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Additional Acclaim for Night Draws Near

“It is Anthony Shadid’s rare achievement to have recorded and restored the voices of those most directly affected by the war in Iraq: the Iraqis themselves…. He converses equally easily with the Texas private and the Islamic insurgent, crossing the divide between Sunni, Shiite, and American, to extract the individual stories that give human contour to the chaos…. Gripping, gritty, and heartbreaking.”

—Ben Macintyre, The New York Times Book Review

“An important event, a ray of light…Informed, scrupulously observed, elegantly written, and deeply compassionate, Night Draws Near is a classic not just of war reporting but of what we might call frontline anthropology.”

—Gary Kamiya, Salon.com

“First-rate reporting…An intimate and essential book which reveals why America failed to win over hearts and minds, in spite of toppling Saddam…Night Draws Near reveals that this war might have gone a different way—especially, it would seem, if we had listened to the people of Iraq as Shadid did from the beginning.”

—John Freeman, The Courier-Journal

“Mr. Shadid…who speaks Arabic like a native and writes English like an angel, has put his best reporting into this book.”

—The Economist


“Shadid won a Pulitzer for his work in Iraq, and his account of the invasion and its uncertain aftermath is both stark and profoundly humane…. Shadid’s concern isn’t Pentagon policy but the interior life of the occupation, where the goals of the American mission remain, for the Iraqis he meets, tragically abstract.”

—The New Yorker

“A colorful and moving account.”

—Bruce Ramsey, The Seattle Times

“Masterful…[Night Draws Near] may be the most important writing to come out of the war so far…. The book is full of historical background and subtle observations that help explain the mindset of the Iraqis…. [Shadid has] written a complex, sympathetic, and dark portrait of a people we still understand all too poorly. It’s a book that every soldier, war planner, and policymaker should read.”

—Garrett M. Graff, The Washingtonian

“Shadid’s stories are always affecting, sometimes uplifting, much more frequently heartrending…. [An] unflinching depiction of wartime life.”

—Chris Toensing, The Nation

“In Night Draws Near, Shadid moves deftly between revealing, exemplary, close-up personal stories and a wide-angled historical analysis that is remarkably engaging and accessible.”

—Tom Montgomery-Fate, The Boston Globe

“Night Draws Near is perhaps the most nuanced, informative, and moving recent book about the Iraq conflict…. Essential reading for Americans.”

—Brian Palmer, Newsday
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To Greg and Laila, Memories and Hopes






And this illustrious city, although she still remains the capital of the Abbasid Caliphate, and center of allegiance to the imams of Quraish, yet her outward lineaments have departed and nothing remains of her but the name. By comparison with her former state, before the assault of misfortunes upon her and the fixing of the eyes of calamities in her direction, she is as the vanishing trace of an encampment or the image of the departing dream-visitant. There is no beauty in her that arrests the eye, or summons the busy passer-by to forget his business and to gaze—except the Tigris.

—IBN JUBAYR,
 TWELFTH-CENTURY ARAB TRAVELER
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Author’s Note



Journalism is imperfect. The more we know as reporters, the more complicated the story becomes and, by the nature of our profession, the less equipped we are to write about it with the justice and rigor it deserves. Night Draws Near is no exception. This book’s account of the years I was in Iraq as a reporter are a first glance at those sweeping events. Some parts of the account may suffer from a lack of perspective and distance, and the years ahead may prove some interpretations wrong. I can make no claim to being comprehensive, either. Crucial parts of those years—the debates among American officials, the experience of the Kurds in northern Iraq, and the encounters of the U.S. military in Baghdad and elsewhere—are dealt with only cursorily.

Night Draws Near relies overwhelmingly on the reporting that I conducted during my visits to Iraq. The first was in November and December 1998, when I traveled there as a reporter for the Associated Press. I returned to Baghdad in October 2002 with the Boston Globe. My longest stint was with the Washington Post, which sent me to Iraq in March 2003, weeks before U.S. troops invaded the country. I stayed through the war and its aftermath before leaving in June 2004 to write this book.

At times in the book, particularly in the later chapters, I have borrowed from reporting by my outstanding colleagues at the Post, namely Ariana Eunjung Cha, Rajiv Chandrasekaran, Thomas E. Ricks, and Karl Vick. Throughout, I have relied on the assistance and insights of the Iraqi staff at the Baghdad bureau, particularly Khaled Al-Saffar, Omar Fekeiki, Naseer Nouri, Bassam Sebti, and, of course, Nasir Mehdawi.

In the book’s first section, the historical passages rely on accounts mentioned in the bibliography. Of particular use was Richard Coke’s Baghdad: The City of Peace. In the book’s last two sections, I drew liberally from the statements, leaflets, and posters that proliferated in the wake of Saddam Hussein’s fall. For biographical information on Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani, I am indebted to the material provided by the Imam Ali Foundation in London. During much of my time, the office of Muqtada Sadr was generous in providing access to its followers as well as background on the workings of the seminary in Najaf. Those interviews were also essential in reconstructing the life of the elder Sadr.

Throughout the book, especially for discussions of religion, I have relied on earlier years of reporting in the Middle East, particularly Egypt, Lebanon, Palestine, Iran, and Turkey. Some passages of Night Draws Near draw on my earlier book, Legacy of the Prophet, which explored the intersection of political Islam and democracy.

Finally, a note on Arabic. As I mentioned in Legacy of the Prophet, transliterating Arabic into English is typically a messy business. This book does nothing to make it less so. In most cases, I have spelled names as they were given to me by the person interviewed or as they appear in common usage. It is the style of the Post to drop articles from proper names; for the sake of clarity, I have often followed that usage. In translating from Arabic, I have tried to stay as faithful as I can to the original words, while still conveying the meaning in a way understandable to a reader of English.
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Prologue



In the United States during the autumn of 2002, the drums of war were thunderous. The long-anticipated invasion of Iraq seemed imminent. The Arab world was outraged, seething with a sense of injustice and frustrated by its leaders’ inability to prevent more bloodshed. In Baghdad, Saddam Hussein’s government, fearing the consequences of the coming attack, tried vainly to rally the country’s grim, long-disillusioned citizens for yet another confrontation. The amnesty decree, issued on the afternoon of October 20, 2002, was the most spectacular and unexpected of these attempts.

The communiqué was brief: in a handful of words, it declared a “full, complete and final” amnesty for Iraq’s tens of thousands—perhaps hundreds of thousands—of prison inmates, many of whom were innocent victims of Saddam’s cruelty. The decree was read on radio and television; hour after hour, the bulletin was repeated and across the nation listeners were shocked, even astonished, by its contents. The voice that delivered the news, emotionless and monotone, belonged to Information Minister Mohammed Saeed al-Sahhaf, but the words, utterly unanticipated, had come from Saddam Hussein himself. In a country shaped by his brutality and caprice, disfigured by dictatorship and decades of war, his was the only voice that mattered.

I had come to Iraq to witness the latest referendum on Saddam’s rule, a meaningless charade perpetuated by his government every seven years. Even by the Middle East’s ludicrous standards of balloting, this election was a particularly memorable farce. According to official results announced soon after, every eligible Iraqi participated, and every single one had voted for Saddam.

The amnesty was framed as an official gesture of thanks for the unanimity of this referendum, a self-proclaimed act of generosity by Saddam. From pickpockets and smugglers to long-persecuted political prisoners and murderers, nearly all the country’s incarcerated were released. In a surreal moment that confirmed his bizarre unpredictability, Saddam had transformed his constellation of slaughterhouses, bestowing a strange and dangerous freedom.

In the cathartic scenes that followed—moments unparalleled in Iraq’s history, perhaps in any history—the hidden complexity of a country we had known only by its surface played out before us. The powerful forces we saw fermenting beneath the veneer of absolutism would reappear, five months later, during the aftermath of the American invasion and Saddam’s fall.

Prisons emptied in hours, foreshadowing the later turmoil and madness unleashed in the country by the war. As always in Iraq, the array of sentiments was overwhelming, sometimes conflicting—suffering, and relief; freedom, and regret; liberation, and shame over what had been allowed to occur.

Within an hour of the decree, as word feverishly raced along the country’s well-trodden paths of rumors and whispers, thousands and thousands had arrived by car, foot, and truck at Abu Ghreib, Iraq’s largest prison, which sprawls over a parched, low-lying stretch of scrubland near the Euphrates River. The approach of the many who gathered here and at other facilities was, in itself, an act of liberation, a march on the very walls of fear that Saddam had built for decades.

Previously viewed by few beyond guards and inmates, the notorious Abu Ghreib was the worst of Saddam’s hellholes, a place whose very name spoke to the horrors of his ubiquitous terror (and, later, to America’s own capricious abuse of power). Abu Ghreib was more than a symbol. It was fear made manifest; during the years of Saddam’s reign, no story to come from its cells was too far-fetched. Prisoners were barbecued alive. Some dangled from meat hooks; some were strapped to ceiling fans. Some were forced to pull out the whiskers of each other’s beards. Inmates’ corpses were left to rot in a summer sun. It didn’t matter whether these stories were true. They were believed, passed around the country with a devotion that bordered on religious submission.

But after the decree, fear, for a moment, subsided. Crowds looking for family members or old friends surged past the straggling eucalyptus and palm trees toward the prison’s towering cinder-block walls. They overwhelmed the beleaguered guards, then stampeded through hulking iron gate after hulking iron gate into the prison courtyard, a dusty expanse bordered by a forty-foot-long wall, two stories high, of fetid garbage. A scalding sun, its heat putrefying, deepened the stench.

“They live here. Like rats,” Asad Zaidan, a thirty-two-year-old doctor, said as he waited for his father, who he said had been jailed for twelve years for importing unauthorized medical equipment. He pointed to the trash and grimaced at the odor.

“Do you see my tears?” Dr. Zaidan asked.

I fumbled for a response, then resorted to questions to bridge an awkward moment. My presence—I was, of course, a foreigner, a journalist, someone not to be trusted—made others around the doctor uncomfortable. One cousin, his jaw clenched, whispered to him, “Say you are very thankful for Saddam Hussein.” But Dr. Zaidan, a tall, fair-haired man, still young but carrying himself with the dignity of age, would have none of it. “I thought I might die before I saw this moment,” he told me.

We followed the crowds forcing their way through each gate, deeper and deeper inside the prison. Heading the other way were newly freed prisoners. After the amnesty was announced, Iraqi officials at the prison, as bewildered as we were, had told us that five hundred inmates would be released every hour. But as word of freedom spread, a stampede erupted inside the cell-block walls, and the prisoners surged out. So violent was the crush that some were trampled to death at the very moment of their liberation.

Those who emerged alive before us wept, danced, or staggered, literally, into the unfamiliar world. Some carted out televisions, mattresses, and blankets. Others dragged iron trunks along the pavement. They hurried as fast as they could. These were unpredictable times, and to everyone, the event felt more like a prison break than a planned release. In waiting buses, prisoners blew kisses and threw their hands upward in gestures to heaven. I remember the words of one especially jubilant inmate. “Sheer joy. That’s all I feel. Sheer joy,” said Mohammed Kadhim Aboud, a forty-five-year-old father of three who had been jailed a year for stealing. “I’ll join my family. I’ll see my kids. I’ll talk all night.” He smiled, then added, “When the party finishes, I’ll sleep.”

Before us, other prisoners performed as they thought necessary: “With our spirit, with our blood, we will sacrifice for you, Saddam,” some cried as they thanked God and the dictator in the same breath. “Yes, yes, to the leader, Saddam,” shouted others.

Yet the silence of many—Dr. Zaidan among them—was far more eloquent. As we stood together, the doctor did little to acknowledge my presence. When he did, it was usually a nod. “What do you expect me to say?” his expression appeared to suggest. The people could not talk freely, so why the charade of questions, he seemed to inquire. At one moment, though, the calculus of sanctioned and unsanctioned speech finally collapsed in the chaos of the day, and the soft-spoken doctor was overwhelmed. His anger welled up. “You see what we suffer,” he blurted out, clenching his jaw against the torrent.

Volleys of celebratory gunfire echoed through the din of celebration, with young men playing drums, blowing trumpets, and waving their shirts underneath the ubiquitous portraits of Saddam. Impromptu markets grew up, as they do wherever crowds gather. “A hundred dinars!” vendors shouted. Below them in soiled Styrofoam coolers were green, orange, pink, and yellow ice pops, creating parasols of color, ever more vivid against the black gowns of elderly Shiite Muslim women swaying to the frenetic beat of drums. Shared taxis shouted out their destinations. “Karbala! Najaf! Hilla!”—cities battered by Saddam’s repression, in war-scarred southern Iraq, scenes of perpetual discontent and occasional unrest.

As night fell, traffic was jammed for miles along the main road. And then, no less quickly, jubilation turned to grief, and grief turned to anguish. Fathers, mothers, brothers, sisters, and cousins searched in vain in the darkness for relatives they had expected to be among the freed. They called out names, but often the entreaties were futile. Many of the missing were, despite the families’ desperate hope, long dead. Some searchers held handwritten signs in the streaming headlights of cars. There were moments of recognition, the names legible in the random flashes of light, the sloping cursive of desperate Arabic momentarily decipherable. But then the names would fade back into the enveloping dark, returning to anonymity and the long curse of the dictator’s wrath. As I left Abu Ghreib that night, hitching a ride to Baghdad, so many names passed before the windshield of the car in which I traveled that I soon lost count.

In Iraq, only Saddam could bring down what he had built with a few lines of text read on radio and television. But as the events at Abu Ghreib unfolded, it became clear that Saddam’s diktat had given rise to an element of subversion; for the first time, people were standing up, demanding to know what had happened to their unaccounted-for sons, husbands, and family members. The combustible ambiguities of Iraq—the ancient pride, the desire for justice, the resilience—were emerging from beneath the fear, conformity, and silence after so many years.

 

Two days after the jail release, more surprising rebellion burst forth in a crowded parking lot outside the drab Information Ministry, along one of Baghdad’s busiest streets.

“I don’t know where he is,” one elderly woman wailed to me, her hands flailing. “I don’t know whether he is alive, I don’t know whether he is dead.”

I never learned her name, or whom she had lost. Nor did I see her again. But dressed in her black abaya, her mere presence here endangering her life, she revealed the depth of anger lurking beneath what had for so long been controlled. How many Iraqis bore such emotions behind their careful countenances? I wondered.

Dozens of protesters—women in black, young men in street clothes—gathered at the ministry’s bunkerlike building near the Tigris, demanding to know why their relatives had not been among those freed on the day of liberation. It was a show of strength. It was a demand for accountability. Some of their relatives might have been among those whose names I had seen written on placards outside Abu Ghreib; most, if not all, had probably been executed.

The protesters had used the cover of a pro-Saddam rally to approach the building. They held up a banner declaring, “Yes, yes to the leader Saddam Hussein.” Others chanted, “With our soul, with our blood, we sacrifice for you, Saddam.” But then, in whispers whose volume escalated over minutes, they insisted on information about their missing relatives. The women approached journalists, begging them to help. In anguish, they repeated, “We don’t know where they are. We don’t know.” Some of the women volunteered the names of their relatives, their ages, and when they last saw them—great acts of courage in Saddam’s Iraq.

Secret police, some armed, fanned through the masses to disperse the people. After a handful of men and women forced their way into the Foreign Press Center, shots were fired into the air, scattering the protesters.

But two hours later, the determined people returned. Their usual fear had been shattered by the circumstances. For the first time in years, words were spoken in public that rang with truth. One man pleaded to an official that he had not seen his brother since 1980. The official replied that the delay was just “procedures,” that he would still be set free. “No, everybody is gone,” the man answered, shaking his head defiantly. “It’s not procedures, there are no more procedures. We want information.” The dam had broken.

In time, the crowd broke up. I walked down the street, trying to catch up with two women. The conversation was brief, as I expected it would be, and I was afraid of attracting attention, so I didn’t take notes. Speaking hurriedly, one woman told me that her son had been arrested two years previous, the other woman’s son in 1991, the time of the Gulf War. “We’ve looked around,” one of the women said to me, as I scanned the street. “But he’s nowhere.” Moments later, a red sedan pulled up at the corner. The driver shouted, “Get in! Get in!” And they were gone. I lingered at the curb, scared and excited. This was something none of the journalists in Iraq had seen before. What was playing out in Baghdad’s streets was political, moving, and filled with an unpredictability that was both menacing and exhilarating.

That same night, I saw my friend Wamidh Nadhme, a political science professor who was one of the few those days in Baghdad who dared to speak his mind. Like many in the anxious and confused city, he was stunned by the open public outcry. Often, Wamidh had mentioned, as did others in the city, particularly those from an earlier generation, that Saddam’s terror had succeeded in depoliticizing the country. Raised in a climate of intense partisanship, he saw this as one of the dictator’s most far-reaching and destructive legacies.

But the day’s events had defied that diagnosis: there was life underneath what Saddam had wrought. Wamidh was invigorated, full of pride. Saddam had not destroyed his citizens’ spirit, their basic expectation of political fairness. Wamidh spoke of justice, honor, and courage, qualities that meant much to him and, historically, to all Iraqis. To him, they were elements of politics as well as of principle, and that day they had motivated Iraqis, or at least some of them, to reclaim some sense of power over their own fates.

“I was surprised, utterly taken by surprise,” he said. “We have never heard of such a thing. The most you could do if you had a friend or relative in prison was to ask someone who had contact with security about him and about his arrest. But if you made a fuss, you might be persecuted. If you talked to foreigners, they could charge you with spying.

“I have never heard of it,” he kept repeating, shaking his head at the idea of the women’s protests. A veteran of interrogation, he could usually hide his emotions, but not on this day. He paused for a minute, as if calculating the cost of his words, but the day’s events propelled him forward, a little recklessly. “Once people dare to speak their minds,” he told me, “more people will be encouraged to show their different views.”
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WAMIDH HAD DESCRIBED WHAT LAY AHEAD FOR HIS COUNTRY AS IT braced for its turbulent passage from dictatorship to invasion to a tyrant’s fall to an aftermath that no one was (or is) quite sure how to describe. The tumultous scene at Abu Ghreib and the rebellions in the wake of the amnesty decree foreshadowed that passage. They suggested a more nuanced vision of Iraq than had previously been available. The powerful emotions, along with the resilience and determination of the people, were revelatory. In the wake of what was, essentially, a bizarre propaganda exercise gone awry, we finally had a glimpse, fleeting as it was, of the country’s complex reality that had, for so long, been hidden from our view. Soon enough, the people would surge forth again, taking their country in unforeseen directions.

Repression determined much of what happened in Iraq before the war. But the nearly absolute emphasis on the all-encompassing tyranny blinded many Americans to everything else that was there. Time and again, we envisioned, or were given, a simple, two-dimensional portrait of a country, waiting for aid and dreaming of freedom as it suffered under the unrelenting terror of a dictator. Iraq, we were told by our leaders in Washington and others, was trapped in a relationship of submission and victimization; its people were voiceless, deprived of the power to determine their own destiny. Once the dictator was removed, by force if need be, Iraq would be free, a tabula rasa on which to build a new and different state.

If we can change Iraq, George W. Bush and his determined lieutenants maintained, we can change the Arab world, so precariously adrift after decades of broken promises of progress and prosperity. This rhetoric—idealistic to Western ears, reminiscent of century-old colonialism to a Third World audience—envisioned the dawn of a democratic and just Middle East, guided by a benevolent United States. For the Americans, aroused by fears of terrorism, Baghdad, the capital of the Arab world’s potentially most powerful state, was the obvious choice for a place to begin a wave of democratic reform. This rationale for invasion ran at least as deep as the illusory warnings about weapons of mass destruction or the rhetoric emphasizing the tyranny of Saddam. Iraq was an instrument of change for the United States, a lever to pull, the first Middle Eastern domino to fall.

But on the day of the amnesty at Abu Ghreib, I got a glimpse of tensions entrenched over decades, even centuries, by deep-seated grievances and the narrative of a complicated history. At that point, I started to realize how little any of us—journalists, policy makers, citizens…really understood about Iraq. Proud but humbled, rebellious but humiliated, the country was never simply a black-and-white photograph of dictatorship and repression. It was a timeworn sculpture, born of a distant past and weathered by more recent, wrenching events. And its people were more than victims.

To start to understand Iraq one must the consider the legacy of Baghdad’s medieval glory—a burst of brilliance followed by a long autumn of decline—along with the nation’s wounds inflicted in more modern times: the war with Iran from 1980 to 1988, one of history’s most savage conflicts; the decadelong period of international sanctions imposed after Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1990; Saddam’s brutal rule. When the United States arrived, its soldiers, diplomats, and aid workers marched into an antique land built on layer upon layer of history, a terrain littered with wars, marked by scars, seething with grievances and ambitions. Willingly or not, they added their own chapter to this chronicle. The Americans came as liberators and became occupiers; but, most important, they served as a catalyst for consequences they never foresaw.

The U.S. experience in Iraq was a microcosm of America’s broader struggle with the Arab world, a generational battle that has spun around axes of religion, culture, and identity, waged by two cultures so estranged that they cannot occupy the same place. Iraq was an unwilling participant, drafted into a fight that it did not solicit. The Americans brought a revolution without ambition and an upheaval without design. “Liberation” was the U.S. mantra, reiterated at every occasion. Iraqis hailed their new freedom, but quickly found themselves grappling with forces that had long remained subterranean. Even the Iraqis themselves did not always comprehend these phenomena—the revival of ancient religious rituals, repressed for decades but still resonant to many of the country’s Shiite Muslim majority; the awakening of militant Islam, imported from other parts of the Arab world and tailored to fit the resistance to the Americans by a disenfranchised Sunni Muslim minority; the lurch toward civil war among Iraq’s ethnicities and sects; and stubborn, resilient attempts to defy that fratricide through a surprising, and surprisingly durable, nationalism. Those consequences of the invasion would, as the months passed, shape the country that the United States had inherited. These surprising ramifications affected the lives of the Iraqi people in ways that were never anticipated. Despite the promise of the American occupation, the new dawn never really arrived. The fall of Saddam marked not a finale, but rather the beginning of an era that was neither war nor peace. The period was a hiatus, a still indeterminate setting for those incomplete arcs of religious revival, resistance, and questions of identity.

The war and the occupation that followed, a turbulent passage of two long years, were the crucible for the birth of a different country.
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THE MIDDLE EAST, A REGION BOUND BY LANGUAGE AND FRUSTRATION, has always meant a great deal to me, by reason of birth and by virtue of experience. My grandparents, known to me mostly through stories, immigrated from Lebanon, from an Orthodox Christian family in a town called Marjayun that was then part of Syria. I was born in Oklahoma, but most of my career has unfolded in the Arab world. In many ways, the Middle East is home; over time, I embraced my Arab roots and learned the language. To this day, in the simplest of ways, I enjoy life there. I am drawn by the civilized propriety of the Middle East. Call the tradition hospitality or respect, generosity or decency, but the small, easy-to-ignore gestures add texture and create familiarity. No one enters any room, anywhere in the Arab world, without being greeted. It never happens.

I always feel more Arab in America, more American in the Arab world. The hyphenated complexities of being Lebanese-American or Arab-American create a confusing feeling of being in between, a self-conscious awareness complicated further by our troubled times. I find it almost impossible to bring coherence to the contradictions of my own heritage, an identity far less complicated and ambivalent than that of most Iraqis.

Iraq is variegated, contradictory, endlessly confusing. Over the years its people have watched as others have sought to define them, creating images to be displayed beyond its borders. In the end, Iraq has always seemed to mock these efforts. Our televisable notions never captured the haunting, ambivalent, and bitter complexity of even one conversation, during war or in its shadow.

There is a word in Arabic that I have heard uttered over and over in the city: ghamidh, meaning “mysterious” or “ambiguous.” If Baghdad’s soul is loss, its mood always seemed to be ghamidh. Through that word, I began, at first in a woefully superficial way, to understand the panorama of attitudes that is Baghdad. Communicating that shifting truth has been a challenge. The best journalism embraces nuance and celebrates it. War, however, leaves little room for subtleties. How does a journalist convey the ferocity of violence without losing meaning in a mind-numbing array of adjectives? How does one cover war from a professional distance when, as someone reporting from a city under siege, one has no distance? Perhaps we simply surrender to the ambiguities and embrace what is ghamidh. Perhaps we simply tell stories.








Part One

Before












1

The City of Peace



Baghdad is a city of lives interrupted, its history a story of loss, waiting, and resilience. In the days before the American invasion in March 2003, this capital scarred by war after war felt torn, aggrieved, and filled with longing for the greatness it once possessed and has never forgotten.

As we drove beneath a cloudless sky, the familiar voice of Abdel-Halim Hafez, one of Egypt’s legendary singers, rose from the car’s tinny speakers. Karim, my driver and friend, maneuvered his white Chevrolet along the avenues, as the city wavered between the anxious wait for American bombs and the fear of what Saddam would do to defend himself once they arrived. Knots of Baath Party militiamen manned sandbag emplacements, their nervous eyes shadowed by their berets or camouflage helmets or kaffiyehs of checkered reds and blacks. They stood in relief against the barricaded dun-colored utilitarian buildings constructed during the three decades of Saddam’s rule. Nearby, the Tigris River meandered, its muddy waters encircling overgrown reeds that had never grown so high in gracious times. Along its banks were mosques with their hourglass domes of turquoise and gold, bricks in shades of blue, tiles with calligraphic contours of black and white. The colors of the city were softened by the afternoon sun into the hues of an antique Persian carpet.

Through the car window, we could hear the call to prayer dividing the day, embracing the summons from other minarets and soothing the neighborhoods. Staccato bursts of horns—the refrain of Arab cities—enlivened subdued streets, accompanied by the clatter of battered wooden carts pulled by weary horses, two men atop each. Behind them were loads of anabib, the kerosene cylinders used in the stoves of Baghdadi kitchens. Some were blue, some yellow, some rusted into a monochromatic brown. The drivers banged screwdrivers on the cylinders to announce their arrival, as they have done for decades. Karim and I were headed for the Hawar Art Gallery, but on the way we meandered a bit.

I wanted to take a last, long look at Baghdad before the bombing began. We drove down colonnaded Rashid Street, a once grand boulevard named for the capital’s most illustrious ruler. It was now collapsed, colored in the grays of poverty, its arches sagging and its shutters hanging at the slack angles of neglect. We passed a bust of Baghdad’s founder, Abu Jaafar al-Mansur, in a dreary square of the neighborhood that takes his name. Its pedestal of tan brick was crumbled, its blue tiles fallen amid the plastic bags and cigarettes that littered the circle. The founder’s eyes glowered beneath his turban, staring out over a jumble of garages, a gas station, shops, and cars with cracked windshields.

Haggard already, the capital was immersed in uncertainty, awaiting another battle. Iraq had been waging wars for a generation, usually at Saddam’s instigation. There was shame, in many quarters, over what had been done to Kuwait and Iran in Saddam’s name. Iraq felt weary as the Americans prepared to invade; all the fighting over all the years had taken away much of the nation’s generosity and dignity and left brutality.

 

I had returned to Baghdad on March 11, 2003, five months after the opening of Abu Ghreib and just days before the bombing began. My previous itinerary had carried me through the bleak, post-9/11 Middle East. The American response to the destruction of that day—the martial rhetoric of the Bush administration, the dispatch of the U.S. military to Afghanistan, and the detention of prisoners at the military base in Guantánamo Bay—had evoked Arab anger as the lopsided conflict between Israel and the Palestinians accelerated further. Anyone who defied the Americans was admired. Osama bin Laden, whose venomous ideology actually alienates the vast majority of Arabs, had become an unlikely folk hero.

In Jordan and in Egypt, emotions were heating up, but Arab leaders had already thrown in the diplomatic towel. “To say that we can put off the war would be fooling ourselves,” said Hosni Mubarak, the president of Egypt, a figure who then seemed as modest in ambition as his predecessors were larger than life. As he and his fellow leaders capitulated, their people grew angrier. At protests across the Middle East, nervously tolerated by the governments, chants denounced “American terrorism” in the same breath as “Israeli aggression.” At some demonstrations, Iraqi flags went up with Palestinian flags, as the two battlegrounds became conflated in Arab eyes. I remember the chants. “Wake up, Arabs, save your Palestinian and Iraqi brothers!” Or, more to the point, “There is no god but God and America is the enemy of God!” And then, an appeal that was at once clichéd and resonant, earnest and hollow: “Biruh, bidam, nafdeek, ya Baghdad,” marchers chanted outside Cairo University. “With our soul, with our blood, we sacrifice for you, Baghdad.”

Time and again, I am struck by how seldom I hear the word hurriya, “freedom,” in conversations about politics in the Arab world. It does appear, but often in translations or in self-conscious comparisons to the West, where the word is omnipresent. Much more common among Arabs is the word adil, “justice,” a concept that frames attitudes from Israel to Iraq. For those who feel they are always on the losing end, the idea of justice may assume supreme importance.

And justice, it seemed to many in the Middle East, was no longer being served by the Americans; this feeling was becoming more and more enflamed, even in places where U.S. citizens had once been welcomed. Well-to-do Jordanians spurned invitations to dinners attended by Americans. Cairo taxi drivers occasionally declined to pick up foreigners in expatriate enclaves. Americans would still be greeted when they entered a room, but they were no longer always offered the almost requisite coffee or tea. Among Egypt’s wealthier residents—a group long disposed favorably toward America—there was a resurgence of piety that some saw as a repudiation of the West and a visceral reclamation of Arab identity. Devotion had become a statement as political as it was religious.

And then there was Shaaban Abdel-Rahim, a former laundryman and part-time wedding singer in Egypt catapulted to fame all around the region in 2001 by his song “I Hate Israel.” Now he came out with another manifesto, “The Attack on Iraq,” a blend of anger, fear, and humor, wrapped up in the staccato vernacular of Cairo’s streets. It became an overnight pop sensation in Egypt, Lebanon, Jordan, and elsewhere. Hour after hour it played. Bootleg tapes poured into the market. The hit blared from taxis careening through downtown streets. Lines were quoted from memory.


Enough!

Chechnya! Afghanistan! Palestine! Southern Lebanon! The Golan Heights!

And now Iraq, too? And now Iraq, too?


It’s too much for people! Shame on you!

Enough! Enough! Enough!



Against the cacophony of the Arab world, Baghdad seemed quiet, so hushed that it felt a little unreal. As America framed the war one way, the Arab world another, Iraq simply seemed to be trying to come to grips with its arrival.

There were hints of preparations, but the sense of crisis seemed strangely routine. Checkpoints set up on the modern, German-engineered highways were manned by torpid soldiers. Long lines formed outside some bakeries and gas stations. For the most part, though, the city went about its business as usual. Workers methodically splashed cement on brick, building a long-planned addition to the Information Ministry. A worker wielded a buffer, slowly shining the granite highlights of the ministry’s walls and windows. There was little anger; most fervency was manufactured, the tired climax of farcical, government-organized protests. Few were sincere in their defense of Saddam, who was loathed. Few objected to his demise; many hoped for it. But the feeling most prevalent was subdued anxiety. People were preparing—for war, so unpredictable, and for what they anticipated would be a long and bloody aftermath.
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LATE IN THE AFTERNOON I ARRIVED AT THE HAWAR ART GALLERY, A BUCOLIC outpost of whitewashed stucco walls and a gate painted in a Mediterranean blue along a quiet street shaded by trees. A cool, gentle breeze blew off the Tigris River nearby, drifting over the stone patio as the artists gathered here paused to appreciate the fleeting tranquillity. Maher Samarai, speaking with the exuberance of a performer and the reflectiveness of an artist, pondered Baghdad on the eve of its reckoning. He was an Iraqi, he said; the city was his capital. He was a resident, he continued; it was his soul. He was a ceramist; it was the inspiration of his work. And then, suddenly, the gravity of the situation hit him, and his confident smile faded. As his city stood on the verge of war, he stared out at a towering palm tree that leaned over the gallery, waiting in silence before he could continue.

“For a week, I can’t sleep. Really,” Maher confessed, finally speaking again as he methodically thumbed his string of blue worry beads. “I worry about the bridges, the homes, the beautiful buildings, our artistic scene that we built after 1991 that is going to be smashed. A lot of artists have left for cities outside Baghdad, and there is no guarantee we will gather again.” His friends nodded in agreement, and Maher stopped once more, savoring the fleeting moment of nostalgia. “Our art is like a white dove, and the B-52s are about to come to make it black,” he said. “I hate the color black.”

I mentioned a line from George W. Bush’s speech a day earlier; on March 17, 2003, the president had declared to Iraqis: “The day of your liberation is near.” Maher, sipping sweet lemon tea, smirked again. He was garrulous, fifty years old, a father of three, his hair gray but still lush. His mustache was trimmed, carefully. “They’re going to burn the forest to kill the fox,” he said smiling. “That’s my idea.”

There’s a line from history that nearly everyone in Baghdad remembers: “Our armies do not come into your cities and lands as conquerors or enemies, but as liberators.” The speaker was Major General Sir Stanley Maude, the British commander who in 1917 entered the capital to end Ottoman rule. (He died in Iraq eight months later of cholera and was buried in Baghdad.) Although Iraqis tend to forget his name and often reduce his remark to a simpler phrase—“We came as liberators, not as conquerors”—the idea has proved memorable. So has the aftermath, a legacy that Iraqis ruefully note. The British remained in Iraq and in control of its oil for decades. “Exactly the same sentence,” Maher said to me, his voice rising as he compared Maude’s words to Bush’s. “It’s a flashback to when Iraqis were still without shoes, without clothes, and the oil went directly to other people’s pockets. You can’t trust the Westerners.”

As the afternoon wore on, cigarettes burning idly and dark tea sweetened amply, the bravado became apparent that is so much a part of Iraqi national character. There was talk of the surging Tigris and its ferocity. For Egypt, with its reputation for humor and revelry, the Nile was its good fortune. The river brought life when the waters surged over the banks, leaving millennia of rich silt that enabled people to impose a verdant farmland on the desert. The Tigris—reckless, unpredictable, and given to temper—destroyed when it flooded. It left hard personalities in its wake, they told me, and it delivered Iraqis their well-deserved reputation for toughness.

Yet beneath the artists’ moments of swagger was fear for Baghdad’s fate—fear of the destruction of an American-led attack, of the lawlessness and looting that almost everyone expected, of the destiny of the capital. A friend of Maher’s, a woman artist sitting nearby, set down a clip for an AK-47 rifle on the table in front of him, then left the gallery without saying a word. “I borrowed the gun from a friend of mine,” he said, in answer to his friends’ stares. “I worry about thieves. I just bought a new car and a new computer and they’re expensive. If I have to fight for my house, I will.”

As the hours passed, the painters, sculptors, and ceramists at the gallery indulged in hanin—nostalgia—as they gazed out at the city’s concrete overpasses and martial boulevards, past Saddam City, the teeming Shiite Muslim slum. They spoke of the past, invoking the names of history, the names of memory: the caliph Haroun al-Rashid, the poet Mutanabi, and the tenth-century philosopher al-Hallaj, whose ecstatic utterances of divine love were not always well received. (“I am the truth,” al-Hallaj once said, a pledge to God read as blasphemy that got him dismembered and his body burned.) Baghdad, to the artists on the eve of war, retained the greatness of those names. It still rivaled Damascus and Cairo, as it had when it was truly the seat of the Arab world.
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ROME CAN STILL SEE ITS PAST, THE MAGNIFICENCE OF ITS ANCIENT EMPIRE gracing the modern cityscape. Paris and London, storied cities reinventing themselves as they age across centuries, live in their histories, which surround them. Baghdad, its ancient grandeur utterly destroyed, cannot see its past, its glory. It can only remember. Baghdad’s is a culture of memory; the city draws strength and pride from the myths to which it continually returns. But the curse of recalling is the reminder of what has been lost.

All cities are shrouded in legend, some fabulous, others more pedestrian. The tales of the founding of Baghdad in the eighth century revolve around the conqueror Abu Jaafar Mansur, second caliph of the Abbasid Empire. The Christian monks who served him lunch at their monastery not far from the future Baghdad told him of a prophecy that a great city would be founded nearby by someone with the name Miqlas. “By God, I am that man!” one historian quoted Mansur as shouting. The caliph insisted that he, as a boy, had been nicknamed Miqlas.

After spending the “sweetest, most gentle night on earth” at the site, he awoke to see its perfection. Here, the Tigris River watered lush fields, and canals stitched the rich countryside. Along with the nearby Euphrates, the Tigris promised revenues for Mansur’s empire, which already stretched from North Africa to Central Asia. In 762, Mansur himself laid the first bricks for his capital, inaugurating a project that took four more years to complete, a truly imperial undertaking. Craftsmen, architects, and laborers were drafted from across the empire; 100,000 were always on hand.

Towns in Iraq were stripped of material. From famous ruins in ancient Babylon and the Persian city of Ctesiphon came quotas of bricks. Wasit, to the south, surrendered five wrought-iron gates that, according to tradition, were built by demons under the sway of King Solomon. Kufa gave another gate, as did the city’s imperial predecessor, Damascus. They would all adorn the fabled Round City, a perfectly circular capital that served as Mansur’s residence and the nexus of his Islamic empire. It was protected by brick walls, insulated by a deep moat, and fortified by an inner wall ninety feet high. Roads radiated from the four gates: the Khorasan Gate opened to the frontier of China, others to Mecca and its pilgrims, west to Damascus, and south to Basra.

Arising from the palace, known as the Golden Gate, was the fabled green dome, visible from the river to the city’s outskirts. The figure of a warrior horseman stood atop it—a fitting symbol of an empire that came together and was preserved by Mansur’s sword. Medinat al-Salam, Mansur called his capital. The City of Peace.

The founder lived for thirteen years here, passing away in 775 on the road to Mecca. According to his orders, one hundred graves were to be dug to confuse his enemies. His death preceded his city’s glory: Baghdad would soon spread far beyond the shadow of Mansur’s green dome, growing to ten times the size of Constantinople, one of its few imperial peers. Based on the number of its bathhouses, some estimates claimed that 1.5 million people lived in the city, with at least 2 million in its heyday. Another estimate, not altogether sober, boasted of 96 million residents.

Perhaps the number was no more than 300,000, but no city in Europe could claim a fraction of that population or match Baghdad’s array of hospitals, places of worship, museums, libraries, law schools, racetracks, zoos, public baths, or asylums for the insane. In the words of one contemporary historian, “I have seen the great cities…but I have never seen a city of greater height, more perfect circularity, more endowed with superior merits or possessions, more spacious gates…than Zawra, that is to say the city of Abu Jaafar al-Mansur.” To him, the city was faultless: “It is as though it is poured into a mold and cast.”

Not a trace of Mansur’s original city remains; of medieval Baghdad, there is a crumbling minaret here, a collapsed wall on the old city’s outskirts, but no more. What makes the city’s memory tangible is its reputation. Its cultural legacy was indisputably one of the great flowerings of human achievement in history. In the West, the names of the geniuses behind the city’s golden age mean little, but in Baghdad, in the Arab world, the names of those times remain heroic, even fabled. Their mere mention evokes two centuries of intellectual splendor, drenched in confidence. The ancients studied in places like Bayt al-Hikma, the House of Wisdom, founded by al-Ma’mun, the great-grandson of Baghdad’s builder. Not a simple library, it was a true marketplace of ideas, a pristine place of scholarship whose translators of Plato, Aristotle, Hippocrates, Galen, Euclid, and Ptolemy created an intellectual heritage that was not Islamic but universal. That it was written in Arabic was incidental. As one modern historian put it, “Baghdad became the intellectual battlefield upon which Roman law, Greek medicine and philosophy, Indian mysticism, Persian subtlety and the Semitic genius for religion could meet on common ground.”

 

In Baghdad, hanin crosses eras. There’s the hanin of history, and there’s the hanin of memory. In the narratives of hanin of memory now familiar in Baghdad, the 1970s rival the era of the Abbasids as a time to recall with longing. Five-star hotels had begun to open, and restaurants did brisk business in a city that celebrated its libertine nightlife. Baghdad, in the eyes of many of its residents, was no different from any other Oz-like capital on the Persian Gulf, endowed with limitless oil and springing brashly from the desert with little logic; only this Oz had far more history than most. The newly resurgent Baghdad, modern and vital, drew Arab writers fleeing the anarchy of Lebanon’s civil war. Egyptian intellectuals still recall the free plane tickets and ample Johnnie Walker Black that awaited them on sponsored trips to the Iraqi capital. The ferment of those years gave rise to the saying that “Cairo writes, Beirut publishes, and Baghdad reads.”

Viewed through the lens of the wars that followed, the 1970s in the city have taken on a somewhat illusory glow of heroic progress and material comfort. Yet the economic gains at the time were real, and Iraq’s living conditions neared those in Europe’s more modest countries. Income from oil—Iraq has the world’s second-largest reserves…skyrocketed. In 1968, oil revenues totaled $476 million. By 1980, they had reached $26 billion. That newfound wealth radiated Iraqi culture, influence, and power across the region. Baghdad rippled with optimism and confidence, and the country prospered. Food was subsidized, wages were hiked, and land was redistributed.

Money poured into health, housing, and education. Massive campaigns were launched to eradicate illiteracy. Free education, from kindergarten to university, was bestowed by law. Women’s rights—from equal pay to an at least formal ban on discrimination—were ratified in Iraq’s legal code. While crushing economic and social disparities persisted—and political repression deepened, especially against Shiite religious activists—most see the 1970s as a comparative golden age.
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I MET NAHAD SHUKUR AT HIS GUN SHOP IN THE WORKING-CLASS NEIGHBORHOOD of Bayaa, a few days before the American bombing began. He welcomed me with bravado, and with a crash, as he slammed down a plastic bag stuffed with rounds for a Kalashnikov rifle. He listed his inventory of bullets, pointing to a row of eight bags behind the counter and ticking off his stock. “When customers come, we’re ready, whatever they want,” he told me. “The way things are, we don’t even have time to count. Business is a thousand times better than before!”

In the days before the bombing, Baghdad’s residents emptied gun-store shelves of weapons, restocked on ammunition whose price went up fourfold, and brought for repairs everything from World War I–vintage rifles to the latest in double-barreled Czech shotguns. As inventory dwindled, shotguns sold at $100 to $1,200—this in a country where newly graduated doctors made $5 a month. Pistols were going for $50 and up, $700 for a Browning. Each bag of fifty Kalashnikov bullets at Nahad’s store cost about $6. Hundreds of customers had come in the past few days. “Every day we get closer to war, we sell more,” Nahad told me, as we shared a glass of sweet lemon tea. “It’s nonstop all day. Families are buying guns like they are stockpiling food and water.”

Nahad and his customers spoke darkly about the anarchy they believed inevitable. As it did for many in the city, the prospect of the chaos that would follow the war colored their fears about the American attack. Faith in their fellow Iraqis was scarce for those people who were blunt, as blunt as they could be in Saddam’s Baghdad, about that: they saw days of bloodletting, score-settling, and lawlessness in the near future as their brutalized society came to grips with itself.

As we talked, Nahad became increasingly serious; he seemed to be trying to warn me of my own peril. Many in the city with the means to do it plotted their escape. “As for the rest, we’re sleeping with our guns under our pillows,” Nahad said, to concede something more sincere. “We won’t fall asleep without them there.” He saw my quizzical look and explained, “It’s something we’ve inherited from the past.”
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IF BAGHDAD’S MEDIEVAL HISTORY HAUNTS THE CITY, ITS MODERN CONFLICTS have cursed it as vehemently, molding the country that the United States would find after the invasion. Saddam seized power in a bloody putsch in 1979, and three times during his reign, Iraq and its twenty-five million people found themselves in devastating conflicts, often as a result of their ruler’s catastrophic blunders and miscalculations. None was more ruinous than the war with neighboring Iran, which began in 1980 and continued for eight bitter and devastating years. The country still suffers from those wounds. The conflict inflicted the horrors of modern combat—from World War I–style trench warfare to the casual deployment of chemical weapons—on an entire generation. When the fighting ground reluctantly to a halt in 1988, many in Baghdad, with only a hint of exaggeration, said the city they knew as children would never return. So began the curse so many in Baghdad suspect has befallen their city.

The country that American forces took over in 2003 was still reeling from the war’s toll. In terms of carnage, the Iranian conflict was to Iraq what World War I was to Europe; in terms of spiritual trauma, it was Iraq’s Vietnam. More than a million Iraqi men bore arms, and 600,000 others served in militias: that is, a tenth of Iraq’s population became soldiers. So militarized, many of them were schooled in violence, which they would turn to again when trouble came their way.

Saddam called the Iranian war the Second Qadisiya, recalling the battle fought in A.D. 637, when outnumbered Arabs vanquished a far larger Persian force of the Sassanid Empire on the plains of Mesopotamia. The Arab victory made imminent the Persian Empire’s fall, and the date marks one of the opening chapters in a conquest among the most sweeping in world history. Saddam’s war fell far short.

It began as a gamble, reckless even by his standards. In a style that, along with his predilection for brutality, will serve as his epitaph, Saddam sent half his army across the Iranian border in September 1980. As always, the arithmetic was personal: Saddam felt threatened. He feared that tremors from Iran’s religious upheaval in 1979 would threaten his government, which was awash in real and imaginary plots. He felt humiliated by concessions that, a few years earlier, Iran had forced upon him over a border dispute along a southern waterway. He felt like flexing his muscles; he got eight years of incessant war.

When it was all over, a quarter of a million Iraqis were dead (a good portion of them Iraqi Kurds killed by their own government, which viewed them as fifth columnists). Twice that number were wounded, and tens of thousands more were left captive in Iran, some remaining there a decade after the war. Beyond Saddam’s own survival, none of his aims were achieved. The nine-hundred-mile border between the two countries remained the same. Iran’s Islamic revolution, while twisted and exhausted, wound up further entrenched: plots, real and otherwise, were still being hatched against Saddam and his Baath Party after the final battles. Iraq’s economy was wrecked, and the country landed deep in debt, a situation that led to another war: the 1990 invasion of Kuwait.

For many Iraqis, the years of battle with Iran represent great suffering without a real purpose. People will often shrug when asked what it was about. More than a trillion dollars was spent. The modernization of the 1970s was undone. A generation was disfigured. Some consider those broken soldiers, even those who returned, a lost generation forfeited to Saddam’s delusions.

When I hear someone speak of Iraq’s lost generation, I often think back to a dank Baghdad workshop perched in a wasteland of grease, stagnant water, and carcasses of cars. The stench of gasoline had settled over everything like a mist. Hammers banged on steel to their own cadence, and saws squealed through metal. Kadhim Fadhil, his gestures feeble, spoke timidly, as Iraqis usually did to foreigners during the reign of Saddam. He rarely raised his eyes to mine, and this seemed more dreary than impolite. “I think life for me is like a cigarette,” he said. “It has burned away.”

It was November 1998, and the setting was Baghdad’s Victorious Garage in the poor neighborhood of Sleikh. A former prisoner of war, forgotten during most of the 1990s, Kadhim had been freed by Iran only months before, as part of a prisoner exchange that sent 5,584 Iraqis home. Despite his so-called freedom, his life was shattered.

He sat wearily near a pile of blackened rags, empty oil cans, and cigarette cartons. For sixteen years, from 1982 to 1998, he had withered away in a prison camp, growing accustomed to dead cockroaches in his rice, occasional beatings, and, in moments of grace, apples or oranges that usually arrived once a year during Ramadan. As the seasons elapsed and his life passed, he waited. In winter, the concrete walls of his cell were like a freezer, absorbing cold. In the boiling summer, they felt like the walls of hell.

At forty-three, his once-black hair gone gray, Kadhim had returned home to find that in his absence, Baghdad had been devastated by more conflict, dictatorial whim, and devastating sanctions, imposed by the U.N. Security Council after Saddam’s foray into Kuwait. Kadhim, aged far more than his years indicated, could no longer work at the garage where he was employed before the war. His legs and hands were crippled by rheumatism. The pain in his stomach from what he called nerves was perpetual. He often mumbled; even when he didn’t, his words came out slowly, tentatively. His gestures were weak, each movement testing his strength.

The government payment he had received on his return—150,000 dinars, or about $88—had quickly run out. His back pay from the army (138,000 dinars, about $81, the salary he would have received over sixteen years had he not spent the time as a prisoner) would, at current market prices, have bought about forty chickens, or 1,380 eggs. It wasn’t enough for a bus ticket or a government travel permit out of the country. It would have taken nearly seven times as much to buy the cheapest twenty-year-old Russian-made car. A house? He shook his head dismissively. His frustrations? “I could tell you enough to fill up your notebook.”

Outside, the sun had washed the landscape of color, leaving a pallid sheen behind. After our chat, Kadhim brought in Abbas Ahmed Salah, another former prisoner. Captured at nineteen, thirty-year-old Salah had been released seven months earlier, in April, in the same exchange as Kadhim. Like nearly all Iraqis, the men were circumspect in what they would say to reporters, but suggested—through the hints that often stood for declarations in those days—that their bitterness came from being betrayed by their government. They had given their lives to the war with Iran, to pointless battles, to years in prison camps, to sacrifice without promise. All the while they had hoped to return to the Iraq they remembered before they left when the country was flourishing.

“I thought I would return to a modern city. The bridges, the buildings, and the hospitals, I thought there would be more. I thought that the people would be better off,” Abbas told me. “But everyone is weary.” The yellow paint was peeling off the walls of the Victorious Garage. The room was lit by two candles—power had been cut, and would remain off for a then unheard-of six hours. I asked him what he was doing for work. “Nothing,” he answered glumly.

There used to be a slogan scrawled on the walls of neighborhoods throughout Baghdad: “The Baath, fifty years of jihad to achieve the goals of the nation.” It seemed so ludicrous when I thought of it that day. Across the Arab world, jihad—an almost revered concept of empowerment—had become the tiresome cliché of hackneyed sermons and political hectoring. “The nation” referred to in the slogan was Saddam’s fantasy of a community among Kurds, Sunni Arabs, and Shiite Arabs that had never really existed in Iraq’s history. Even the Baath Party’s name seemed ridiculous. “Baath” means “renaissance” in Arabic, but by the time Kadhim and Abbas were freed in 1998, Saddam was holding court atop the wreckage in a junkyard of broken promises.
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LIKE THE HAUNTING PHOTOS OF SEBASTIÃO SALGADO, IMAGES OF THE carnage of the Iran-Iraq war remain indelible in Iraq. A line from a colleague’s interview with a general in the Iraqi army, proud but sober, precisely evoked the waste of life: “Soldiers lying like matches on the ground,” he recalled. An anecdote from the war-scarred Fao Peninsula along the Persian Gulf recalled hypodermic needles littering a desolate, sandy spit of land, the record of a futile attempt by Iranian soldiers to stave off convulsions and death from chemical weapons fired by the Iraqi military. Both sides, of course, committed sins. Iranian commanders hung keys around the necks of Iranian children, some as young as nine, and sent them to detonate mines. The children were told that their martyrdom would unlock the doors to paradise.

“This was the end. You know when they write ‘The End’ after a movie? It was the end. That’s it. The end.” I vividly remember Dr. Shahla Kadhim Atraqji saying this to me about the war with Iran. She was a thirty-eight-year-old doctor who had helped me understand what Saddam had done to her country. “Sometimes, my loneliness is killing me,” she once said, almost casually. “But I won’t be a follower to a man who enslaves me. No, never.” She was beautiful, with the features of her father, from Basra, visible in her dark complexion and liquid eyes. Her brown skin almost glowed. Her tan jacket, black shirt, and black pants were distinctly modern, as was her choice to remain unveiled in a society that, for a decade, had been growing inexorably more conservative. She spoke her mind, adamantly, and she had a grim take on her country and city.

We were sitting at the Hunting Club, a relatively inconspicuous locale in the neighborhood of Mansur, sipping hot tea at a white plastic table in a sprawling courtyard ringed by beds of pink and red roses and manicured shrubs. Sidewalks of tan brick passed under palm trees just starting to bear fruit. In the air was the faint scent of bitter oranges on naranj trees. From nearby speakers came the sugar-coated voice of Nancy Ajram, one of Lebanon’s latest pop sensations. The setting, I thought, was far more pleasant than the conversation. “War is war,” she told me simply. “It destroys everything.”

The history of the war with Iran has yet to be written, but Shahla has her memories. One, particularly, haunts her. It was the summer of 1983, nearly three years after the fighting had begun. She was in high school, but classes had been dismissed. Shops and government offices were closed. Crowds headed into the streets for the spectacle of war, as hundreds of Iranian prisoners were paraded in pickup trucks through the city. Guns to their heads, they were like ancient booty, an Assyrian relief celebrating a now-forgotten victory. The mob snarled, spat, and threw rocks, shoes, and invective. The Baghdad that Shahla loved was fading before her eyes.

“It was a disaster,” she told me. “It was inhuman. I remember it very well. The poor guys. Their fathers, their mothers. Why would he”…Saddam—“do this to them?” she asked. “We were standing in the street. We were obligated to go out. In all the streets, on both sides.” She drank her tea, letting the memory, still vivid, pass before her eyes. “All this changed people. When a child saw this, he didn’t understand. How they were treated, how they were insulted.” She went on. “Day and night, everything changed.”

Baghdad was becoming sick. To plead for rules in the savagery of war may be risible, but Saddam’s Qadasiya was a conflict without evidence of human civility. As Iranian defenses reeled in the war’s early months, soldiers ransacked and pillaged, stole and looted in Iran’s cities, setting an example that would in time haunt their own country. Khorramshahr, an Iranian border town occupied early on, was emptied. As the war progressed, in rampages time and again blessed by Saddam, the Iraqi army picked clean Kurdish villages in the killing fields of the north.

Shahla’s brother-in-law was a soldier. He had witnessed these things. “The men changed,” she told me. “We saw them.”

The rules of Iraq’s countryside are brutal. They have been for centuries, their traditions imported from an inhospitable desert. After Baghdad’s fall in 1258, ferocious and unforgiving bands of marauders almost extinguished civilization in Mesopotamia, abetted by the wars that washed across what became a no-man’s-land. Survival required hardness. In Iraq’s countryside, in places like Fallujah, Thuluyah, and Tikrit, there have always been such hard men; Saddam himself was raised near Tikrit. During the war with Iran, the culture of the rif, the countryside, came to dominate the entire country; its rules were imposed everywhere. Already renowned for their severity, Iraq’s people became even harder.

“When they see their colleagues dead in front of them, it changes their heart. Their hearts stiffen,” Shahla said of the soldiers. “Their feelings change. War makes people change. Really. The killing, blood, it makes people different. It changes their psychology.” Her words slowed. “The war gives them an excuse to do anything.”

Hers was a culture where it was not uncommon for men of a certain age to bear scars, to walk without legs, to shrug without arms. Hundreds, sometimes thousands of casualties poured in every month; their arrivals prompted the unfurling of black banners of mourning. Saddam lavished money on his officers (those he trusted). Soldiers were given priority in buying houses and cars. To families who lost their sons, he gave ten thousand Iraqi dinars and a car. Others received a plot of land and an interest-free loan to build a house.

“He changed the people,” Shahla repeated once more. “Some people didn’t care if they lost their sons in the war. Life was expensive, and people needed money.” Her usual cheerfulness had left her. “It took a lot of people, the Iranian war.” Her words tumbled out slowly. “It was a long war,” she said.

Akhlaq is a refrain of Islamists; the word is often translated as “morals” or “morality” in English, and it is the lens through which the Islamists see society. (At heart, they are social reformers, and their rectitude is part of their appeal.) But the word can have a more textured meaning. “Character” is perhaps a better translation. And in Baghdad, akhlaq is often used to describe Saddam’s dictatorship and his wars; people speak of what he did to akhlaq during the war and afterward.

Videos danced across the nearby television screen in the Hunting Club’s courtyard. The music—the percussion-driven, intoxicating refrains of Arabic pop—reminded Shahla of Iraq’s most popular modern singer, Kadhim al-Saher, whose song “After Love” she recalled. A story of an affair, its meaning resonated with her at another level.


Love is dead, feeling is dead, and the light that shows us the way is dead.

The humanity is dead inside us. It is dead. It is dead.




The day you traveled, and I said farewell to you,

Tears lined my cheeks. But the day you returned, I welcomed you with coolness.




Where are my tears, where are they?

Where are your tears?



“We feel that we’ve changed inside,” she told me. “That makes us feel sorry. All of us. We say, ‘Do you remember when it was like this and this and this?’”

 

It was as if Iraq had been eroded, not by a force of nature but by a willful, methodical wearing away at what had been accomplished in the 1970s and before. For the generation that came of age during the war with Iran, the cost was especially great, the toll especially exacting.

“You know,” Emad Zeinal told me, lighting a cigarette, “each night, you dreamed of the miracle that would come and take you away. Ten years! Not a day, not a month, not a year! You had to postpone all your dreams. I like life. I like sports, arts, poetry, music, whatever, all these things. So, when some situation prevents all this, creates a block between you and life, it becomes something hard to accept. It’s something hard to tolerate. Saabat al-tahamul. There is no color in your life, in military life. You can’t feel the colors. There’s just one color, everything is khaki. This color. It’s a metaphor.”

A little more than a week after the war with Iran began on October 1, 1980, Emad, who grew up in Basra, entered the army. He was twenty-five, not young for a soldier, but he had lost his student exemption after completing his degree from Basra University in marine resources. Until 1984, he was a commando in the 444th Brigade, 21st Division. Then he was deployed to a tank unit, where he was a communications officer in a Chinese-built T-55, a cramped 1960s-era model known for its endurance. Throughout the war he was stationed in rugged northern Iraq, as far from home and family as they could send him.

“I have a request,” Emad remembered saying in 1984 when he was homesick. “I have to be in Basra, to fight the enemy in Basra.” His superior was stunned. Basra? he asked incredulously. It was as if a German soldier in World War II—and a not very enthusiastic soldier—had asked to go to Stalingrad in winter. The officer said it was the first time anyone had asked to go to Basra. “No problem,” he told Emad, smiling and shaking his head. “You can go to Basra.” Two days later, he received his papers. He had been sent farther north instead.

Nothing in the war really made sense to Emad, who saw only farce. No one actually wanted to fight. No one except the Iranian volunteers, fired by religious faith, with the keys to paradise around their necks. They turned out to be little more than human sandbags. Their commanders, perhaps believers too, told them that Najaf and Karbala—the most sacred Shiite cities in Iraq—were just fifty kilometers beyond the front. Often the volunteers were no more than children and, Emad said, all he and his fellow soldiers could do was shoot them.

One Iraqi general recalled: “We sometimes had a small bottle that we used to bury with them. We would put the name or something in the bottle and bury it next to the body. But with all the torn body parts, often it was hard to gather them.” The general shrugged. “And it’s so hard—the body, the heat, the corpses.” He offered the usual verdict: “This is war.”

Emad recalled the proverbs from that war. One he liked to quote often: “Anything short of death is acceptable.” He borrowed another one from Egypt. It was a play on the phrase “God have mercy on him,” always said when the names of the dead are mentioned. “A thousand times a coward, but not once, ‘God have mercy on you.’” Every time Emad said it, he smiled. He turned more serious in telling me about what he and others called the soldier’s friend, sadeq al-jundi. It was an antipersonnel mine: soldiers used it to blow off their feet so they could return home alive. The mine was a little bigger than a grenade, and some men would simply step on it.

Others, as Emad put it, “were more creative.” Before they stepped on the mine, they might throw a sandbag over their feet to shield the rest of their bodies from the blast. If the men were lucky, the explosions would sever only the fronts of the feet, or the heels. Sometimes they weren’t lucky. The blasts would often shatter the lull before dawn. The men’s screams would follow, interrupting the call to prayer. For the less religious, still sleeping, the screams would wake them up.

“The night was the most difficult time. They would spend the night thinking about their friends, their lover, their families. They would reach the decision by morning,” Emad recalled. He spoke with awareness. Time and again, the thought had played out inside Emad’s own head. Night after night. “You would hear the scream. Whenever you heard the scream, you knew what happened. You’re lucky. Niyalak. You’re going home. Go, go and enjoy your life!” Emad thought for a moment. “You have to be brave to do something like that.”

There was Lieutenant Jalal, his tank commander, another “fucking coward,” Emad said. One night, Jalal asked to speak to Emad. He had a plan. The next day, he would give Emad his pistol. (Not a Kalashnikov. That would do too much damage.) When the battle erupted, Emad would shoot Lieutenant Jalal in the leg as they rode in the T-55 tank.

“Are you able to do that?” he asked Emad.

“I said, ‘Why not? Whatever you order.’”

The next day, there was no fighting, and Emad started rethinking his promise. What if there was an investigation? What if he was caught? But Jalal was anxious, telling Emad that come the next day, even if there was no fighting, he should shoot him.

“I said, ‘Okay, okay. I will shoot you just to get this over with.’”

The next morning, fighting erupted. Jalal gave him the pistol. For a moment, Emad hesitated. That was all it took. A bullet fired by the Iranians struck Lieutenant Jalal.

“He shouted at me, ‘Fuck you! Damn you, Emad! I’ve been shot.’” Jalal thought he was dying. “‘You son of a bitch, if you’d shot me, you would have saved me.’”

But the shot had only grazed his head. There was plenty of blood, but no serious wound. “I started joking with him, ‘No, it’s nothing. God helped you. It’s a sign. He gave you his gift.’”

Lieutenant Jalal got two months off and a medal for bravery.

“That fucking officer,” Emad said.

The surreal moments lingered with Emad, and he began to recount anecdote after anecdote. He recalled the fighting near the eastern Iraqi city of Kut, toward the end of the war. At night, Emad said, he had left the tent to urinate. Groping in the dark, he felt the coarse fabric of a uniform and turned on his flashlight to reveal the corpse of an Iraqi soldier. His skin was black, flaking; he was a victim of chemical weapons, probably mustard gas. The gas may have been his own army’s, blown by an unfortunate wind. “I was pissing on a martyr,” Emad said. His voice showed no emotion, and I wondered whether the irony was intentional. “It could have been me.”

“It’s the most foolish job you’ll have—to fight for the sake of another person,” he said to me. “It’s not your war. It’s not your people’s war.”

The longer Emad talked, the more reflective he grew.

“Some people believe it was a curse,” he said a few minutes later. He looked out the window of the car we were riding in, past the desolate, sun-baked scenes of southern Iraq so familiar to him, scarred by war and Saddam’s whims.

I waited for him to go on, and he said nothing. “What was a curse?” I asked, finally.

“What happened to Iraq,” he said softly. “What we did to the Kuwaitis. Some people think it’s because of all the miserable things that we did.”

He shrugged his shoulders.

Emad was released from the army in February 1990, after nearly ten years of service. He had entered as a twenty-five-year-old. He had missed the childhood of his two sons. He had lost the ties of intimacy with his family. He had forgotten his friends. A year later, a call went out on Iraqi state radio. It was January 17, 1991. Iraq was again at war…this time with the United States. All people born in 1955, the radio bulletin instructed, should report to their unit.

Emad was born in 1955.

“Fuck them,” he said.

And he deserted.
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Tabaghdada



Saddam was a rough-hewn peasant, but his pretenses produced in him an obsession with history—his reading of history—and his place in it. His selective recall created an in-between of reality and delusion, a fantastic terrain that indelibly colored Iraq. For speeches, he borrowed episodes from the greatest Mesopotamian kings, imposing irrelevant contexts. Among his favorites was Nebuchadnezzar, the Babylonian who occupied Jerusalem and destroyed the Jewish temple in 587 B.C. In the Abbasid caliphs, whose greatest legacy was a culture of ideas, Hussein saw an era of martial glory and imperial ambition. Unabashedly he claimed the mantles of Mansur, Baghdad’s founder, and his illustrious grandson Harun al-Rashid. Saddam craved the swagger of the old heroes. In Baghdad’s early days, Harun al-Rashid deployed an army of 135,000 after sending a message to Nicephorus I of Constantinople. It read: “From Haroun, commander of the faithful, to Nicephorus, the Roman dog. I have read your letter, you son of a heathen mother. You will see and not hear my reply.” The language recalls Saddam’s.

Saddam had pretentions to glory; his was the politics of deformed grandeur. And for three decades, he dragged his country through the sewer in delusional attempts to impose a legacy. The efforts would have been pathetic if not for the horrific toll they inflicted. He transformed parts of the society in his image; he altered the shape of the capital with a coarsely martial style that helped conceal the fact that he had created a utilitarian city shorn of history.

In a capital inundated with monuments to the dead in war, the Victory Arch was possibly the most distinguishing aspect of Saddam’s vision of Baghdad—this for its vulgarity alone. Conceived in 1985, the arch of crossed swords celebrated an Iraqi victory at a time when Iran was winning the war. At each end, springing from the ground and weighing twenty tons each, were a colossal arm and fist—as the story goes, molded from Saddam’s own and enlarged forty times. The fists clutched curved blades that spanned the sprawling parade route, and were designed with intentional medieval imagery. They are said to be replicas of the swords of Saad Ibn Abi Waqqas, the Arab general who defeated the Persians in the seventh century. Each required twenty-four tons of metal, recast from the guns of dead Iraqi soldiers. From the arch’s wrists dangled vast metal nets bulging with (real) captured and often bullet-riddled helmets of Iranian soldiers. In all, there were five thousand, spilling onto the ground and cascading down the road. According to one account, the original plans called for actual Iranian skulls.

Another monument was built over the capital’s Bilat al-Shuhada primary school to commemorate thirty-four children who were killed when an Iranian missile struck on October 13, 1987. It was, of course, a shrine to Saddam. There was the grim metal and stone monument, picturing infant angels grasping the Iraqi flag. There were the standard paintings and drawings of Saddam inside the schoolrooms and along the corridors, which were inscribed with banal slogans and rhetoric. I once saw children there, lined up and shouting “With our soul, with our blood, we’ll sacrifice for you, Saddam!” Waving Iraqi flags, they wore the sand colors of desert camouflage. Baath Party members watched, their very presence striking terror in the pupils’ teachers. The teachers screamed at the children, almost frantic. “Yes, yes, to the leader Saddam Hussein!” The children shouted back, at the tops of their voices. And on it went, pointlessly, orders given, orders received.
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ACROSS BAGHDAD IN THE DAYS BEFORE THE INVASION, THE ICONOGRAPHY of Saddam remained ubiquitous. One image, on posters, pictures, even statues, featured him firing a rifle into the air. On display at the gun shops all around the city, it gave us Saddam in his best Godfather pose. The other image, also ubiquitous, portrayed the leader as a devout Muslim, praying in uniform, in beret, with a pistol holstered to his side. There he was, everywhere, submitting to God, sending up his prayers.

A few days before the U.S. bombing began, I saw that picture hanging at the entrance of one of Baghdad’s grandest shrines, along with other images—Saddam reading the Quran, Saddam waving before an Iraqi flag, Saddam in various poses of supplication. On the edge of Baghdad, not far from the Tigris, the Kadhimiya shrine is the resting place of two of Shiite Islam’s holiest saints—Imam Musa Kadhim and Imam Mohammed Taqi Jawad, who died in the ninth century—and its history is as blood-soaked as the record of the man on its walls. Flames consumed its teakwood domes in 1051 as Baghdad was racked by sectarian fratricide whose roots are long forgotten. The shrine was destroyed two hundred years later in one of the city’s many conquests. Its present incarnation—twin domes and four minarets, a foundation of Persian-inspired ornament—dates to the sixteenth century and the start of a succession of Turkish-Persian wars over Baghdad and its hinterland.

Yet the shrine of Imam Kadhim remains a tranquil place, as though perched above the turmoil that surrounds it. Light is rarely graceful in Baghdad; it has little patience. But at the shrine, around the domes of gleaming gold, the light restrains itself, bathing the flowered tiles of blue and green. The light accents the grace of Arabic calligraphy, dancing in its yellows, whites, and blacks. It dazzles in the huge mirrors that arch over the entrance, and it warms the white marble floor, shuffled over by the bare feet of worshippers.

The courtyard is a contemplative place, usually filled with families strolling, children playing with the pigeons who flock for seed, pilgrims speaking in respectful whispers and rolling their worry beads. This is a destination for the devout, as they seek healing and invoke the intercession of the two saints for the forgiveness of sins. Here, pilgrims, their numbers always seeming to grow, seek the fulfillment of their needs. On the eve of war, only days away, the shrine was crowded.

Like so much else in Baghdad, the phenomenon of religion in Iraqi life has been little understood. In the 1970s, Saddam’s Baath Party largely kept faith out of political life: the veil was an uncommon sight, bars flourished in freewheeling neighborhoods, and the government propagated a secular Arab identity that, in its most benevolent reading, would arch over the country to unite its tapestry of faith and ethnicity. That era was short-lived. As the state became Saddam, the party his instrument, his men flailed about in a quest for elusive legitimacy. Their speeches, symbols, and slogans appropriated Islam for a language. Saddam claimed descent from the prophet Mohammed’s family. He poured religious rhetoric into his speeches. Despite its meager resources and the remarkable repression meted out to organized religious opposition, his government began building two of the world’s largest mosques in Baghdad and, in a move that disgusted more devout Shiites, lavished patronage on Shiite shrines (the same shrines he had badly damaged in crushing a revolt after the 1991 Gulf War).

Did the campaign inspire or reflect the growing religiosity of Baghdad? It was difficult to say. But in the wake of the succession of tragedies that had befallen the city, many of its people, buffeted by weariness and hopelessness, desperate for respite from the misery of wars and sanctions, had turned to faith. A majority of women donned the veil. In a televised meeting of the Federation of Iraqi Women, a group that was once a symbol of the rights the secular Baath Party bestowed on women, virtually all of the members were covered. The influence of the clergy—as intermediaries, as figures of authority—grew markedly in the 1990s. Sermon leaders said that the number of worshippers had doubled over the past five years. At the Imam Kadhim shrine, as many as 50,000 pilgrims came on a typical day before the war, up from 15,000, perhaps 20,000, a decade before.

“They are waiting for the mercy of God,” one pilgrim, Mazin Abdel-Hussein, told me, as my government minder stood nearby, bored and staring into the distance. Mazin looked out at the gaggle of families, many of them sharing food brought in plastic bags and tea kept warm in plastic thermoses or battered tin kettles, as they seized a moment of solitude on the shrine’s sprawling stone floor. “Most people feel that life is difficult. They come here to make it easier,” he said. He was forty-two years old. He carried his small boy in one hand; with the other, he gestured gracefully. “They wish for God to provide for better conditions…for their families, for their houses, and for their way of life.”

God, before the bombs fell, was tangible. His will was solace, his presence unquestioned. Everything else was ghamidh, ambiguous.
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RECOLLECTIONS OF THE 1991 GULF WAR INFORMED THE EXPECTATIONS many Iraqis had for the approaching invasion. Although the Gulf War lacked the brutally epic narrative of the war with Iran, the resulting damage remains awesome. The most spectacular was done by the forty-three days of air strikes that preceded the American-led ground attack to drive Iraqi forces out of Kuwait. In the bombardment of more than seven hundred sites in Iraq, U.S. forces targeted leadership facilities, weapons plants, air defense, military forces, and communications networks. The choice of these targets was justifiable; their losses would incapacitate the Iraqi army, recognized as an aggressor by the United Nations. But the bombs, their targets multiplying at a dizzying pace as the war progressed, also wrecked bridges, railroads, oil refineries, and electrical plants.

A report made after the war by a public health team from Harvard University noted that of Iraq’s 320 generating plants, thirteen were damaged or destroyed in the first days of bombing. By the war’s end, only two were still functioning, generating 4 percent of Iraq’s prewar output. That left many Iraqis without power for weeks, and without clean water and sewerage for far longer. With devastating speed, the crisis unleashed epidemics of typhoid and cholera. (Iraqis recalled vividly how the government got electricity up and running, at least partially, within two months. The contrast with the U.S. occupation in 2003 was a sharp one.)

The U.N. sanctions, which banned air travel to and from Iraq and barred exports from Iraq’s oil reserves, worsened the people’s nightmare, although American officials in Baghdad and elsewhere were always loath to mention the sanctions’ devastating impact on innocent citizens. As long as they live, many Iraqis and others around the Arab world will recall the words of Clinton’s secretary of state, Madeleine Albright, who, when asked about the horrible human toll of the sanctions, refused to back down. Was the price worth it? she was asked. “Yes, I think the price is worth it,” she answered.

By the time of the U.S. invasion, nearly thirteen years after sanctions were imposed, incomes had dropped to one-fifth of prewar levels, infant mortality had doubled, and only a minority of Iraqis had access to clean water. One-third of six-year-olds had dropped out of school. The adult literacy rate fell from nearly 90 percent during the war with Iran to 57 percent a decade after it was over. The United Nations said half of all sewage treatment plants were inoperable and another fourth were polluting the already fragile environment. In all, 500,000 tons of raw sewage were spilling into the Tigris, the Euphrates, their canals, and other waterways each day. Growing numbers of Iraqis were showing symptoms of severe protein deficiency usually only seen in famines. The record at that time amounted to what the United Nations called “a semi-starvation diet for years.”

 

Victims of that diet were among the clientele of Dr. Adel Ghaffour, whom I met one evening before the war at his clinic on Saadoun Street. The patients seemed largely poor; theirs were the weathered, masculine features of country women. Nearly all wore the abaya, the black, shapeless, flowing gown of the more traditional.

Adel greeted me with a stethoscope around his neck, wearing a white short-sleeved shirt and a tie. His first words: “We see our patients dying before our eyes.”

Adel, who spoke with authority, but avoided pedantry, saw himself as a bridge between worlds—Eastern and Western, Christian and Muslim, Iraqi and American. Born and raised in Iraq, he had been influenced by the United States, where he had spent ten years. In 1963, he began his residency in internal medicine in Cleveland, where he met his wife, Gayle Brozina. They married in 1966, then left for Miami, Florida. Three years later, they returned to the Midwest and he taught at Ohio State University for two and a half years. In 1972, they moved to Baghdad, where they raised three children. When I met Adel, he had a faculty job at the University of Baghdad, still the most prestigious in Iraq. Like other doctors, he conducted his clinic during off hours.

Sadly, he remembered his impressions upon returning to his country in 1972: “If it is like this now, we’ll look like Chicago in five years,” he recalled thinking. “I wish you came to Iraq in the 1970s, before the war,” he said, his voice heavy. “You could see that in a few years we were ready to leave the developing world.”

We sat for a moment in silence, and then he continued. “It really is a human tragedy,” Adel said. “I doubt in history a nation has suffered like Iraq. For no good reason.”

We talked on in his clinic. Clearly, he had little anger toward the United States. In fact, I suspect he considered himself an Iraqi-American. “I love that country,” Adel told me. “If there is a paradise, it is there.” Speaking of his time in the United States, he got excited. “It’s so easy to make friends…. I can go anywhere and make friends in half an hour.” Like others in Baghdad, he insisted that of the Arabs, the Iraqis were the most similar to the Americans—in the way they worked, the way they lived, the way they enjoyed themselves. “When I was there, I never felt a stranger,” he said.

His affection didn’t extend to U.S. foreign policy, though. Adel, like nearly all Arabs, blamed the United States for its unswerving support for Israel, a stance that defied logic to most in the region. The support was so unrelenting, so unqualified that Adel, like many here, relied upon complicated conspiracies to explain it. He was baffled, too, by what he saw as an American obsession with Iraq. Adel had no love for his government—he had pointedly refused to join the Baath Party—but in his view, his country was pathetic, not a threat to a superpower. The American focus on it was bewildering.

“What is Iraq?” Adel asked in disbelief. He threw his hands up. “This is crazy! The United States is so powerful. It should respect itself. It should use its power wisely. What is Iraq to the United States? Who is it going to fight? We’re not Russia or China. We’re a small country.”

He thought for a moment, then recalled a story from his days in Cleveland, before the 1967 Arab-Israeli war that redrew the map of the Middle East, before OPEC was a household name, before Iran’s Islamic revolution in 1979 and Saddam’s seizure of power that same year. In that simpler time, Adel told a colleague in Cleveland, a doctor, that he was from Iraq. “Iran?” the doctor asked him. No, Iraq, Adel said, and he proceeded to draw a verbal map: “Well, to the south of Turkey, to the north of Arabia, to the west of Iran.” The doctor still looked puzzled. Finally, Adel said to him, “Mesopotamia.”
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DISAPPOINTMENT BECOMES DESPAIR IN THIS CITY OF OLD GLORIES WHEN the present fails to measure up to a past that now can only be imagined. When memories, sometimes illusory, fill the void, reality looks all the less bearable. It is an endless circle: Baghdad deserves better. The refrain is often heard in the city. There’s a word in Arabic that now seems to exist only to taunt, to bring sadness over what has been lost. Tabaghdada, a verb, is taken from the city’s name, and it means “to swagger” or “to show off.” It is rarely used today, the capital’s grim reality relegating it to occasions for melancholy.

Mohammed Ghani, one of Iraq’s best-known sculptors, often brought up this word; it was like an artifact he kept returning to. “The Iraqis are proud,” Ghani would tell me, with a hint of rare enthusiasm. Putting his finger theatrically on his nose, he would push it up. “Their nose is like this!”

In 1998, when I first met Ghani, I noticed the way his exuberance and dramatic flair could turn swiftly to nostalgia, yearning, hanin. The precipitator was usually a memory of Baghdad before the sanctions of the 1990s and before the war with Iran. He would bring up the 1970s, that breath of respite, and his eyes would again flicker. “It used to be much, much cleaner than now,” he would say as, with his hands, he imitated the flies that he said had descended on Baghdad. “Not thousands! Not millions! Billions of flies!” His expression softened: “It was not like this before.”

Pollution, Ghani told me, had also grown worse, fed by decades-old cars belching their exhaust, black smoke chugging from buses. His hands waved in circles, imitating the billowing clouds that he imagined. The air was thick, he complained, poisonous. It dulled life. He described it as though it were a metaphor; perhaps it was. Pollution…sometimes visible, sometimes not—had enveloped the city. And that was just the beginning of the changes, the decline.

Baghdad, he often complained, was isolated. “No one comes here,” he told me. “They’ve all stopped coming.”

Isolation plays a wicked game with pride. The ostracism it brings is distressing, particularly to those accustomed to society and its civilities. As Ghani pointed out, few people came to Baghdad during the terrible years of the U.N. sanctions. Few left, either. By 1998, Iraqi businessmen were permitted to travel only to Syria, and even that border had only recently opened. Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, still seething over the 1990 invasion, rarely, if ever, granted visas. Iran was pretty much off-limits. The Turkish border was beyond the government’s control. For those who hoped to travel, that left Amman, Jordan, a destination once an hour or so away by plane but that now required ten hours of driving across the desert. There was one other way out: a ferry from the port of Umm al-Qasr went once a week to the Persian Gulf city of Dubai, but it took thirty-two hours and cost $330 for a round-trip, 115 times the monthly salary of a bureaucrat.

Iraq was a nation under house arrest as the world around it hurtled forward. By 1998, almost embarrassed by their backwardness, professors would ask me about the Internet, amazed and bewildered. (When the Internet did finally make its way to Iraq, in 2002, a typical annual subscription of $250 was far beyond the means of most.) Satellite television, then creating a revolution in the Arab world with racy entertainment from Lebanon and provocative news from stations like Al-Jazeera in the Gulf, was banned in Iraq. (A truncated state-run version arrived before the U.S. invasion.) Cell phones didn’t exist, though a few enterprising and appearance-conscious businessmen toted around hulking hand-pieces with long aerials that could pick up calls from a landline a few kilometers away.

Each time I saw him, Ghani would lament how hard it was to fall behind the rest of the world. “Iraqi artists were always on the move, always out to see what was new,” he said. “No one visits us anymore and no country gives us visas to visit them. Nowhere.”

Long past were the exhibitions and lectures he once gave in Europe and America. He complained that he could no longer find or afford the bronze, teak, or mahogany to sculpt his works. Wire for welding was scarce. Paint was too expensive. “I go around Baghdad and people know to look for old pieces of wood for me,” he told me. “I work with that.” He stopped for a moment and shook his head. “This is art. We are not soldiers. Why do they treat us like everything is forbidden? Everything. Nothing is allowed.”

The next words he spoke were a refrain in those days. “This is Baghdad,” he would say, as if disbelieving. Often, his tone was dead, or anguished.

In the self-confident societies that define the West, technology is elective. Isolation is imbued with romance. In many Arab countries, and perhaps in other regions of the Third World, progress—driven by technology and a notion of modernity—is the long-wished-for antidote to centuries of weakness. While religious activists may differ on the degree of Westernization they deem acceptable, almost all agree that without progress Middle Easterners will be sentenced to backwardness, condemned to manipulation and exploitation by outsiders. In essence, without progress, there will be an endless replay of the last century or two.

This sentiment grew deeper over the 1990s, exaggerated by Iraq’s taste of something better in the 1970s. Iraqis compared their nation not to fellow Arab countries like Egypt (proud and populous but impoverished), but to the glittering emirates of the Gulf, whose oil wealth had transformed their cities into country clubs for their tiny populations.

“We are so far away from modernity. New things, we don’t know them,” Ghani told me. “We are living as the rest of the world lived fifteen years ago. When you see the world, you become very sad with how we live. Iraq is a rich country, living as a poor country. It is not a desert—camels and tents. It is a civilization. The saddest thing is that rich people have become poor people.”

“What is your ambition?” I asked, and Ghani did not need to think. The answer shot out. It was the same answer that the former prisoners of war had given me:

“To live like other people,” he said.

During the years that I had known him, I always admired Ghani’s eclectic collection of art. On one wall, on a day I visited before the war began, there was a sculpture of Christ, bound for a Catholic church in Baghdad. On another was a sculpture I had seen before, of Bahraini women with fish in baskets on their heads. Against the wall were plaster representations of scantily clad women. In limestone, a Kurdish prince was propped up, his face still undone. Nearby was a miniature of the flying carpet, a model for a sculpture in a downtown square. Bunches of dates, in shades of brown, hung a little out of place from the two-story ceiling.

During one of my visits to Ghani’s studio in the days before the war, the sculptor’s thoughts turned to the turmoil ahead, and he began talking again. Not to me, necessarily. Baghdad deserves better, he said. Baghdad is Baghdad, the city of the Abbasids. “This country is full of civilization—inside. What do they want to destroy?” He stopped for a moment. “Baghdad,” he said slowly, drawing out the last syllable of the city’s name, like a lamentation, “is the heart of Arab civilization. Baghdad was the capital of religion and power. It was the capital of Arabs, the golden age of Islam. Arab poetry was Iraqi poetry.” He paused again, then went on. “Baghdad was the capital of the world. Inside the hearts, inside the minds, Baghdad is still Baghdad.”

Some Iraqis foresaw the American invasion as a liberation. But there were many who understood the latent passions it would ignite. “I know the character of Iraq,” Ghani told me. “It doesn’t accept foreigners.”

Ghani understood the power of the Americans, and he understood the psychology of Saddam. He and his city were in between, and he feared a calamity as they collided. The anticipation, the momentum it built, was terrifying. “As I hear, as I read, as I see,” he said, shaking his head, “it will be terrible, a disaster.” He stared at me, silent.

“We’ll bend but we are not broken,” he finally went on. “They can bend us but they cannot break us. We are like palm trees. The wind will bend them but it never breaks them. We live. This is the Iraqi character. We cannot be broken.”

But, as our conversation went on, I realized he was telling me that something had already begun to break. In Ghani’s lifetime, Baghdad’s population had grown from one million to five million. Its morals had changed, as had its etiquette. Overrun and disfigured, it was no longer the city he had known. Fighting had brutalized it. Soldiers came back from the war with Iran jobless. The culture of the gun and its unsubtle logic had come to dominate. Conflict, miserable in its duration, had destroyed the middle class, leaving only the rich and the poor. Vulgarity, he said: that was what he saw in Saddam’s city—“people throwing dinars at belly dancers.”

Having spoken too bleakly for too long, Ghani caught himself. He looked at me, and his smile returned, as did his exuberance. Don’t worry, he said, reassuring himself. All of this horror will pass. Baghdad deserves better. Then he spoke a line I had heard him utter before.

“What is ten years in the history of Iraq? It will come back,” he said. “The character of Iraqis is good, simple, and proud. We will return. I think so. This period will pass and we will return back.”

Those days in Baghdad before the war felt like choppy, run-together scenes from a movie trailer, Saddam’s visage in the background, colored by apprehension and anticipation. At one hotel, young men at an Internet café gathered for group pictures, farewell photos, their arms slung around one another, their grins suggesting that their lives together had been good while they lasted. Taped Xs went up on the windows of hotels and homes. Some windows still bore tape from previous wars.

Workers methodically emptied 1970s-era ministries of documents and equipment, piling pushcarts with video monitors, computer hard drives, keyboards, and a less modern assortment of chipped desks, rickety chairs, and battered filing cabinets. Sandbags were piled waist-high at traffic intersections and outside ministries and government offices. Many were staffed by the less professional and visibly unenthusiastic part-time militiamen of the Baath Party.

As I was leaving the Internet center at the small, family-owned Hamra Hotel, where I was staying, a young woman who worked there came up to me. She was sweet, her face innocent. Visibly shaken, her uncertainty imbued with dread, she blurted out, “We are so scared.” We had spoken before, usually no more than a simple exchange of greetings, but at this moment, no words came to me. I was not a journalist at the moment and no question was appropriate. All I could think of was a cliché in Arabic. “Shiddi halik,” I said. Stay strong. It sounded trite. It seemed to confuse her.

“We’ve been through fourteen years,” she said. At that, she started to cry.

[image: image]

WAMIDH NADHME WAS A BURLY ACADEMIC, SIXTY-TWO YEARS OF AGE. With short-cropped gray hair and a cough from a lifelong cigarette habit, he was a presence. He kept a stately house along the muddy Tigris River, a tranquil spot overlooking a stretch of the waterway that bent sharply, with a reedy island in the middle. Unkempt but picturesque, the banks of the river were lined with stone and shaded by palm trees. From Wamidh’s patio, there were few visible hints of Baghdad…a dome here, a minaret there, among the green fronds. Often I would hear the call to prayer tumble down the river. The melancholy of the call’s strains floated through the valley and along the quarters spilling out along its banks. Sometimes the cacophony of many muezzins suddenly glided into a moment of elegance. Grace begets grace. Wamidh remarked to me, “I wish I could devote more time to the pleasures of life than indulging in the miseries of life.”

Miseries? I asked. “Politics,” he said.

On the eve of war, Wamidh shed no tears and exhibited no fear of the bombs to come. And like so many, the professor stressed the fact that his country had been cut off from the rest of the world. His textbooks were outdated. The economy preoccupied him: after twenty-eight years as a professor, he was earning, he complained, less than when he was appointed to Baghdad University in 1975. He feared for the future, for students whose education he still deemed important. “There is a sense with them that there is no future,” he said. “Even if we got a degree, what can we do with it? Somebody selling spare parts or cigarettes has a better job than a political scientist.”

I had met Wamidh in 2002. He was a forthright voice in those tense, uneasy days after the 9/11 attacks, someone who tried to speak with complete honesty despite what consequences this might have in a police state. With an ever-present Dunhill cigarette, pulled from the distinctive red-and-gold pack, he would slowly field questions, reasoning out his every response, surrounded by his French-style furniture, worn Persian carpet, and framed piece of papyrus from Egypt, where he had spent time in exile. Around the room there were also telltale signs of his politics—a profile on a gold background of former Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser, an icon of Arab nationalism, and photos of Wamidh’s father and grandfather wearing the suits and ties of those with secular outlooks.

Saddam’s regime, he declared, was “utterly unpopular. At a certain point in history, people get fed up with repression.” He lamented the barbarism (his word) of “Arab regimes,” one of his rare code terms for the Iraqi government. And he lamented what he called Iraq’s wars for “dignity, pride, and conceit.”

I didn’t have the courage to ask him in those days how he could speak in such a fashion, but it stunned me. No one but Wamidh ever spoke like that during Saddam’s reign. Who would dare? For Wamidh, though, life’s miseries dictated candor. They made it possible. His was a political life.

The son of a government official and member of parliament, Wamidh had been drawn to politics young, tempted by communism and nationalism. In 1956, at age fifteen, he joined the party that would one day become Saddam’s, the Baath Party, which had been founded in the early 1940s in Damascus by two Syrian schoolteachers. The party was radical, secular, and modernizing, and its platform stood on twin pillars. One was pan-Arabism (aimed at creating a united Arab state that would dispense with the arbitrary borders drawn by Western colonial powers). The other was socialism, which some saw as a way to redistribute the oil wealth then transforming the Middle East. Both programs appealed to the young Wamidh.

In 1959, during a time of revolution after the Hashemite monarchy fell to General Abdel-Karim Qassem (a popular but authoritarian military strongman), Wamidh went underground and then to Egypt to avoid arrest. He was still a teenager then. Qassem had little tolerance for the Baathists, and ferocious crackdowns were not uncommon. But from the vantage of Egypt, Wamidh began to grow disillusioned with his party.

In 1961, he decided to leave it. Two years later, on trumped-up charges of plotting to overthrow the new Baathist government, which had toppled Qassem, Wamidh, who had returned to Iraq, was tortured so badly by his former colleagues that, on his release, he began carrying a gun. He decided he would not be taken alive again, and again he went underground, into exile in Cairo. That was 1963. He was not yet twenty-three years old.

Some years before that, Wamidh had made an acquaintance who perhaps inspired his predilection for risk. In October 1959, a group of young Baathist activists—among them Saddam Hussein—had ambushed the car of General Qassem, then still in power. They shot him at close range on Rashid Street, then Baghdad’s main commercial thoroughfare. Qassem escaped death, but the attempt served as a defining myth for the career of Saddam, who became a wanted man sentenced to death in absentia. He was said to have dug a bullet out of his leg with a knife, swum across the Tigris, and escaped on horseback through the Syrian Desert, avoiding military patrols in hot pursuit. In time, he and others managed to make it to the relative safety of neighboring Syria, where they were hailed as heroes.

Wamidh had a role in the myth-making. During his first period of exile in Egypt, Wamidh—then still officially a member of the Baath Party—had received orders to escort seven visitors on their way from Damascus. Saddam was among them. Wamidh had met their bus coming from the airport and brought Saddam and another conspirator to his modest apartment, which he shared with three Bahrainis as poor as himself. Quiet and quick to smile, Saddam was wearing a suit.

“He wasn’t arrogant,” Wamidh recalled. “I was told that he was a thug or a man of violence, but in Cairo, he wasn’t. I never saw him or remember him shouting or hitting. He was always calm and polite. He was dignified…. He used to drink alcohol, but in a very moderate way. I never saw him drunk at all. His social relations, I think he had some.” Wamidh smiled. “You know, Cairo for us was an open society, like someone moving from Basra to Paris.”

Saddam stayed just three nights at Wamidh’s home. But he and Wamidh kept up their acquaintance in Cairo, where Saddam had his tonsils removed at Kasr al-Aini hospital in 1960. Wamidh thought it proper to pay a visit. He was the only visitor, and he stayed until Saddam awoke from the anesthesia. Saddam apparently remembered the gesture. In a conversation many years later with one of Wamidh’s colleagues, a bodyguard for Saddam would later quote his boss as saying, “I had an operation in Cairo and when I opened my eyes, I saw Wamidh sitting beside me.”

“It was really accidental,” Wamidh said, over a lunch of traditional dishes—kebab, maqluba, kibbe, and fatush. “I usually don’t like waking up early in the morning. But I thought, you know, he’s by himself, so I went to the hospital. Perhaps this is one of the reasons why Saddam did not cut off my head. I think, somehow, he had good memories of me.”

Like so many Baghdadis, Wamidh was trying, in vain, to make sense of the cacophony that surrounded him in those months before the U.S. attack.

“I won’t hide my feelings—the American invasion has nothing to do with democracy and human rights. It is basically an angry response to the events of September 11, an angry response to the survival of Saddam Hussein, and it has something to do with oil interests in the area.” He talked about the 1990 invasion of Kuwait and suggested that the U.S.-led attack in that instance might have been justified. But what about more than a decade of sanctions? And now another war? “It will bring more destruction, more civil war, and a nationalist war against American intervention in the internal affairs of Iraqis.

“Even if the Americans are capable of overthrowing the regime, they will face more and more resistance from factions and groups who are not necessarily pro-regime or armed by the regime,” Wamidh told me as he endured the curse of waiting, the confusion, the dread over the conflict he saw clearly approaching. “This is not politics.” He shook his head. “This is a circus.”
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