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    Foreword


    This book is a record of my personal experience in two provinces of Iraq. It is not a history of the Coalition Provisional Authority. Even as a description of my own experience, it is limited. We worked long days and it seemed a luxury to keep a diary when there was much else to be done. I took notes in every meeting but there are few complete transcripts of conversations and some notebooks were lost after the siege in Nasiriyah. Much, therefore, depends on memory. Iraq remains a dangerous place and occasionally I have felt it necessary to conceal identities; it is also a confusing place and, while I want to reflect that, I have also occasionally simplified a protracted story.


    Because it is a personal memoir, it also focuses  unfairly to my colleagues  on my own work. There were many others in Iraq whose work was often much more significant than mine. In particular, Molly Phee in Maysan and Barbara Contini in Dhi Qar. They were my superiors and I acted under their authority. Other civilian advisers and Military Civil Affairs teams implemented the development projects, and the British military played a large part not just in security but also in politics. Stephen Anderson, Dominic Asquith, Andy Bearpark, Harry Boyle, Toby Bradley, Bruce Brearly, Antonio Burti, George Butler, Franco Corbani, Tash Coxen, Rachid Elbardi, Mark Etherington, Jeremy Greenstock, Eric Gudenius, Ahmed Harazi, Samantha Jennings, Dick Jones, General Lamb, Kyle Lang, Jay Lucas, Edward Melotte, Ginnie Mottram, Jeremy Nathan, Stefano Nigri, Patrick Nixon, Roberto Pedrale, David Richmond, General Stewart, Hilary Synnott, and Peter Williams, among many others, could each write accounts of the occupation which would be very different to mine. A couple already have.


    Just as I have passed over many simple achievements in Iraq, so I have not catalogued the national failures in planning, policy and administration. This is because I believe it was not grand policy but rather the meetings between individual Iraqis and foreigners which ultimately determined the result of the occupation. I have, therefore, focused on difficult interactions, in which both sides may often appear combative, comical, bewildered, and grasping. In other contexts, the same people could be patient, wise, clear-sighted and generous, and I regret that less space has been given to their virtues. I have emphasized the negative because it was the mutual suspicions, not the harmonies, which were decisive.


    Finally, I have recorded the politics, the individuals and the histories of the provinces as I understood them as a foreigner. Iraqi friends have already pointed out many errors and omissions. There must be many more.


    With the caveats above, to paraphrase Rousseau, while I may not always have recorded what is true, I have tried not to record what I know to be false.
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    Introduction


    
      
        
          My new kingdom and the hardness of reality compel me thus to act.


          Res dura et regni novitas me talia cogunt / moliri.


          Virgil, Aeneid, Book I: 5634

        

      

    


    
      
    


    Capitalist-Imperialist-Crusader


    
      
        
          Baghdad was a veritable city of palaces . . . and the scene on the river was animated by thousands of gondolas, decked with little flags, dancing like sunbeams on the water, and carrying the pleasure-seeking Baghdad citizens from one part of the city to the other. There were also in Baghdad numerous colleges of learning, hospitals, infirmaries for both sexes, and lunatic asylums.


          Yaqut ibn Abdallah ur-Rumi,

           Geographical Encyclopedia, c. 1224

        

      

    


    In April 2002, after twenty months travelling in Asia, I returned from Afghanistan to my home in the Highlands of Scotland, a mile from the nearest town on the edge of a wood. There I wrote and planted trees: four hundred gean, rowan, Scots pine, oak, box, and Simla deodar. I had resigned from the Foreign Office. But when the invasion of Iraq began in March 2003 I sent in my CV. No one replied. In August, I took a taxi from Jordan to Baghdad to ask for a job from the Director of Operations.


    I travelled around the city guided by a pamphlet I had found at a book stall, lodged between a 1950s English chemistry textbook and the third volume of a French almanac from 1983. There was a strong smell of kebabs and stagnant river water, and the lanes were choked with carts selling clothes and electronic goods. Satellite dishes, banned by the old regime, were now, judging by the skyline, owned by half the households in the city. I walked alone through groups of men who wore the shiny Western clothes and sunglasses I had seen in the Balkans  I guessed the suits had probably been made in the Balkans. Everyone laughed and gestured in a way that to me, a newcomer, seemed theatrical.


    I visited a family of eight living in a single tenement room behind the illegal weapons market in Sadr City. The father, a postal clerk, worked in the Oil Ministry, and the Coalition had just raised his salary from $5 a month to $60, $55 of which he was spending to rent the thirty-inch television that sat in the corner of the room. Beside the screen, on a torn blanket, lay his youngest child, three months old and weighing seven pounds. The child had not been able to feed for three days, and he and his wife thought it would soon die.


    The pamphlet guided me past narrow houses with wooden balconies which had once belonged to Jewish merchants  a third of Baghdadis had been Jews, there were now none. In the corner of a car park I found the slender arch of a demolished mosque, decorated with stars, octagons, and Koranic script in fourteenth-century terracotta. Between these monuments to the greatest city in the medieval world, the capital of a civilization that extended from Spain to India, were mosques decorated in ordinary bathroom tiles and underground arcades lit by strip lights, swinging from bare electric wires.


    A few entrepreneurs had attempted a tourist industry. An Egyptian had converted a caravanserai into a restaurant, dressed his waiters in fezzes and offered an Ali Baba banquet complete with water-pipes. In the covered market, shops displayed piles of new Afghani carpets, fake amber beads, imitation muskets and suits of Mameluke armour. On the walls were Polaroids of Western women, smiling self-consciously in baggy shirts and striped walking socks, their headscarves falling back on their heads. Their business cards, pasted to the ledger marked visitors book, revealed a collection of UN officials, embassy staff, and French oil workers. No one seemed, however, to have been to the shop in a month.


    A few people spat or jostled me as I passed. In the old cafe where the painters sat, a poet lectured me on what he called the capitalist-imperialist-crusader occupation of Iraq. At a saints shrine by the ruined city wall, an old man insisted I enter his car because he thought the crowd of men approaching had noticed that I was a foreigner and were coming to kill me. He may have been over-cautious, but he dropped me safely back at the central Sunni mosque, and I went inside. When I left, the doorkeeper requested a donation to support young Iraqis in the jihad against American soldiers, and when I refused, he presented me with a booklet detailing US atrocities, illustrated with photographs of minarets that had been shattered by American bombs. Nevertheless, by my third night in Baghdad, in my small apartment in the south of the city, I felt happier than I had for a long time.


    On my return to Britain, the Foreign Office asked me to be the deputy governorate coordinator of Maysan, which lay in the marshes just north of the Garden of Eden. Or at least of the dead date palm and visitors car park that Iraqis claimed marked the site of Paradise. Western travellers had often described the marshes of Maysan as though they preserved something of that pre-Fall innocence, with rare birds in the sky over the waterland and reed halls built to a design more than five thousand years old. The inhabitants, the Marsh Arabs, living in wicker huts on floating reed beds with their buffalo, contrasted dramatically with their neighbours in the tents of desert Arabia. The British explorers of the 1950s photographed these naked men standing with tridents against a flat marsh sky, making them appear, perhaps deliberately, to be Neolithic Polynesians in a changeless Eden. Meanwhile the traditional values of the Marsh Arabs were crumbling, young men left for low-paid jobs in the cities, the power of the tribes declined, government intruded, villagers grew healthier. In the 1980s, the marshes became the front line of the IranIraq War; tens of thousands fled to Iran or were taken there as prisoners; trenches, minefields, and unexploded shells were scattered over the eastern side of the territory; the reeds hid deserters and Iranian-backed guerrillas. The population were almost all Shia Muslims and many joined the Shia uprising against Saddam in 1991.


    In response, Saddam Hussein drained the marshes and scattered the inhabitants. A thousand square miles of water was run off into a ditch known as the Victory Canal, nearly two miles wide and fifty miles long. Saddam denied Marsh Arabs medical treatment, bombed villages, burned houses, killed thousands of religious and tribal leaders, and littered with water mines the small patches of marsh that still remained. Much of the province was reduced to desert. More than a hundred thousand people became homeless. Small pockets of smugglers and resistance fighters continued to evade central control, but the marshes would never again shelter many of Saddams enemies. The old structures of society had been shattered and replaced with the apparatus of the Baath Party. Everything began in Baghdad, passing through the hands of the Presidents corrupt family and his security service.


    Now the US-led invasion had destroyed the old regime. Those who had been in charge fled, afraid of retribution, taking or buying whatever files had not been destroyed by the bombing and the looting. Middle-aged junior officials now found themselves directors of offices carpeted with charred documents and stripped of desks, ceiling tiles, and electrical wires. The sheikhs tried to reassert their power, but the young urban elites rejected them. Islamic militia groups began to gather weapons and occupy buildings; lawyers appointed themselves judges; the traffic police stood back and watched in horror as new cars poured into the streets and people began to drive at three times the normal speed. In the chasms between these fragile powers, gangsters and terrorists thrived.


    Jay Garner, the first American administrator, had advocated keeping a light footprint, transferring immediately to an Iraqi government and leaving quickly. He did not want the occupation to get bogged down like the UN in Kosovo, micromanaging everything for years, irritating local nationalists and preventing the local government from taking responsibility. But the first few weeks had been so anarchic, the newly improvised Iraqi government so unable to restore order, that the Coalition decided, perhaps on the orders of Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld, to take a more active role. Garner had been replaced by Paul Bremer on 15 May, the four-hundred-thousand-strong Iraqi army was disbanded, and some forty thousand Baath officials were sacked. The next day, the Coalition Provisional Authority was formed. Sometime later, a decision was made to place Coalition governorate coordinators in each province. The Governor of Maysan, who was a cousin of Saddam and a senior general, had run away. Until another Coalition officer arrived or an Iraqi governor was appointed, I was to be his replacement, exercising, as a representative of the US administrator in Baghdad, all executive, legislative, and judicial authority in the province.


    The Foreign Office said that I had been given the job because of my experience working in other post-conflict environments, because I spoke some Farsi and could, therefore, speak to Iranian refugees, and because the five hundred village houses in which I had stayed during my walk through Asia gave me an insight into rural Islamic culture. Someone joked about the fact that my grandfather had moved to India in the late nineteenth century and my father had been a civil servant in British Malaya and worked in Asia for fifty years.


    I spoke little Arabic, and had never managed a shattered, unstable, and undeveloped province of eight hundred and fifty thousand people. I suspected that I was really given the job because most people in the Foreign Office were tied up in jobs already, and those with families were reluctant to go to Iraq, whereas I was keen and available.


    I was a Scot, born in Hong Kong and brought up in Malaysia. I had been briefly an infantry officer before joining the Foreign Office and I had served in the embassies in Indonesia and in Yugoslavia. In 2000, I took twenty months off to cross Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, India, and Nepal. I had written about rural life in Afghanistan and had briefly worked on the reconstruction of Afghanistan after the invasion.


    Ten years in the Islamic world and in other places which had recently emerged from conflict had left me very suspicious of theories produced in seminars in Western capitals and of foreigners in a hurry. The best kind of international development seemed to be done by people who directly absorbed themselves in rural culture and politics, focused on traditional structures, and understood that change would always be very slow. I believed that politicians often misled others and themselves when they started wars and that there were dubious reasons for our invasions of Bosnia, Kosovo, and Afghanistan. But, because I had lived in police states, I felt I could sense how much Iraqis wanted to be rid of Saddam and how difficult it was to depose him.


    Our mission was to create a democratic Iraq at peace with itself and with its neighbours  or in the jargon popular in Baghdad, a multi-ethnic, decentralized, prosperous state, based on human rights, a just constitution, a vibrant civil society and the rule of law. This language seemed over-ambitious but I thought we could still help to create a better society, the kind of society that many Iraqis wanted. I hoped to apply what I had learned in Afghanistan, to spend as much time as possible in rural areas and to work with moderate leaders. I thought there was a real limit to what I, as a foreigner, would be able to achieve, and that Iraqi society would remain for some time chaotic, corrupt, and confusing. But I didnt think it would be too difficult to outperform Saddam.


    
      
    


    Waking Up Dead


    
      
        
          It has always been no less dangerous to discover new methods and institutions than to explore unknown oceans and lands since men are quicker to criticize than praise the deeds of others.


          Machiavelli, Discourses, Introduction

        

      

    


    SUNDAY, 28 SEPTEMBER 2003


    At the end of September, I flew to take up my post in Maysan on a Tri-Star chartered by the military, because passenger airliners were not yet prepared to land there. All the seats had been turned around, because the Royal Air Force had determined that, in a crash landing, wed be safer if we sat facing the rear of the plane. In the terminal I met a Special Forces soldier with whom I had worked in the Balkans, but he had forgotten his passport and was not allowed to board, so the only person I knew was Mark Etherington, who was to be the Coalition Governorate Coordinator of Kut, a city upstream from Maysan. We had met on the same pre-deployment course run by the army in Britain, where we had been issued with body armour, helmets, and skimpy green towels; medically examined; and watched as we crawled, prodding every inch of the soil, through improvised minefields. On day three, a large warrant officer had given us some ideas on how to behave when taken hostage by Islamist extremists. He recommended attempting some conversation with ones captors  You know, How are the negotiations, guys? or Can I have some water?  but cautioned against angering them or drawing attention to oneself. Since you will be taken hostage by Arabs it is likely that they will male-rape you. Remember that in seventy-five per cent of cases when you are male-raped, you will get an erection or ejaculate. Do not worry about that, he said, enjoying the shock of the civilian audience and adding in his best drill-sergeant voice, it does not mean that you are gay.


    The plane came down fast into Basra, with the wing-tip lights switched off because an insurgent had just shot a DHL plane with a surface-to-air missile. In the darkness I felt the accelerating smoothness of the long dive, suddenly brought up sharp, and then the kick of the runway between the wheels. We emerged into what had recently been a civilian airport but the immigration and customs desks were now unmanned. We lined up with soldiers and were given a PowerPoint presentation explaining that giving sweets to Iraqi children would encourage them to chase cars and be run over, and warning us of heat exhaustion. One man, last week, who went to sleep in his cot having not paid attention during this briefing woke up dead. It was two thirty in the morning.


    It was five thirty before I was assigned to a bunkroom down the corridor from the generals headquarters, which occupied what had been the duty-free lounge and cafeteria. Soldiers came in and out of the room, turning the lights on and off, and three hours later I was woken by a man who told me to get dressed immediately because I was late for a meeting in Basra. I rushed out into the bright sun, where there were two armoured Land Cruisers, each of them with two men in the front of each vehicle, armed with automatic rifles and Glock pistols. I was placed in the rear of the front vehicle. Two armoured vehicles and a bodyguard team of four were now the minimum requirement for moving a civilian safely from the airport. The vehicles cost about $170,000 apiece, and the men were paid about $500 a day.


    This time there would be no sightseeing. The air-conditioning in the vehicle was cold and loud, and there was static from the radio. I could smell nothing and hear almost nothing outside, and the dark armoured glass, an inch thick, distorted the view. As we came into the outskirts of Basra I could make out people on the street, but it was impossible to guess their mood.


    The leader of the close-protection team in the passenger seat, a thickset Scot in his late fifties who introduced himself as Willy, began to swear at the second car through his various radios. Block, block, block, Jesus Christ, you look at this guy. Turn here. We swerved up a side street and the heavy vehicle behind lurched after us. We were stuck behind a donkey cart. We sat there for about five seconds while Willy glanced at his map and looked quickly around him. Right. Get over the other side of the road. The driver attempted to cross the central reservation but couldnt manage it. Back. Back. Try again. Go. This time at a more acute angle, with a grind and a spurt of exhaust, until we had bumped back down and were driving against traffic. People shouted and hit their horns and then swerved out of our way. We passed the donkey cart . OK. Back across. We lurched over again and turned, but the rear vehicle, which was supposed to come around our left flank to block traffic for us, didnt make it. Can he not see? Get in front of him. Put your foot down. Cut him off. Jesus, your fucking vehicle weighs two tons, you didnt need to be worried about some fucker on his motorbike. Block, block, block. One oclock, car coming fast. Hes past.


    Then we were through the difficult patch and Willy relapsed into silence.


    Have you done this kind of work recently? I asked.


    No.


    And how long have you been in Iraq?


    Six weeks.


    Do the Iraqis seem happy here in Basra?


    Cant say Ive really had much contact with the local people.


    Is the electricity working?


    Cant say I know the answer to that.


    To me, Willy seemed to confirm the theory put about in Baghdad, that the bodyguard teams were under-trained and overpaid. As it turned out, I was wrong, at least about Willy. He had done twenty-two years in the military, had been a legendary instructor on one of the British Armys toughest courses, the sergeants course in Brecon, and had the respect of everyone who had ever worked with him. He was very sharp and had learned a great deal about Iraq. But he wasnt going to share it with me, an unknown civilian.


    The headquarters in Basra was the old Electricity Department, protected now by high blast walls and a winding approach designed to frustrate truck bombs, and guarded by Gurkhas. I piled out into the dusty courtyard and walked in. After knocking on three doors, I discovered that the admin officer had brought me down because hed been told to find me a bed for the night. I wasnt sure why he had waited six hours after my plane landed to send someone to pick me up, especially when I had a meeting back at the airport at two. He, however, was the angry one. I told them to give me seventy-two hours notice before they sent someone in. Do you know how lucky you are that I have found you a bed here?


    I explained that I had a bed at the airport and needed to be back there by two. Impossible, he said. All the transport was booked up. Id have to stay until tomorrow. Finally it was sorted out, and an hour later, I repeated the long, expensive drive back to the airport.


    There I met Major Melotte, a tall, sandy-haired officer in the Irish Guards who had been running the province before my arrival. Welcome, Mufti of Maysan, he said. He seemed very relaxed. We were in the airport lounge, which was now the Divisional Headquarters: there were hundreds of soldiers and I was one of the only civilians. Men in camouflage uniforms sat behind desks marked SO2G3 or SO2 Legal. The general could be seen writing at his desk through the long window of what must once have been a souvenir shop. A Japanese diplomat passed, setting off down the corridor with a towel round his waist. I hoped he would find his shower.


    Major Melotte was planning to take some leave and cross the Empty Quarter, the uninhabited desert of Saudi Arabia. He was carrying the diaries of his great-grandfather, who had been in Maysan in 1916. He gave me a PowerPoint presentation, with a lengthy description of each slide:


    Maysan liberated itself before the Coalition arrived. Local militia groups took it from the Baath . . . We have currently got seventy-two border guards to cover a two-hundred-mile-long Iranian border. We should have four hundred and forty-four. We have appointed a Supervisory Committee of local leaders. He showed me photographs of twenty Iraqi men. There was a fat man in a safari suit, who had been an antiSaddam guerrilla commander, and three clerics in long robes and large turbans, who had spent much of the last twenty years in Iran. One was pushing for a petrol-station franchise, another wanted treatment for impotence. It was not clear how the local leaders had been selected. Each had been made, for the photograph, to hold a placard bearing his name in front of his chest. This made them look like convicts.


    Amara, with a population of about four hundred thousand, was the largest town in Maysan. The population were almost all Shia Muslims. For the first month after the fall of Saddam there had been no Coalition control in the province, but there were currently more than a thousand British troops; they were due to be replaced by another battle group in a months time. Alternative town councils had sprung up, which would cause problems unless we dealt with them. Major Melotte seemed to have enjoyed his job.


    He brought up a slide with the word Agricultural highlighted in yellow. It is basically an agricultural province. Our water situation is ruined by the lack of electricity to power the pumps. Sewage: sewage is at about sixty per cent.


    Did he mean it reached 60 per cent of the population? That it worked 60 per cent of the time? But before I could ask, Major Melotte thrust onwards. Schools, he continued, bringing up the next screen, were destroyed in the looting orgy after the liberation. We have given five hundred dollars to every school. There is a shortage of milk, sugar, and rice, which you must address. Communications costs us between thirty and fifty thousand dollars a month.


    And so it went on, for two hours, until he flashed up a photograph he had taken of dusk on the Tigris. A crescent of aubergine light curved up from the black bank. A Marsh Arab stood in a canoe, reaching for a net. Against this sentimental backdrop, Major Melotte began to describe conversations with local officials. In each anecdote he was energetic, purposeful and self-confident.


    I told the Supervisory Committee they were not to meet till I got back . . . I sat down all the ministry directors, ignored the Finance briefing and just said, Right, what do you want  what do you want? His hand chopped the air as he mimed it out. Squared away  OK  these are the allocations . . . Why dont you do something for yourselves? Why are you expecting me to fix everything? He smiled. Then there is the Prince of the Marshes . . .


    
      
    


    Mordor


    
      
        
          As for reforming these institutions all at once, when everyone realizes that they are not good, let me say that this uselessness which is easily recognized is corrected only with great difficulty; for to do this, it is not enough to employ lawful means, for lawful methods are now useless: it is necessary to have recourse to extraordinary measures, such as violence and arms, and to become above all else prince of that city in order to be able to deal with it in ones own way.


          Machiavelli, Discourses, Book 1, Chapter 18

        

      

    


    The Prince of the Marshes. When I first arrived in Iraq, this was a famous name, even to the chino-wearing US Republican appointees, fresh from the West Wing and trapped sufficiently deep within the Green Zone not to have heard of the province from which he came. Provincial sheikhs tended to be elderly men who attended public meetings as a nervous proclamation of status and sat in silence, trussed in their formal robes and staring coldly at the new political class through gold-rimmed, tinted spectacles. Of the few young, active chiefs in public life, none had the looks of that more rugged Valentino, the tall leader of the province of Maysan: Abu Hatim; Karim, son of Mahood son of Hattab, of the Albu Muhammad.


    The Prince of the Marshes had been waging guerrilla war in Maysan against Saddam for seventeen years, and he was now prepared to fight for the Coalitions new Iraq. Little wonder then that he was immediately made a member of the new Governing Council in Baghdad. And when journalists said the new Iraqi government lacked political appeal and included Baathists, Islamists, criminals, and millionaires who had not been in Iraq for twenty years, they were reminded of the love and respect Iraqis felt for this rebellious, secular peasant leader who had never deserted his country. And whenever, over the Formica tabletops of the mess halls, administrators were tempted to curse all Iraqi politicians as corrupt, politically suspect, and feckless, someone would always raise the Prince of the Marshes.


    His cult flourished, I think, because of the doubt that was beginning to infect the occupation. The creed of the Prince of the Marshes gave some solace to officials who sensed support ebbing at home and who were beginning in their trailers at night to question whether they had the faith, the skills, or the resources to create a new Iraq, and whether Iraqis wanted them at all.


    The Prince of the Marshes, then: one of only twenty-five members of the new Governing Council, murderer of the murderer of his father, Islamic not Islamist, Iraqi not Iranian, a nationalist not a foreign agent. He was of the Albu Muhammad, the great marsh tribe of southern Iraq; for the sake of the Iraqi people and their battle for freedom he had deserted from Saddams army and trained with the Kurdish guerrillas in the north, and fought alongside them. He was captured and imprisoned at Abu Ghraib; he endured torture and was sentenced to death, but after six years he escaped and fled to the marshes, where he raised his own guerrilla force and led it against Saddam  and emerged, a month before the Coalition forces arrived, to liberate the people of the province of Maysan.


    The very title which we had given this man reflected our desperation. Some claimed Bremer was the first to dub him Prince of the Marshes. But it seemed curious that our Chief Administrator, with his MBA from Harvard Business School, would wish to conjure an image of a monarch of a deceptive blend of earth and water crossed by smuggling tracks and the flickering lights of will-o-the-wisps. And indeed, later, when the Princes fall began, Bremer denied that he had ever used the title. More probably it came from the pirated Kuwaiti DVDs of The Lord of the Rings that civilians and soldiers watched on laptops after mess-hall dinners: a sobriquet for an ally in our war against Mordor. The journalists embraced the creed, with even the worldly-wise Le Monde running the July headline Le Seigneur des marais, hros de la rsistance contre Saddam, aspire  la paix. But no one quite agreed whether he was in fact the King, the Prince or, like a breed of Australian frog, the Lord of the Marshes.


    In truth, of course, Iraq didnt have princes any more, and it hardly had marshes. The last princes were murdered on the kitchen steps of the palace in 1958 and disembowelled and mutilated in the streets, where the mob used the Regents intestines as necklaces. And the Marshes, since 1992, had been a thousand square miles of dry desert. The Prince was not even chief of his own tribe, the Albu Muhammad. This may have been why most Iraqis preferred to call this non-commissioned officer from the city Abu Hatim, father of Hatim. Though he did not have a son called Hatim either.
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