He lives close by and visited the mosque every day during the Gulf War. He says he never saw any sign of an uprising.

- But I have heard about it, he admits eventually.

- What did you hear?

- That unpatriotic and evil forces stood behind it.

He fastens his eyes on me and won’t let go.

- And the destruction around the mosque?

- The American bombs, Said says. Beside him Hassan nods his head.

Hassan, who is himself a Shia Muslim, wants to go into the mosque to pray. He commands me to wait until he returns. - Don’t move, otherwise I’ll never find you.

A man who has been following the conversation from behind a prayer book, staring intently at the worn pages, suddenly addresses me in English, in a low voice.

- No one is telling the truth. You might as well not ask.

I stand quietly and watch him.

- We don’t even talk to each other about it. We don’t trust anyone. Not even our friends, he says, before disappearing into the throng.

The interpreter returns. It is as though I have momentarily visited another reality. For a few seconds the truth flickered. Just as suddenly I am thrown back into the sticky lie.

Hassan wants to find another family for me to talk to. I follow him like a sheep without a goal or any sense. But I’ve got what I wanted. Someone who talked! Hassan stops by a family sitting on a rug and reading aloud from the Koran. The little boy is playing with a plastic car.

- We pray that Allah might guide George Bush and lead him to the true way, the father says.

- Right.

- But he is fighting Satan.

The man closes the book.

- And what does Satan want? I ask.

- You know him better than me.

 

One day a cardinal arrives in Baghdad with a message from the Pope. No one knows what it is about but there are rumours that he wants to offer Saddam Hussein asylum in the Vatican.

Aliya comes with us to Mass in St Joseph’s, where the cardinal is preaching. She has never been inside a church. Beforehand we take a stroll round the Christian suburb of Karada. In a bar called ‘Fruity’ we find Joseph. The blender  hisses, the seeds crackle and a pomegranate is turned into red juice. Joseph pours it into a glass, adds straws and serves it to us.

- The cardinal is making a peace proposal. The Pope whispered it into his ear and no one will know what he whispered until he tells our President, Joseph explains, who ordinarily is a student at Baghdad technical high school.

- Insh’Allah, God willing, it will help, Joseph’s boss Hussein says. He is a Muslim but is of the opinion that it can do no harm that the Pope has sent a man to Baghdad.

- It depends on how mighty the Pope is. Is he very mighty? Hussein asks.

- Very, says Joseph.

- But can he stop Bush?

Joseph is at a loss for an answer. - I’ll listen to what he has to say. But it would have been better if he had gone to Washington to talk to Bush. He’s the one who wants war.

Like most Iraqi Christians Joseph is a Chaldean - an entity within the Catholic Church. Of Baghdad’s fifty churches, thirty are Chaldean, and in many of the churches Mass is conducted in Chaldean, or even in Aramaic, the language that Jesus spoke. The liturgy is the oldest in the world and Iraqi Christians try to maintain their culture and rites. The number of Christians in Iraq has nearly halved over the last fifteen years. Now they account for barely three percent of the population or three quarters of a million people. Every year thousands of them try to leave the country, to the USA or Europe. The Islamisation of Iraq and the increasing influence of the imams worry them. In spite of their low numbers, Christians have enjoyed a privileged position in Iraqi society. They have been well represented in the Baath Party and in Saddam Hussein’s  elite forces. One of the President’s most important men, Tariq Aziz, is a Chaldean. - With Saddam Hussein at least we know what we have got. A new regime might be influenced by religious fanatics, goes the refrain.

- There is no antagonism between Christians and Muslims in Iraq, Joseph and Hussein assure me. - We are brothers and worship the same God.

Joseph has been given a few hours off to listen to the cardinal; he takes off his apron and leaves while Hussein waits for the call to prayer from the mosque. We lose sight of Joseph in the crowd by the church. Aliya stays outside. That’s OK by me, I would rather be alone.

In the garden behind the church a short, stout priest leaps about. Can he spare a few moments to talk? He can, and in fluent French.

Father Albert does not agree with Joseph that there is no animosity between Christians and Muslims. - The average Christian will get this high, he says, but no higher and points to a spot in the middle of his stomach. - The best jobs, the best pay are reserved for Muslims. But the worst is yet to come - the advance of the fanatics. It’s seething and bubbling, he says with a concerned expression.

Father Albert is curious about the Pope’s message. - God moves in mysterious ways. But here in Iraq neither popes nor cardinals count. It depends upon the good will of one man. There is now only one way left to avoid war, that our good man leaves the country, he says. - Just write it. I’m an old man and must be allowed to say what I want. Saddam Hussein must leave the country. But that he’ll never do.

Father Albert is just as critical of the American president. - He pretends to have good reasons for going to war. But he does not. He just wants control.

The priest belongs to the same church as Deputy Prime Minister Tariq Aziz and knows him well. - He is actually a good man, an intellectual who wants the best. But he is boxed in and cannot do anything differently. He can’t tell the President to go to blazes!

If it comes to war Father Albert fears complete revolt. - People have a lot to revenge. Two days ago Tariq Aziz’s wife visited me. She cried and wanted a miserable hut to live in rather than the palace she has now. She is terrified of the people’s verdict, now that the regime might topple, and asked for sanctuary for herself and her husband in the monastery where I live. But I said no. If churches and monasteries hide the hated it will harm all Christians and fan the flames of the fanatics. Anyhow, he adds, - those people have a lot to answer for.

Father Albert stands on the church square in Baghdad and sets his face against Saddam Hussein. I am suffering from shock and ask him repeatedly whether I really might write down what he has said, which he confirms. He feels safe, he says, and points to heaven.

I include most of it in my article that afternoon, but I call the priest something else and do not mention Tariq Aziz by name. I describe him as ‘one of Saddam Hussein’s closest collaborators’. That the wife of the Deputy Prime Minister is busy preparing a hideaway for the aftermath of the war could be dangerous if it were known. When Tariq Aziz is away travelling, the family are placed under a sort of house arrest. If he were to abandon ship they would be targeted. Thus it is impossible for anyone in the bosom of Saddam’s regime to get out. But like Father Albert said about his erstwhile friend: He walked into it knowingly. He closed his eyes to the Baath Party’s torture and oppression. By means of unadulterated opportunism he  fought his way up the power-ladder. These people have a lot to answer for.

 

The Ministry of Information has been turned into a building site. From early morning until dark there is hammering, banging, sawing and welding. We circumnavigate wet cement, cutting machinery and blue welding flames. A layer of white dust settles everywhere. When I try to concentrate on the day’s article the sounds cut into my thoughts.

One day a workman cuts the satellite telephone cables by mistake. All the reporters and their interpreters rush off to Baghdad’s markets to buy new cables or something that can repair the old ones. On another occasion the path between the house and the fence against the pavement is flooded. A pipe has burst. Planks are put out and we jump from one to another.

Dust and mud are everywhere. I fear for my telephone and computer. The rows between the keys are slowly filling with sand. How much more can it take before it breaks down?

The workers try to turn the Ministry into a fortress, and the area facing the boulevard, where we have our communications equipment, grows increasingly smaller. The original walls on the first floor, constructed of glass and steel, are bricked up. The new façade does not touch the glass walls, but adds small rooms outside the glass. The workers spend hours shaping arches over the windows and rounding off corners. In spite of about fifty men being employed the work proceeds slowly.

- So the Minister of Construction is hedging his bets, I joke with Takhlef.

- Hedging his bets?

- Yes, against the war. 

- Which war? Takhlef asks. - What do you mean?

- The bombs that will blow the windows in, of course.

Takhlef looks at me, shakes his head and says as he walks away: - They’re building offices for you - can’t you see. They’re building offices.

But even if Takhlef does not fear an attack, most of Baghdad’s inhabitants are busy preparing for one.

I return to one of the families I had visited with the child psychologists - the lawyer family Dhafer - to see how they are coping with preparations. Only the sons are at home. Outside the house lies a pile of planks.

- To nail over the windows in case of war, Ahmed explains. He is studying law at Baghdad University. - It depends on where the bombs fall, but it might help to stop the windows from shattering, he says.

Ahmed and his brothers walk to the back of the house, stride over the kitchen garden, past the tethered sheep, past the little well, down some steep steps into a tiny, smelly room. Bottles of water, blankets and mattresses are piled high. - We are safe here, no bombs can reach us.

The bomb shelter was built in the 1980s during the war against Iran. It was used in 1991, 1993 and 1998.

The law student makes it plain to us that the Americans will be breaking all known international rules if they go to war. - We are a peaceful people.

- But there will be war, his little brother Ali says resignedly. He has been taught at school how to defend himself. - If there are explosions you must throw yourself down on the floor. If there are chemical weapons you must hold something in front of your nose and mouth.

- And you must walk into the wind, the third brother Amar adds. - Not with the wind, but into it. Or maybe it was with it? he wonders. 

- It depends on where the chemical explosion is, Ahmed says.

- Yes, and which direction the wind is blowing, Amar says.

- No one can overcome the wind, says Ali. - That’s an Iraqi expression, think about that.

 

It’s hard to work. It’s hard to find stories. As the limits are so strict, good ideas, ideas that could be carried through, are few and far between. It feels as though I am living in a bubble; the world I live in and the one I write about are totally separate. Only now and again do I find a tiny connection to the other world, to the Iraqis.

One day the calendar tells me that it is Valentine’s Day, and I remember Nabil’s invitation. My company consists of five Frenchmen. As we arrive, the bubble we are living in becomes even more impenetrable. The distance between ‘us’ and ‘them’ is total. The entire pink restaurant is covered in red balloons with the words ‘I love you’. Garlands in gold and silver stream from the roof. A dance band is engaged for the evening and plays everything from melting Arab  Habibi-music to ‘Lady in Red’. The tables in the middle of the room are moved to the side, and Nabil has got an elegant dancefloor.

When we go in a rose is pushed into our hands, and we are shown to our table. The bubble moves across the room, leaving dirty footprints on the floor. We are incorrectly dressed: creased shirts, jeans, muddy trainers, no elaborate hairstyles.

The Iraqis are dressed to kill in shimmering creations and sparkling jewellery; all in gold, red gold. The women’s crowning glory has been sprayed stiff to last the night. We are at two different parties.

Sumptuous dishes are brought to the table to celebrate an American tradition. Neither I nor the French have any special relationship to the day, it is the same for the ordinary Iraqi, I imagine. But Nabil seems to have made a point of making it one of the country’s festivals. One of the Frenchmen outlines his project for the evening: to chat up one of the beautiful Iraqi women. But the dazzling ladies are well guarded by brothers and spouses.

- Unfortunately there is no champagne, he sighs. - That might have helped me on the way.

Suddenly I realise I have not danced for ages and I lure the lustful Frenchman onto the floor. The Arab-style pop resounds from the loud-speakers; I copy the ladies I have seen on the music videos and wriggle over the floor. Another couple joins us, then another. At the end of the first number the dancefloor is heaving.

The bubble has burst, at least for the moment. We dance together - square dances, belly dances, folk dances or to old Elvis numbers. Sweat pours off everybody, trainers gyrate among spangle-covered pumps. I feel accepted for the first time. People smile at me. But I know it is an illusion. In any other Arab country people would talk to us, maybe invite us home, advise us on which sights to visit. But in Iraq the foreigner represents danger. The situation’s absurdity hits me. It is 14 February. This very evening Hans Blix has presented his report to the UN Security Council, a report which left little doubt of the outcome.

On his side, Saddam Hussein is calling for holy war. In the mosques, during Friday prayer, a martyr’s death was upgraded. During his TV transmitted speech and clutching Ali’s sword, the mightiest Imam in Baghdad encouraged people to fight against and resist the invader. - I have never  before heard the Imam in such a belligerent mood, one man said as he left the mosque.

We of the trainers, jeans, unkempt hair and notebook-in-back-pocket have come to Nabil’s to pass the time - waiting for war to start. The well-groomed and bejewelled tables next door wait too. For something to happen.

Nabil interrupts my thoughts. He presents his beautiful wife to me and presses her hand in mine. It is her and the baby twins that Nabil wants to get out in time. When is that? In time?

 

Close to one of the children’s hospitals, it is said that there is a children’s graveyard. No one knows exactly where, not Aliya, not the driver, nor any of our colleagues. After a month in Baghdad we have learnt that it does not pay to ask the Ministry of Information. The less they see of us the better. In spite of the strict rules preventing us from travelling anywhere without permission, the system is far from watertight. They quite simply do not have the resources to spy on everyone all the time.

We look in district after district. After several failed attempts, we finally walk in through the graveyard gate, there we find a man dressed in a worn blue overall, a Palestinian scarf rolled into a turban on his head.

 

The man carries the tiny bundle in one hand. He strides over the graves and mounds of earth. The bundle of white cloth is two-day-old Haidar.

The little boy had died that morning. - Blood poisoning, says the gravedigger. - His face is blue, his body is covered with lumps, he explains, folding the white cloth back for us to see. He covers it up quickly and lays the boy on a stone.

Haidar was delivered by his father to the gravedigger at the gate. - He had no money for either grave or ceremony and asked if we could take him anyway. We accept everyone here, we’ll be paid up there, he says and points. - We washed him and wrapped him in this cloth. But there’ll be no gravestone or plaque, Kadim says.

It is early morning. Seven children have already been buried today. - One was seven months old, another nine months. The others were a few years old, Kadim tells us. One of the children has a gravestone; a quotation from the Koran and a newly painted name in red and green stands out against the white stone.

- What did they die of?

- Not enough food, no medicine, then they get blood poisoning, Kadim says. That is what he calls the illnesses he can’t explain.

The digger prepares a hole in the ground for Haidar, between two other children.

The very smallest are buried here. - Every day we get between twenty and thirty children. A few years ago it was under ten a day, Kadim tells us. A handful are just delivered at the gate. The parents cannot afford a proper burial. The graves are never looked after, never visited.

Haidar’s father told the gravedigger that his wife was in a critical condition following the birth, and that he must hurry back to the hospital. Haidar was born two months early.

There has been a large increase in premature births in Iraq. Between 1990 and 1999 the number of children born with a below average weight has increased fivefold, which might imply that the mothers are also undernourished or malnourished. In the same period, the number of deaths during labour has doubled.

Primarily children have been affected by the decline in standards of living following the implementation of sanctions. The mortality rate among the smallest children has doubled in the last decade.  Most children die of what would be run-of-the-mill illnesses in the West; two thirds die of diarrhoea or infections. An average Iraqi child suffers from diarrhoea fourteen days every month, as opposed to three days every month in 1990.

Following the UN Oil-for-Food programme which was put into effect in 1996, the statistics have levelled off and even show a slight improvement in children’s health. This is due to the monthly rations received by all Iraqis. But rations sometimes make matters worse. Mothers of very young children get free milk substitutes as part of their monthly package. Because of this, fewer women breast-feed, and others give up breastfeeding earlier than usual. The contaminated water supplies mean that this practice leads to more sick children.

Many fatal illnesses are caused by impure water. Before the Gulf War, Iraq had a modern water system, but lately the water quality has deteriorated drastically. Bad maintenance of water-works and purification plants, power cuts, lack of reserve parts and even chlorine have put many of them out of action. The generators at two of the three plants have stopped functioning owing to a shortfall of batteries and spare parts. There is fear of a catastrophic breakdown in water supply should the power plants be bombed. Many of the sewerage plants are not working. Half the purification plants in Baghdad, a city of five million inhabitants, are out of service. Half a million tons of raw sewage are emptied into the Tigris every day.

The gravedigger has finished. Haidar is laid down in the grave accompanied by a short prayer. Three bricks are put on top of him and the man throws earth over and treads it down. All that bears witness to the small child in the ground is the freshly dug, darker earth.

Kadim does not believe that Haidar’s father will return.

- Those who don’t have a burial place don’t usually return. After all, they don’t know where the children are buried. I’ll  remember Haidar for a few days, but then new ones will be brought in and I’ll forget.

A little way off a man sits by a grave polishing the marble headstone. It is dominated by a large painting of purple lilies on one side and a quotation from the Koran on the other. Shehad: 1.7.95-3.2.99

- Leukaemia, says the father, who has put the rag aside and stopped polishing. Not a speck of dust remains on the shining white marble. - It is as if life stopped when she died. Our only child, and it doesn’t look as though we’ll have any more, he says sadly.

- She had blue marks all over her body, but the doctor said it was nothing. Then she became very ill, and we took her to hospital. There they gave her injections but she died after four days. Four days. They didn’t have the right medicines. My wife has been sick ever since, she only comes here on Fridays.

- Honey, he says. - Her name means honey. And she had honey-coloured hair and white skin. She was beautiful like a flower.

He leans back on the gravestone and lights a cigarette. He comes here every day and shares a few moments with his daughter.

A wind picks up. Further down the hill the packed earth whirls around. But Haidar is safe under three bricks.

 

For a long time I have wanted to visit Baghdad’s forbidden quarter - Saddam City; a place one should not talk about, not visit, and preferably forget the existence of. Each time we mention the place to the Ministry of Information they look at us and say: What do you want to do there? It’s just like every other place. No, keep to the centre of town.

When I ask Aliya she gives a start.

- Don’t ask me again, she says. - I do not want to go to Saddam City. 

- Why not?

- We won’t get permission.

- We can ask.

- We won’t get permission.

- If we don’t ask we’ll never get permission.

- But I don’t want to.

What Aliya does not want she does not want. She denies that it has anything to do with it being a Shia area.

-There is no difference between Shia and Sunni. We are all the same.

 

There are fears that the whole area will rise up against the regime when the American attacks start, as they did during the Gulf War. Then the republican guard tried in vain to calm the inhabitants down. When the uprisings spread, Saddam’s son Qusay gave orders that unless the riots ceased in two hours, the entire neighbourhood would be attacked by missiles. The head of the Baath Party in Saddam City asked for twenty-four hours and got them. The riots were stopped.

- There is no difference, Aliya says sanctimoniously. And when I insist she hisses. - Must not talk about Sunni and Shia.

One evening when Amir, my regular driver, brings me home, he advises me against visiting Saddam City.

- They are dirty. Lazy. Not like us. They are uncivilised, look how they whip and beat themselves, he says, alluding to their religious rites. - They cause nothing but trouble.

I am surprised. It is forbidden to criticise the Shias openly. The oppression is supposed to occur in secret, preferably under cover of darkness, under the command of the mukhabarat, the dreaded intelligence service. Tens of  thousands of Shias have disappeared, just for belonging to a mosque which the regime insists is plotting revolt.

On the surface everything is supposed to be quiet. That is a cardinal rule in Saddam Hussein’s kingdom.

- You can’t trust them; they smile in your face, but thrust the knife into your back when you turn around, Amir continues.

Amir is a large, huggable bear of a man. He is built like a boxer and has a liking for jeans and leather jackets. In spite of his tough appearance he isn’t a bully - his round face gives him away - he is a kind and conscientious driver. When he picks me up in the morning he always brings with him the  Iraqi Times and the English version of Babel, the paper owned by Saddam’s son Uday. On trips out of town he brings a thermos with tea or coffee and cakes baked by his mother. Amir is thirty-five years old but still lives at home. His father is dead and Amir provides for the family. Normally he never speaks about politics so I am most surprised when he tells me the Shia Muslims are dirty. I let it lie. There isn’t much we can talk about anyway - his vocabulary is limited. But he improves every day. When he sits and waits for me in the car he learns new English words or tries to pick his way through the Iraqi Times. When he drives me through the deserted streets at night, on my way home from the Ministry of Information, he plays classical music before dropping me off and returning to his mother.

 

One day, however, I get the chance to visit Saddam City, not with Aliya but with Janine’s interpreter Hassan, himself a Shia. - But he never talks about it, Janine whispers.

Having crossed the river to Saddam City our first rendezvous is at the Baath Party offices. Foreigners need a special permit in order to visit the area, and two minders  - one from the Ministry of Information and one from the local party office. Hassan and the local guide sit squeezed into the passenger seat in front, Janine and I spread ourselves over the back seat. There is no way the local guide wants to share the back seat with us.

A dried out canal-bed separates one world from the other. On one side Baghdad’s broad avenues, high-rise buildings and monuments. On the other a slum metropolis. Stinking sewage seeps between the market stalls. Children run barefoot over vegetable refuse and decaying fish-tails. The canal dried up many years ago. Now it serves a different purpose - as a military site, it is rumoured. The canal will act as a trench - several defence posts have already been erected in the dry mud. Not to protect people from the Americans, but in order to protect one district from another.

Saddam City was built after the overthrow of King Faisal in 1958. Two years later the houses were ready, and the poorest citizens moved in. Out of Baghdad’s five million inhabitants, one and a half million live here. The palms are dead and the grass scorched. The ostracised of this world live in a slum that was named after Saddam following his visit here ten years ago.

We stop by the market. The first thing that strikes me is the number of flies everywhere.

Led by the two guides we start the first interview. The situation is unbearably meaningless.

- The Party has given me a Kalashnikov, says a green-grocer. - To fight the Americans, he assures us, arms flailing in the air. The insects alight and settle on the tomatoes, cauliflowers and lettuce. Janine and I look at each other in despair. What’s the point of interviewing people when we already know their answers?

Flies aren’t the only plague in Saddam City. Disease thrives too. We set off for the local clinic. A family is standing outside, crying. A young woman is carrying a child in her arms. It is ashen-faced.

- His blood is damaged, she says. - There is no red in the blood, only white. The doctor says he needs a blood transfusion or he’ll die. But I’m too frightened. What if they give him bad blood?

- Talasemi, explains Samir Saleh, a young doctor from Southern Iraq. - It is hereditary and prevents the bones from growing. He needs a bone marrow transplant, but that’s impossible. There has only ever been one such transplant in Iraq. Only one. There are so many sick children here. Contaminated water, sewage everywhere, chemical discharge, radioactivity, no food, reduced immunity. I tell the mothers to boil the water, but when have they got time to do that? They spend all day looking for food as it is.

The hospital director arrives and asks to see our permission. We show him the piece of paper. - That doesn’t apply to the hospital. You must seek permission via the Health Ministry.

We leave the misery and go to meet one of the area’s leaders. In Saddam City the sheiks are the most important people. They dispense advice and act as mediators - instalments on loans, marriage agreements, rows amongst neighbours, Sheik Namah abd al-Alawi explains. The sheiks are heads of tribes or clans ranging in number from a few hundred to several thousand.

- We are preparing for war, the sheik says, and asks one of his sons to fetch his Kalashnikov. It is brand new.

- We’ll defeat the enemy, he says, echoing Saddam’s propaganda. He hardly draws breath before prolonging the  echo, without empathy, without enthusiasm: May the desert be the graveyard of the aggressors.

The sheik is a retired Army officer and lives off his state pension and support from clan members. He has also bought a car and set up as a taxi driver, alternating work with his sons.

- Alas, everything has got worse: embargos, sanctions. One time we could live off our salaries, he complains.

On our way out of the district, over the dried-up watercourse, we stop in Saddam Square to buy some nuts. Yasser is sitting on a concrete block. - It was beautiful here once, he says. - Grass grew by the roadside, the streets were swept, no sewage flowing everywhere like now. Look, the centre strip there, it’s a desert. All the green has gone.

Nevertheless, there is one flash of colour looming over the roundabout: an enormous painting of the president surrounded by scenes from Iraqi history, from martyrs on white horses and a full-bodied Scheherazade from the  Thousand and One Nights to state-of-the-art military vehicles.

- That’s the best thing we have in this town, Yasser says, pointing to the huge placard. - And we are very proud of our neighbourhood’s name, he adds, to the great satisfaction of our two guides.

 

At the end of the book market there is a steamy teahouse called Shahbendar, a meeting place for authors, painters, sculptors and directors. I bump into a literary critic called Isam.

- Iraq is a theatre, he whispers. - Everyone plays their role. We all love our president, and are prepared to die for him.  It would be madness to throw off the mask. To speak the  truth is to be mad, he mutters between gulps of tea, all the time looking around casually. All Baghdad’s teahouses have regular informers.

Isam’s family moved from Palestine to Iraq in 1948. Being a Palestinian he is as vulnerable as all Iraqis. So it surprises me when he agrees to meet me at my hotel the next day.

 

We sit at the farthest end of the room. I ask why he wanted to meet me.

- Because I’m mad. Iraq is the kingdom of fear. No one will tell the truth when you are with your minder or other Iraqis they do not know. Few will even talk to you alone. For one single disastrous word you can go to prison for twenty years, for a disastrous word spoken to a foreigner you can disappear altogether. This country is one great shit-hole. Nothing moves on the surface, it just stinks. We need help to throw a large stone into the hole. That’s what we’re all waiting for; for something to happen.

Isam believes that most Iraqis are for the war. - It’s not that we are pro-America. I’m a Palestinian and I hate Israel and America, and in spite of that I welcome Washington’s army, to free us from the tyranny. Then they must leave Iraq to the Iraqis. Nevertheless, Isam fears that an American invasion will lead to civil war.

- The Shias and the Kurds know that it would be best to cooperate with the Sunnis and let bygones be bygones. I just hope the Americans will beg them not to indulge in acts of revenge. It all depends on the length of the war. Very few will take up arms if the regime falls quickly. Then they’ll hide in their houses and later dance in the streets. But if the fighting is drawn out anything could happen.

Isam stirs sugar into his tea. - It’s all over, he says, and glances around carefully. - The regime is finished. The secret police is less active than before. They don’t ‘hear’ certain conversations. In January we started very carefully, just between friends, to discuss the situation. In our own homes, quietly. In February the conversations continued in the teahouses, still quietly, still carefully. That would have been impossible only a few months ago. It was very confidential and I saw the informers watching, but instead of denouncing us they closed their ears. To avoid problems when it all falls apart.

The literary critic predicts that the resistance will be small, that the Americans can more or less roll in to Baghdad. Many inhabitants might be armed, but few of them are prepared to fight for Saddam Hussein, he prophesies. - People hate him. Iraq has become a country of schizophrenics and cowards, a country where people fear their friends, their family, their own children. Once upon a time Iraq was the lighthouse of the Middle East, but thirty years of oriental Stalinism and twelve years of embargoes has crushed the country and its people.

Suddenly he grows silent and looks nervously to one side. A man in a pinstripe suit is sipping tea a few tables away. He is staring vaguely into space. The hotel spy! Who else? Isam decides it is time to break up. - Don’t phone me again, he says quietly before leaving.

I meet him again at Shahbendar the following Friday. He says that in future we must only meet there. His wife had been beside herself with fear when she found out he had met a foreigner in a hotel. - We’ll be killed, all of us, she’d cried. But not loud enough for the neighbours to hear.

Isam was the only Iraqi, apart from Father Albert, who  talked openly to me in the months before Saddam’s downfall.

 

- Don’t point, Aliya hisses whenever I point a finger at the portrayed president. - Don’t look at him; look down or to the side. Don’t talk about him, don’t ask about him.

It is as though she believes he possesses some sort of magical power and can see, hear and feel if anyone pours scorn upon him. I wonder whether it is him or Aliya who has introduced the rule not to point at the president.

Aliya herself is allowed to talk about him. Every day she reads and translates his decrees. When I ask questions she cannot answer, she always says that Saddam Hussein will solve all in the best and wisest way.

Aliya was born to a middle class family and grew up in Baghdad in the 1970s. On the first page of every school book was a picture of the president and every lesson began with ‘Long Live Saddam Hussein’. To Aliya, and to all Iraqi children, he was the great father. Parents took care not to talk disparagingly about him. If the children were to relay any critical remarks it could cost the family dearly.

Aliya was a good student and eventually secured a place at the prestigious English faculty at the university. From there she was employed as a translator by INA. Translating the president’s speeches and decrees felt like meaningful work, surrounded as she was by posters, murals, mosaics, statues, impressions, bronze heads and photographs.

Until she started working for me this was her world. From knowing what to translate, word for word, now she has to be on guard. Assess the information she can give to me. When she is in doubt I can see her fighting herself. She wants to do a good job, as good as possible, but she treads warily and is careful not to betray her country. Not once  does she suggest an illegal idea, or establish contact with someone risky or unofficial. Time and again I tell her what issues interest me. She nods but nothing happens.

- I’m working on it, she will say when I ask her to investigate something. On the whole our attempts are unsuccessful and I sometimes suspect her of not even asking. Sometimes she will phone in the evening and tell me enthusiastically that Saddam is on television, do I want her to translate the speech?

I always do; I am duty-bound to accept what is available. The entire spring is one big struggle: to do my job, meet people, discover how Iraqis live and what they really think. However, Aliya’s innate meekness contributes to my sometimes escaping. Quite simply she is unable to keep up and lets me wander around on my own. Nevertheless, I seldom get more out of my time without her than with her. After three brutal decades the people have become their own minders.

 

Every Friday, since the very first one with Jorunn and Ali, I visit the book market. Usually I give Aliya the day off in order that I can go alone. I go to buy books and sit in Shahbendar and maybe find someone to talk to.

The Bohemian café is packed with people. Or rather, with men. It’s like stepping into another era. The walls are hung with pictures of old Baghdad, sketches from street corners and markets. A 1950s wireless is attached to the wall, and over it the compulsory portrait. A little man rushes around replenishing the tea glasses.

One day a tall, bearded man approaches while I am chatting to a colleague. He addresses us in immaculate, almost aristocratic French.

Je m’appelle Haidar. Je suis peintre.

We invite the painter to join us for a glass of tea and touch on safe subjects: Iraqi art, Babylon, Paris, spring. I want to ask him all sorts of questions but hold back. He tells us he is not exhibiting at the moment; all his paintings are at home in the studio. That means we are precluded from seeing them as it involves visiting his home.

- They are abstract, in strong colours, yellow, red, green, orange. I paint what there is least of here, he says melancholically.

I see my old acquaintance, the literary critic, talking to a friend. He gets up and greets me courteously when I approach.

- I thought I might buy some books, I say.

 

- Are you interested in poetry? Mizhar asks. - Here is a collection written by a soldier during the Iranian war. Strong stuff.

The man has got up from the stool. In front of him on the ground lies a collection of books, most of them worn and well-thumbed. Mizhar sighs. - I myself am a poet, but at the moment I’m working as a proofreader and bookseller. One cannot survive as a poet. Would you like this book with epic poetry?

In Iraq all recently published books are politically correct and often deal with good overcoming evil. The hero conquering the enemy, Arabic identity and courage, the harshness of life under sanctions, the war against Iran and the Gulf War.

Two years ago Zabiba and the King was published. It is about a woman, living in the century before Christ, and her loveless marriage. The king meets Zabiba and they discuss God, loyalty, love and the wishes of the people. In one scene Zabiba is raped, reflecting the American invasion of Iraq. The story ends with Zabiba’s death on 17 January 1991, the day the bombs started to drop over Baghdad. The author is, allegedly, Saddam Hussein.

A well-dressed man squats on the ground, leafing through  Mizhar’s books. He is looking for a book by Sartre. - Existentialism is in keeping with our times. I have learnt a lot about myself; about the individual’s need for freedom and society’s limits, Latif says. He is a computer engineer. - It is difficult to keep abreast of developments. In twelve years Iraq has not imported a single scientific periodical. Look around - all old books. We haven’t a clue about what has been written anywhere else since the Gulf War. Of course there are plenty of wonderful old books here, but I long for new ideas, he says. - I have read a bit about structuralism but I would really like to read some more.

One boy is looking for books about cloning. - I have heard that it is possible to clone humans, he says, but, like Latif, finds nothing about the subject.

- Iraqis have always craved books. They are our sustenance. Besides love they are all we need, the bookseller says, and recites one of his own poems, about a man who is dying of love but has not the courage to tell his sweetheart.

Traditionally the Iraqis were always considered the most inquisitive people in the Middle East. ‘Egypt writes, Lebanon prints, Iraq reads’, goes the adage. Before the war began in the 1980s the Iraqi population was the most educated in the Arab world. Now the educational system has collapsed and five million people have left the country, half of whom were highly educated.

The Kurd Jalal specialises in history. Displayed on a collapsible shelf are books about Mesopotamia - the land between the Euphrates and the Tigris, the Hanging Gardens of Babylon and the mythical Tower of Babel. - I buy cheap from old people and sell dear, Jalal laughs. - It’s really rather sad. People sell off what they have been collecting during a lifetime, maybe for generations, for a few meals or some medicine for their grandchild’s measles.

- The system, he says quietly - it’s crushing us. Do you know our history? Do you know what has happened to this country? It’s worse than a dictatorship, a lot, lot worse.

Suddenly Jalal disappears up the street, making a sign for me to stay put. When he returns he stuffs a book into my bag. - Read it, then you’ll understand all. The author was . . . Jalal whispers and cuts his throat with a finger. - By the regime. Come back when you’ve read it, but don’t show it to anyone. That could give me twenty years inside.

- Why do you take the risk?

- It is dangerous to live nowadays, no matter what. Go now.

I continue down the street, carrying the burning book. Behind each pile of books sits a bookseller, surrounded by a group of friends. Tea-sellers walk about with steaming pots and pour out glasses for a few dinar. The books lie around in the dust, but only the legal ones. Each book carries a stamp to show it has passed the censorship. It is illegal to sell uncensored books and doing so would result in a severe penalty - from six months to capital punishment, Jalal says. Those kinds of books are not spread out in the sun, but are hidden in back rooms and cellars.

Down some steps, in a tiny cubicle, is Rafik. He specialises in western literature. On his shelves are everything from T. S. Eliot’s  The Wasteland to Hamsun’s Mysteries. On the counter are Dante’s Divine Comedy and Rafik’s reading glasses. - Wonderful book, he says. I’ve got to ‘Purgatory’.

Rafik set himself up as a bookseller during the Iran-Iraq war. The owner was called up and asked him to mind the shop. After university lectures Rafik sat in the shop and read all day. The shop owner never returned from the war and Rafik took over. Now he’s kept shop for fifteen years. - It is my soul. Here I live, here I suffer. As you know, life here is suffering. The books save me.

In another dusty basement, an elderly man sits behind a desk. He has brushed back his few remaining strands of hair. He has long, brown teeth and bags under his eyes.

- Have you got Iraqi literature in English?

The bookseller gets up slowly. He bends down, rummages  amongst the bottom rows and pulls out two books. One is Edwyn Bevan’s classic The Land Between the Two Rivers from 1917. - Here you can read what we once were, he says.

The other book is called The Long Days. - You must read it. It’s about him, he says.

- About who?

- About him. The early years, the struggles, his development as a person.

- Is it good?

The bookseller fixes his eyes on me. - It is required reading.

- Have you read it?

- No, but I’ve seen the film. I know what it’s about, if you see what I mean.

The Long Days was published in the 1970s and millions of copies have since been printed. It was given to all members of the Baath Party, and at party meetings it is the starting point for analysing a person’s qualities.

The story starts one afternoon on Rashid Street in Baghdad. A group of friends are waiting for a convoy of cars. ‘The most reserved and sincere is Muhammed. He always listens attentively to whoever is speaking and stores the words in his head. There he has collected many secrets since childhood.’ The character Muhammed is based on Saddam Hussein. The young men on the street corner are planning an attempt on the prime minister’s life, a prime minister who ‘oppresses and exploits the people’. The assassination of Prime Minister Abdul Karim Qasim was the start to Muhammed’s, alias Saddam Hussein’s, political career.

- We who are left are dying slowly, says the bookseller. - We live in an unspeakable nightmare. We need an earthquake. Everything must be uprooted. But it will cost dearly. I am an Arab and I am an Iraqi nationalist, and I hate the US and its world dominion, but I see no other way for Iraq. Let the American devils come and let’s get it over with. But it could turn into the most  awful civil war; Arabs against Kurds, Muslims against Christians, Sunni against Shia. It will never, never be the same again.

The two customers nod. They are students, one of literature, the other of philosophy.

- In the 1970s this was a beautiful country. We had the best education system, the best healthcare in the Arab world. Oil gave us riches. In 1990 I had a Mercedes, says the bookseller. - Now I have these two legs.

- Anyhow, people no longer read, they don’t study either. Look at these two, he says, and points to the boys. - They have come to look for textbooks, but won’t find them. I have copied a few sheets, but look at the bad print. Anyway, they don’t have time to read, they have to work.

Mansour has postponed his exams several times. - I must help my family and have started an outlet for spare parts, the literature student says. The philosophy student also has a small shop.

- What do you sell?

- What is it called? he says, and tries to find the right word.

- Scrap, the literature student cuts him off.

- The tragedy is that people no longer read. They have three jobs and no time for books. Anyhow, you need peace and quiet to read, don’t you? That’s not possible when life’s all upside down. I used to read one book a day, now I can hardly manage one a month. People don’t have the money either, and the libraries aren’t operating. They have been emptied, says the bookseller. - By the employees. Some of the books you’ll find here in the market.

The bookseller is starting to get nervous. We have been talking for a long time. - I’ve never spoken to anyone like this before. Here you are, take the books, go home and read.

When I get home I unpack the forbidden book the Kurd gave me.  From Revolution to Dictatorship. Iraq since 1958. Like tens of thousands of intellectuals, the author was murdered by the regime.

The other book gives a description of Baghdad in the prosperous 7th century. ‘Baghdad was the richest city in the world. The river banks were black with boats. They brought porcelain from China, spices from India, slaves from Turkey, gold-dust from East Africa, weapons from Arabia.’

The golden times are over. Neither pearls nor ivory make it to Baghdad now. Weapons, however, always find their way.

 

Said’s visits become more infrequent, the room is already stuffed with knick-knacks, and besides, he doesn’t have the time. The hotel gradually fills up. Word gets round that al-Fanar provides cheap lodgings and is nicknamed ‘the peaceniks’ hotel’. Here the foreign pacifists hang out, plan their campaigns, paint their posters, write their press releases and party at night. A profusion of organisations have made their way to Baghdad during the winter and spring of 2003. They organise conferences and projects, produce websites and paint banners. Don’t kill Iraqi children for oil. Few editors are interested in articles about the activities of the peace movement in Iraq - mine is not, anyhow. The activists buzz round the Information Ministry like bees round a honey-pot, but their press releases are usually consigned to the wastepaper basket.

None of the peace activists are successful in attracting attention - until the human shields arrive in town. Now the journalists are doing the buzzing. From a newsworthy point of view they succeed where the others have failed. Owing to the high stakes, maybe? During February they arrive in Baghdad in buses, in cars and by air. The first bus that reaches Baghdad is given front page coverage in the Iraqi papers. Saddam Hussein welcomes them, via a comment to INA.

The new anti-war recruits throw wild parties and talk heatedly. Every morning they go out to inspect the  installations they will protect with their own bodies. From time to time they mingle with the regime-organised demonstrations, shouting pro-Saddam and anti-Bush slogans in an inharmonious dance. The Western individuals have landed themselves in a difficult situation - travel and subsistence are paid by the Iraqi regime. I follow them for several days to try and understand what makes them tick.

We roll through the streets of Baghdad in two double-decker London buses. We are preceded by an outrider and two Iraqi policemen on motorbikes. People glance up and see a colourful collection of war opponents hanging out of the bus windows. Some of the passers-by wave back, others looked hurriedly down, as though the bus does not concern them.

- We are here to stop the bombs, stop Bush, says Teijo, a student from a technical high school in southern Finland. - I think we are playing an important role.

The twenty-two-year-old has a large rucksack and a sleeping bag in his lap. He is thin and pale, awkward like an overgrown teenager. Today he has left a soft bed in one of Baghdad’s hotels to move in to South Baghdad Electricity Works.

- If the power is cut the purification plants won’t work and several hundred thousand people will have to drink contaminated water. The fact that we are here makes it more difficult for the USA to bomb. To them the life of westerners is worth more than that of Iraqis.

The buses continue southwards, towards the outskirts of Baghdad. We pass military barracks hidden behind newly constructed sandbag walls, a bridge, and several buried positions, probably for anti-aircraft missiles.

At the electricity works Teijo and the other activists are confronted by a huge portrait of Saddam Hussein. The  local workers greet the pacifists with resounding Saddam slogans. He is ‘in their heart and soul’. A few of the pacifists unfurl a long banner: No to war. But when the workers with the posters of the president line up beside them, they quickly roll the banner up. - We are here for the Iraqi people, not for Saddam Hussein, is the watchword.

Fifteen human shields are expected to move in at South Baghdad Electricity Works today. Several have started to withdraw from the mission. A French boy, Asdine, was taken by surprise when he visited an Iraqi family. - Stop that nonsense, they told him. - We want war, we want bombs, so we can at last rid ourselves of our dictator.

Unlike Teijo, several of the human shields have informed the Iraqis that they do not want to protect the country’s infrastructure, but rather lodge in orphanages and hospitals, which are not direct targets. This the Iraqi authorities try to prevent as the human shields are valueless to the regime if they install themselves in hospitals.

- We have started to feel the pressure. The men from the ministry were angry when they realised that so many had withdrawn, and they reminded us why we were here, one activist says, standing by and watching the fifteen who have found a bed each. - I’m starting to regret the whole thing. Maybe the Iraqis will chain us to the strategic targets, civilian and military, the day before the bombs start dropping. I don’t think I want to be here any longer.

A sleeping bag under his head, Teijo has made himself comfortable on one of the camp beds that has been put out for the fifteen shields. He watches the others getting ready. This is where he will spend his days and nights, even when the bombs start to drop. - I am willing to accept what destiny might bring. If I doubt, I think about the Iraqis who have no choice. We Europeans can leave whenever we  want, it is just a drive to the Jordanian border. They have to stay. It is bloody unfair. I hope thousands more shields arrive. Then it might be possible to stop Bush, Teijo says seriously. He is sitting up in bed. On the wall above him is a picture of the Iraqi president. I ask him what he thinks of sleeping under his watchful gaze.

- He’s only a symbol of the Iraqi people. Beyond that I have no opinion about his politics. In Finland too we have portraits of the president on the wall.

I am silent. Is it my place to inform him about Saddam Hussein’s harassment of the Iraqi people? About the dictatorship? That he cannot compare the Finnish president to the Iraqi. I feel like crying. Suddenly everything is so sad. The gangling, rather strange boy who has taken on this huge task touches me.

- What do your parents say? I manage to ask.

- They have asked me to return.

- Go home, I beg him earnestly. - Go while there is still time. You haven’t a clue what will happen.

I have far overstepped the role of a reporter. Observe, report, write. Don’t get involved, don’t get caught up. Like an elder sister I feel responsible for this frail boy. As the only Nordic among the journalists I must look after this Finn.

- I hope I’ll get home one day, is all Teijo says.

- The question is whether they have more use for us dead than alive when the bombs start falling. We have no guarantee that the Iraqis won’t kill us and show us off.

- Look what your bombs have done, says the activist on the bed beside him.

- This is starting to taste bad, he says. - Look around. On one side is a military warehouse, on the other side a bridge. The troops might be moved here. We might  become Saddam Hussein’s hostages. With all the media attention we have been given in Iraq, people might associate us with the regime, and what if that is toppled and there is civil war? On which side do people think we are?

- So why stay?

- I’m staying against my better judgement. Reason tells me to go, but my body says stay. It is pure Kierkegaardesque, he philosophises. On the stool by his bed the Thousand and One Nights lies opened.

I know the risk I am taking, but I am not frightened. If I die my death will be wonderful and if I succeed I will have rendered this country a great service, Scheherazade persuades her father, before she crawls in to the bloodthirsty king and starts the story telling, for a thousand and one nights.

Only time will tell whether the activists are as brave as she was.

 

As February draws to an end the foreign embassies are busy evacuating non-essential staff. Externally the barricades increase, internally they are emptied. The most absurd part of the evacuations are the sumptuous farewell parties.

The French ambassador has not yet recovered from the loss of the plentiful and laboriously collected wine cellar which disappeared during the first Gulf War. Hence  l’ambassadeur gives a scrumptious reception overflowing with champagne and vintage wine. He is not going to fall into the same trap and, in anticipation of the war, has long since stopped reordering wine. As he says late that night, smiling: Now I can’t give même une toute petite reception!

 

Janine and I have taught Aliya to toughen up and we now go around town without permission. A sunny winter’s  day, our goal is Baghdad’s posh neighbourhood. Here we will try and discover whether they too are leaving the country.

We are admitted to Fatima’s house. It is late morning but she is still pottering about in a pink velvet dressing gown embroidered with gold roses. Fatima and the children have packed necessities and are waiting for the husband to decide when the time has come to send them off to safety. Necessities represent an infinitesimal part of their belongings. The family live in a palace covering a thousand square metres. There are five bathrooms, in Italian marble, and the family have five children of school age. The enormous sitting room is empty; they very rarely entertain. The shelves in the library are bare.

- We haven’t had time to buy any books yet, Fatima excuses herself.

The villa’s sitting room windows are ten metres high, covered in thick brocade. Fatima is one of the few who, despite sanctions, has never wanted for anything.

- If you have money you can get hold of everything. Even scarce medicine; that comes in from Jordan, she explains while the maid serves coffee in tiny oriental cups. But not even the richest can buy freedom from the threat of American bombs. Furniture is being covered up, gates locked, cars driven away.

- To Jordan. We have relatives there. There is still time, but the war is getting close, Bush has made up his mind, she says resignedly, looking around the sitting room.

- This is not a safe place. The house is sound but there are many windows, and anyhow there are several military installations around here, Fatima sighs. A heavy lethargy weighs down the rich man’s wife. She rarely leaves the house and her maid sees to most things. Not even the evacuation  is decided by her. - Allah decides when our time on earth is up, but my husband will best know when we must leave.

Fatima’s husband is a timber merchant and one of those who has earned enormous sums owing to sanctions, enabling him to build a palace in the al-Wasiriya district of town. Several of Saddam’s confidantes have their mini castles here.

- That is another reason we don’t feel safe here. Many of  his men live here, Fatima confides in us, mimicking falling bombs with her hands. - Their houses will be attacked first.

 

At the fashionable restaurant al-Finjan, in Arasat Street, the owner Alaw sits with his wife Ani. We meet them a few hours after our rendezvous with Fatima.

Ani’s hair is bleached and styled, her fingers full of rings, she wears an elegant reddish brown tweed coat and skirt. Her days consist of mornings in the beauty parlour, evenings at one of Baghdad’s private clubs, and long hours at home.

- Life here is dreary, she wails. - It’s so boring, nothing happens.

The upper-class wife is well aware that the boring days might soon be over, replaced by an excitement most people could do without. Now Ani’s husband is trying to buy her and their son out of both boredom and the unwelcome excitement.

Last year he visited Germany and returned with the latest Mercedes. This year he brought nothing back. He had gone to apply for a residence permit for his wife and son. He knows that their sumptuous home, complete with DVD player, granite floors and European furniture will give little protection against bombs.

- In order to get a German visa I have to deposit 100,000 dollars in a bank as guarantee, Alaw explains. - And even having done that there is no guarantee that they will get the visa. If they don’t get the visa there are two alternatives, a farm outside Baghdad, or Jordan. But I would prefer to get them out of the area altogether, to Europe, where it’s safe.

 

In Shahbendar the three friends are saying their farewells. They smoke hookah and sip the house speciality: spiced citron pressé with sugar and boiling water.

Samir is off to Damascus the following day. Once in Syria he will try and obtain a visa for Europe. Samir is one of Iraq’s promising young sculptors; the French centre of culture in Baghdad once exhibited his works. Most of all he wants to get to Paris, and his luggage includes twenty sculptures depicting the same theme: a fragile winged woman tries to take off, but her heavy, solid legs hold her rooted to the ground. The woman is fighting a dragon.

- My family are left behind, my mother, my sisters. It doesn’t feel good, he says gloomily. - But I want to achieve so much and when I have a chance to escape the bombs then I’ll grab it. What can an artist do in a war? All the galleries are closed, people try to sell their art, no one buys.

The friends too would like to leave, but can’t. - I’ll have to stay and paint war pictures, Haidar laughs. - When the war is over I will arrange a large exhibition, he dreams aloud, and refuses to let the seriousness of the situation take over. - True life is to make your wife happy, work a bit, dress elegantly, smell good, swan around town, discuss with friends. This is the philosophy of an Iraqi artist. You must not contemplate death, because life is not infinite. 

- There is no point ruminating about war before it has even arrived, says the quiet Rafik. - War is in any case routine.

- In Iraq we are ready for war, like you are ready for winter, Haidar smiles.

The café buzzes with hushed conversations. Outside the door a boy is selling caramels. People give him money but leave the caramels. The beggar’s brat cannot flee the bombs. He can only hope that someone will take him down into a cellar and hold their hands over his ears so he will not hear them.

The farewell party continues throughout the evening. The three artists have arranged to meet in one of Baghdad’s better auction houses, not for the purpose of selling but to meet friends. Grasping a glass of tea and with the auctioneer’s voice droning in the background, Samir whispers. - I am frightened for my father, who is an army officer, I am frightened of the bombs, I am afraid of the Shias and the Kurds, and the secret police, I’m frightened of everything. Sometimes even my own shadow scares me.

But in spite of worrying about the family remaining in Baghdad, he wants war. - Of course I would have preferred a velvet revolution. But assuming the war does not deteriorate into a bloodbath we will all be singing when the Americans arrive. - Allons boire une verre . . . Let’s have another glass.

Samir guffaws. - What a happy day that would be!

His face darkens. - Unless all the glasses are broken.

 

In the hectic last days of February people try to get rid of non-essentials. If they are forced to flee, cash is better than crystal vases. Anyhow people need money to stock up on  essentials: food, oil, petrol and water. At Baghdad’s numerous auction markets supply far exceeds demand.

In a large, dusty square, men stand on crates calling out one item after another. A large collection of furniture and household goods lies all around, much of it well-used. Around the piles people gather; they either need something or want to get rid of something.

- You need to iron your shirt, the auctioneer calls. People laugh. In a town with limited recreational facilities, this is entertainment. But in spite of the jokes falling hard and fast, the iron remains unsold.

- Five thousand dinar, the auctioneer calls. - I’m starting at five thousand. A shamefully low price, it’s worth a lot more. Any offers? Iraqi steel. Hard, immaculate.

No hands are raised, in spite of the price of around £1. For the moment, irons are an irrelevance. People buy drills and spades to dig wells in backyards, industrial tape to seal windows, sandbags to cover walls, warm blankets for bomb shelters, lanterns and lamps.

Some neighbours have come to see if they can find a second-hand generator. - It might come in useful if the electricity plants are bombed. We’ll take turns using it so the whole street can benefit.

The two strapping men are the neighbourhood’s representatives. But there are no generators for sale this evening. On the other hand, there is a dinner set in a pale blue pattern, over one hundred pieces, one with yellow roses and gold edges in delicate porcelain, some mirrors, scales, a radio, a TV, pots and pans in all shapes and sizes, stoves, stools, beds.

A woman runs her finger thoughtfully round the gold-edged flower service. Then she pulls her coat tighter around herself and walks on. Some children roar with laughter. They have found a pink swing to play on.

Duraid and his daughter Sera are sitting on a plush green sofa. They are waiting for it to be called up and hope someone will come and have a look. - We decided we didn’t need it any longer. Anyhow, it has always been too big, and was in the way too, Duraid explains. He is employed as an engineer at a state-run factory.

The descending spiral began in 1980 when Saddam Hussein decided to attack Iran. The war lasted eight years and the costs were enormous both in the loss of human life and for the economy. The disastrous invasion of Kuwait followed two years after the peace treaty with Iran. UN sanctions seriously hobbled Iraq’s economy. Following twelve years of sanctions and embargos the middle classes’ purchasing power plummeted. Lawyers, engineers, doctors and teachers fought to make a living by taking on extra jobs, driving taxis in the evenings, or selling up old belongings. Auction houses sprang up like mushrooms. They jostled for place along the banks of the Tigris and in the course of a few years Baghdad’s six large auction rooms increased to sixty.

- Everyone’s waiting, no one is buying, one auctioneer sighs. - I have been calling out the same things week after week. When the stuff has been here five weeks people have to come and take it back.

Duraid and his daughter’s sofa is called up. Total silence. The auctioneer tries in vain to entice people.

- Normally it would have been snapped up, Duraid sighs, having sold many belongings over the years. - But people don’t want to replace their furniture now. Who wants to buy something that can be shattered to bits in a week or so, or that they might have to leave behind?

Nine-year-old Sera sits sulkily beside her father. She turns away when I speak to her.

- Be polite to the lady, Sera, her father says.

Sera shakes her head, folds her arms over her chest and looks demonstratively the other way. She mutters something into the ground.

- She is frightened of you, she thinks you are an American, the father explains.

- I am not from America, I say, and smile my warmest smile. But Sera is not susceptible to flattery.

- You look like one and you don’t have to tell lies.

The father strokes Sera’s head and explains that she dreads bombs and war. She has heard on TV that the bombs will soon start falling and that American soldiers will break into people’s houses.

- She has changed recently, the father says. - She cries a lot and cannot sleep at night.

Suddenly Sera looks me in the eye.

- Why do you want to kill us?

- Most people don’t want to kill anyone. Including the Americans. But some politicians want war, I try.

Sera looks at me sceptically.

- Come on, Daddy, let’s go.

Sera grabs her father’s hand without condescending to look at me.

 

- Are you prepared?

It is Janine. She has made all sorts of preparations; rented rooms in three different hotels, so that she has a bed irrespective of where she is when the bombs start to fall. The rooms are equipped with water bottles, tinned food, blankets, batteries, a generator and a bottle of whisky.

She instructs me to keep a ready packed bag by my bed, in case I have to leave quickly. The gasmask must be ready, the bulletproof jacket, a torch and some good shoes.

- You must buy water, Åsne, she says. Why haven’t you  bought water? And you should book beds in several hotels, like me.

Making preparations has always been my weak point. I have however learnt to provide the absolute essentials: two of every cable for the satellite phone and computer, two of all chargers, batteries and torches. The remainder can all be got hold of.

I hadn’t thought I would need gasmasks or safety equipment when I travelled to Baghdad at the beginning of January. Back then I had no plans to stay until the war started. Now that war is drawing near I am one of the few without safety gear. But unexpected help is close at hand. The Norwegian Embassy left twenty or so gasmasks, safety clothing, bulletproof vests and helmets when they closed down and went home. The kit was given to the Church Aid, the sole Norwegian aid agency still in Baghdad. I leave their offices with tens of kilos of kit which I throw into the cupboard. At last I can tell Janine that I am ‘well prepared’.

- But do you know how to use the mask? she asks.

- No

- Didn’t you learnt that on the survival course?

- Eh?

- You have been on a survival course?

I am probably the only journalist in Baghdad who has not attended a survival course. There they learnt how to don a gasmask and slip on safety clothing in a flash, how to measure the air’s gas content, how to fall down during a possible attack, how to evaluate dangerous situations. Most editors would not send their journalists into crisis zones without such a course, but no one has sent me; I sent myself. Janine thinks I am playing with life and death, as though staying in Baghdad during the war is not playing with life and death, survival course or not.

Peter, The Times’ photographer, who has been through every conceivable survival course, intends to teach Janine, Melinda of Newsweek and me to put on the gasmasks quicker. I include Tor from the Norwegian Church Aid who has been generous enough to supply both Aliya and Amir with masks from the Embassy. The Norwegian human shields are also given masks by the obliging aid worker.

Janine is loath to hold the session at her hotel, the al-Rashid, as people say there are cameras in all the rooms. If we were seen trotting around in gasmasks and survival suits we might be accused of plotting something. We go to al-Hamra, one of the other hotels in which Janine has rented a room.

We are taught how to drink wearing the mask, talk through the opening, change the filter, go to the loo. The suits are tight and uncomfortable.

If deadly gases are used, what are the chances of me being close to the mask and would I get it on in time? What about everyone else in Baghdad, the ones without masks? How long might it take for a Baath Party member with a gun to shoot me and confiscate my mask if a chemical attack occurred? I will probably never use it.

Days pass without my hoarding water bottles in my room. To book rooms in three hotels seems like a waste of money. I am happy in my little al-Fanar, at twenty dollars a night. There is an abundance of food in the markets and I see no necessity to hoard.

- I’ll do it later on, I say to Janine.

- When the bombs start falling you’ll have other things to do than to buy water. And then the bottles will cost a fortune.

 

After all it doesn’t matter that I am not prepared, because on the last day of February it is all over.

- I can do nothing more for you, says Kadim.

- But . . .

- You must leave.

- But . . .

- Come back another time.

- The war is about to start, I would never get back in time, I object.

- What war? There won’t be a war.

For the first time he does not help me. He wants rid of me. His desk is flooded with paper.

- You promised you would always help me, I try.

- But I cannot protect you any more. You have overstayed your welcome; the immigration authorities have issued your marching orders.

Kadim pauses for a moment. - OK, fill in a new application, go to Amman and apply for another visa, and I’ll help you. You’ll be back in a week or two.

I complete the form but I know it’s pointless. Kadim just wants me out of his way.

- Maybe Uday can help me, I ask Kadim.

- He can do nothing for you.

I have done my best to keep away from Uday, thinking out of sight out of mind. But I know he is in charge of who can stay and who has to leave. He recently called Janine and Melinda in to his office and asked if they were prepared, whether they had covered wars before, whether their survival gear was in order, whether they were frightened. I was not found worthy of a private audience with Uday. That same evening I enter the lion’s den.

- Who do you think you are? Uday roars, when I express my wish to stay.

[image: 004]

Life is looking gloomy as I leave for the airport in the morning. The question is - how to get back?

At the airport my state of mind is so low that even the most zealous attempts to extract bribes fail. Iraqi border guards will always find that papers are missing and consequently demand enormous sums. From me they do not get a dinar.

Two white overalls advance towards me. - Aids test, they say.

Everyone coming to Iraq must be tested for Aids. The tests are a joke; the blood vials are left unmarked on the shelves. Just another way of inconveniencing foreigners. The test costs a few dollars but the penalty for not having taken it is hundreds of dollars.

- I don’t have Aids, I say gruffly.

- This is the rule.

- I . . . do . . . not . . . have . . . Aids.

I muster all the authority I can possibly come up with at seven o’clock in the morning. I couldn’t care less about the two overalls. Actually I would like them to keep me back. That way I will miss the plane to Amman. They mumble something in Arabic, look at me, while I grunt back at them. Then they wave me on. A tiny triumph in all the misery. So that’s how to escape bribes - by not giving a damn.

Someone asks me to come in to his office. This time it’s the satellite telephone. I know, however, that my papers are in order. He asks me to sit and I crash down like a petulant teenager. I know people leave these airport offices masses of dollars poorer for fear of not being blacklisted.

- You’ll have to pay, he says after a long period of silence.

- Eh? 

- To take this telephone out with you.

- I have a right to take it out. Here are my papers.

- But you are missing—

- Are you insinuating that my papers are not in order? That the Ministry of Information has made a mistake? Let me phone and ask. May I borrow your phone?

The man sits there, gaping.

- Just a wee bakhshish, he begs. Bakhshish is the Arabic for a gift or tip. I give him five dollars and get up, ready to leave.

Half an hour later I am on the over-crowded morning flight to Amman.

 

I drive through Amman in a daze and check in at the best hotel in town - it is large and luxurious but depressing. I long for the grotty al-Fanar, shrill Mino and Said with his endless interior ideas. Once inside the room I even miss the tiny flies that accompanied Said’s palm tree.

All is light and shining in Amman’s Intercontinental. The beds have soft white duvets and pillows. A velvety dressing gown hangs in the cupboard, slippers are ready for use. Everything smells clean and pleasant, not a single cockroach in sight. There is a TV with numerous channels, room service, Jacuzzi, massage, fitness room, swimming pool, mini-bar. I am in the wrong place.

I ponder how to return to Baghdad. I can forget about the normal channels. The hotel is jammed with journalists waiting for a visa. Some of them have been waiting for months. Instant visas, however, accompanied by a pat on the back from the Iraqi embassy, are granted to the human shields. Once in Baghdad I am sure to escape the chains at the oil refinery.

After just an hour in Amman I show up at the shields’  enrolment office, on the fourth floor of a shady hotel near the bus station. My hair is dishevelled and my clothes are worn out. It is all important to look like a genuine shield.

I am met by a Jordanian who leads me to Shane. He sits wrapped in a woolly Afghan shawl. I feel like asking whether he had also acted as a human shield for the Taliban but resist the urge. Shane is coughing and pouring hot tea down his throat. His eyes are red-rimmed and his skin pale. Suddenly a wet sneeze erupts. Shane points to a chair and I try hard to look as miserable as him to impart the impression that I am one of them. That is not difficult after the frustrated, sleepless night.

I invent a story that I lay awake because of the Iraqi children who will soon be bombed by the Americans. As a precaution, and in case they see all the Iraqi stamps in my passport, I say I have been in Iraq as a volunteer with a team of Norwegian child psychologists. As I have already written about them I can adopt their story without difficulty.

Shane says I can go on the next bus.

- It will be departing in a few days; we just have to fill it up. We are expecting a few more shields. It might be the last bus to Baghdad before the war. But you’ll have to see the boss first, she must give you the OK. That shouldn’t be a problem, Shane says encouragingly, before another coughing fit overtakes him.

The boss is a gruff British woman. She informs me about all that might happen in Baghdad. The danger of chemical attacks, the danger of being taken hostage, the danger of being chained to military installations. She also tells me that most of the shields are now on their way out. That I know already.

- The party is over, Lydia says. - The mood has changed. None of the shields live in hotels any longer, but spend all their time, night and day, at the installations they are protecting.

I answer that I am prepared to take the risk. Lydia accepts me as a human shield, takes my passport, and asks me to sign a document saying that I am informed of the dangers of going to Baghdad and that I am acting on my own responsibility.

- What is your room number? she asks. The majority of the shields live in the hotel while waiting for departure. They share rooms at fifty pence a night.

- I’m staying with friends, I stutter. Genuine shields do not stay at the Intercontinental.

She asks me to return the next day, but the next day there is no news, nor the day after. An increasing number of shields return from Baghdad. I am nervous that some of the Norwegians might walk through the door and spot me. But something else nearly gives me away. Because I am depressed and my energy levels are low I indulge myself in the luxury of an hotel driver. I normally ask him to wait some way off during my daily trips to the shield office. One day the driver gets nervous because I have stayed so long in the shady hotel and he comes to look for me. One of the employees knocks on Lydia’s door while I am there.

- Your driver is here, he says.

I bundle the uniformed driver down the stairs in a jiffy, hoping no one has noticed him, before returning to Lydia.

- We are having problems with the Iraqis, is all she says. - They are not happy with our discipline. Suddenly many don’t want to be at the electricity works, but at orphanages and hospitals, and the Iraqis won’t accept that. They aren’t actual targets and they feel stitched up. 

- Ah, but I really want to be at an electricity plant, so they’ll have no problems with me.

I return to their headquarters every evening to await some news. One evening I get into conversation with an older woman who has just left Iraq.

- It’s no joke any more, she says. - They’ll bomb, no matter what. Don’t go, she insists, and asks what I do for a living. I tell her the same made-up story.

- My dear, she says. - Surely you can do something better in life than chain yourself to a bomb target?

The next morning at last Shane takes our passports to the embassy. He has mustered a group together and we are off as soon as the visas are issued. The same afternoon I turn up at his office and realise that something is not right.

- Everyone got a visa, except for you, he says accusingly. - They said you are a journalist. Are you?

- No, not at all. It must be a mistake, I say, and disappear out of the door and down the road to my waiting driver. The game is up. The Iraqi Embassy can’t be fooled. I am in their archives.

 

I pass my days in front of the TV. The Security Council negotiations are like a thriller that keep me glued to the screen. I switch from BBC to CNN or Sky News. In Baghdad they demolish al-Samoud missiles but the Americans say ‘too little, too late’.

I try everything to get back - via humanitarian visa, cultural visa, business visa. Soon there is no employee left in the Iraqi Embassy that I have not tried to bribe. Well, not me personally, but Muhammed, the driver who drove Jorunn, Bǻrd and me to Baghdad one January morning long ago. He says he needs five thousand dollars to sort it  all out, OK, I say, but to no avail. The Iraqi Embassy is quite simply not issuing visas these nervous March days.

One evening I meet Tim in the hotel bar. His speciality is the Balkans, and we have both written books about Serbia. After September 11 he realised he would have to find new hunting grounds, and some weeks later we met by chance on a plane to Dushanbe. Once in Afghanistan we collected stories together, about the donkey smuggler, the child commandant, the veiled TV star. Like then he is working for The Economist and the New York Review of Books.

- I wrote a whole article about Afghan donkeys when I got home, he laughs. - That’s the article I’ve received most praise for ever!

He is off to Baghdad, having waited ten months for a visa. We agree to meet in the swimming pool before his departure next morning. What a life!

Tim’s travelling companion is none other than Bob. Actually, that is not his real name. We know each other from Afghanistan; I remember him as a persistent reporter, always on the lookout for ‘serious fighting’ or a scoop. I have not seen him since leaving Kabul. He asks me how the book I was writing got on, where he features in the chapter about Khost. I tell him that I changed his name.

- Bob! Bob! You called me Bob?

- What’s wrong with that?

- When I’ve turned into a chap called Bob, I know exactly how you’ve described me. Bob, bob. You could have given me another name.

- What? Maximilian? Alexander? Bob suits you.

We all oversleep for the swimming pool meeting and the next time I hear from Tim and Bob I am standing outside  the Iraqi Embassy waiting for my bribes to bear fruit. They phone as they cross the border, before the mobile phone signal disappears.

- Dinner at Nabil’s tomorrow, they tempt me

- Shut up! I’ll be there before you know.

Nearly every day I phone Kadim at the press centre. On the rare occasions when he answers, he says: Patient. You must be patient.

- Then I’ll phone again tomorrow, I persist each time.

- No, not tomorrow. Phone in a week.

When I phone a few days later he again asks me to contact him in a week. I realise he is never going to get me a visa.

A French photographer gets a tourist visa. Iraqi Airways is the tour operator. There must be a group of a minimum of five and you have to pay for a week-long trip. During the mornings there is compulsory sightseeing, the afternoons are leisure time. The programme takes in Ur, Babylon, Mosul, and Baghdad.

It is unbelievable. But several journalist colleagues go as tourists. A few of us decide to try the same tactic.

Most people just laugh.

- A week? And when that’s over? Can you book a two-week excursion too?

Others think we are mad.

- What happens when they find your cameras? Holiday in Hell. Get serious. The Iraqi regime is not to play with.

Eventually there are enough of us to make up a group. Iraqi Airways makes us fill in some forms, curiously simple by Iraqi standards: name, address, occupation. One of us writes architect, another nurse, a third teacher, a fourth firefighter, ballet dancer, model, factory owner - the choice is yours. Strangely enough, we are not required to sign  papers saying we enter Iraq at our own risk. I venture to ask who issues the visas.

- The Ministry for Culture, the man behind the counter answers.

- So it is not handled by the Foreign Ministry?

- No, that’s not necessary. After all, you’re only going on holiday.

The situation is absurd. The world’s press is kicking its heels, but the tourist visa is issued in a couple of hours. While we sit in the offices of Iraqi Airways, the fax with our permissions clatters in from Baghdad. The next hurdle is the embassy in Amman. Wonders of wonders, the applications are passed. It appears this tourist office operates independently of the war, as if they have not taken in the fact that the attack will most probably start during the tour’s first days. While we’re shuffling around Ur, for instance. When one of the Americans asks what will happen to us if the war starts, I stamp on his foot and hiss with my eyes: Let’s not start making problems.

The mild one behind the counter just says: - If it gets that bad, why not just leave.

The bus departs the following evening. The kind man even makes a list of our hotels so the driver can pick everyone up individually. He gives us some brochures on sights to visit. At the bottom of the brochures are the words ‘Have a Nice Trip!’ ‘Trap’ might be better.

As I leave Iraqi Airways Muhammed phones.

- Your visa is here!

A real journalist’s visa, with the right to work, write, transmit and photograph. The group is large enough to go without me.

- Five thousand dollars, Muhammed says when I meet him. 

- Five thousand!

- Wasn’t that the sum we agreed on?

- Yes, but that was two weeks ago. Now I’ve spent half of that on hotel bills.

- You don’t want to pay?

- That was the sum we agreed on when you said you could get a visa the same day. Two weeks ago! Now you’re only getting half.

Muhammed looks at me sadly, as if I have cheated him.

- If you don’t pay, I’ll have to, he says, eyes fixed on the ground. - These men are dangerous.

I pay it all, of course. My travelling funds suddenly shrink. Back at the hotel I wave my visa at all those still waiting.

An email winks at me when I turn the computer on. ‘Dear Friend’, it says. I shudder as I read:don’t come asne, this is a death trap and we are all 
prepared down to the last man. 
you won’t be prepared for it. 
i would stay put and safe. 
but if you want to come DO IT FAST. 
i can’t advise you - it is your life. be careful 
love 
janine

 

ps - i am in room 1301 or 330 of palestine hotel 
now





It is pitch black when the jeep pulls up in front of the hotel. A bell boy carries my suitcase. Muhammed puts it in the boot. We leave the well-lit streets and turn towards Baghdad. In time.






End of sample
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