Excerpts from The Carpet Wars: From Kabul to Baghdad (2002)

By Christopher Kremmer

[Note: Kremmer, an Australian-born journalist, spent most of the 1990s traveling the ancient carpet trade routes of the Middle East and Central Asia.  His ten-year travel memoir gives some sense of this volatile part of the world in the decade leading up to terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001.]   

The first mosque I ever entered was in Alexandria [Egypt], set high above the Corniche overlooking the Mediterranean Sea.  It was a cool, calm place of refuge from the heat and bustle outside.  Giant carpets worn thin by generations of knees covered the vast stone floors.  Since that first pleasing brush with Islam, those positive impressions of a calm and simple piety without bells and whistles have remained with me.

Instead of ten commandments, Muslims have five, and not all of them are compulsory.  A good Muslim should believe in the god of Abraham, Moses and Jesus Christ, known in Islam as Allah; pray five times a day wherever is convenient; give alms to the poor; fast during the day throughout the holy month of Ramadan; and, if possible, undertake the hajj [i.e., pilgrimage of Mecca] at least once in his or her lifetime.  All other Islamic laws are the result of interpretation of the Koran and the sayings and acts of the Prophet Mohammed, which are known collectively as the Hadith, and these differ from place to place.  This combination of simplicity and flexibility . . .accounts for the rapid spread of Islam in the years immediately after the Prophet received his revelations in 610-613 AD.  The god of the Muslims is compassionate and merciful, and their Prophet inveighed against compulsion and extremism in matters of religion, although the Koran, like the Old and New Testaments, warns of hellfire for all who do not accept its message.  Yet because it sees Mohammed’s revelations as a refinement of earlier prophecy, it is ambivalent towards pre-existing religions of Zoroastrianism, Judiasm and Christianity, while completely intolerant of other faiths, such as Hinduism and Buddhism.  Its critique of Christianity centres on the question of the divinity of Jesus Christ, something Manichean Christians also doubted.

‘Those who say: “The Lord of Mercy has begotten a son”, preach a monstrous falsehood,’ says the Koran, which also rejects the Holy Spirit and Holy Trinity as contrary to the oneness of God, and disputes Jesus’s miracles.  Jews, Christians and Zoroastrians, for their part, see Mohammed as at best misguided, and at worst a charlatan.  Certainly, there has never been much willingness to consider the challenge that Islam—which literally means ‘submission’—poses to their faiths.

At the start of the twenty-first century, the breach between the monotheistic faiths is arguably greater than at any time since Pope Urban II declared the First Crusade at Clermont Cathedral in 1095.  The decline of the Ottoman Empire and Western colonisation of countries with large Muslim populations gave birth to modern pan-Islamic nationalism.  At the end of World War II, with decolonisation in full swing, the creation of the state of Israel and its forcible occupation of Palestinian territories in 1948 gave renewed impetus to violent Islamic reaction.  The Cold War exacerbated the problem, with the United States and Soviet Union vying for control of Middle Eastern governments, the 1953 U.S.-instigated Iran coup and 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan being the prime examples.

In Afghanistan, as the West sided with Islamists against communists, it found itself allied to various groups and individuals whose long-term goal was the elimination of all Western influence in the region.  Among them was a willowy Arab veteran of the Afghan wars, Osama bin Laden.

Born in 1957 in Saudi Arabia, bin Laden was the seventeenth of some fifty children sired by a Yemeni construction magnate whose firm had renovated the holy sites at Mecca and Medina.  With his inherited fortune, the young bin Laden had sponsored some fifteen thousand Arab volunteers who took part in the Afghan jihad.  For most of the 1980s he had led his ‘Afghans’ in daring attacks on the Soviet occupying forces.  Near the eastern Afghan city of Khost he had helped build a fortified complex of tunnels, armouries, training facilities and hospitals for the rebels, funded by the CIA.  But bin Laden fell out with Washington during the Gulf War, when US forces were deployed in Saudi Arabia to defend the kingdom against the threat of Iraqi attack.  Bin Laden believed that like the segregated species in an Islamic garden, Christians and Muslims should not mix.  ‘In our religion, it is not permissible for any non-Muslim to stay in our country,’ he once said.  He also considered the presence of US forces to be an act of desecration of the land of Mecca and Medina.  Launching his own personal holy war, his money and experience would henceforth be devoted to attacking American interests wherever they were vulnerable.  

Having based himself in Sudan for several years, bin Laden was hounded out by pressure from Western governments and moderate Arab regimes, and in May 1996 was forced to take refuge in southern Afghanistan.  It was the time when the Taliban were gathering force, and soon he was pitching in with money and advice to help the cause of his Sunni fundamentalist brothers.  His backing had a direct personal motive as well: with the Saudi government withdrawing his citizenship and the Americans putting a bounty of $5 million on his head, he desperately needed the refuge a like-minded Muslim government could offer.  While keeping his hosts happy, the millionaire militant set about cultivating an international cadre of like-minded Muslims, inspiring them with hatred towards non-Muslims, and encouraging violent acts against them.  Several thousand Egyptians, Chechens, Sudanese, Bangladeshis, Uzbeks, Filipinos, Pakistanis, Algerians and Kashmiris joined the ranks of his organisation, Al-Qa’ida (The Military Base), and began training at some of the facilities he had built in the hills around Khost, Jalabad and elsewhere.  Afghanistan, bin Laden said, was ‘a land in which I can breathe a pure, free air to perform my duty in enjoining what is right and forbidding what is wrong’.  Living there for one day, he said, was ‘like a thousand days of praying in an ordinary mosque’.

Even before moving to Afghanistan, the Americans believed, bin Laden had instigated deadly attacks on American troops in Saudi Arabia and Somalia.  More worryingly, he was also suspected of making efforts to obtain chemical, biological and nuclear weapons, and was alleged to control as many as five thousand Muslim militants in fifty countries.  Implicated in the bombings of the two US embassies in Africa in 1998, bin Laden was described by President Bill Clinton as the ‘pre-eminent organiser and financier of international terrorism’. [114-117]

1) What argument is the author making regarding the historical origins of Al-Qa’ida and the terrorist actions of Osama bin Laden?  Explain.

2) Could Kremmer do his job as a journalist without historical knowledge?  Explain.

During World War I, British troops fighting the Turks occupied the city [of Baghdad], then still part of the Ottoman Empire.  The British campaign, starring T. E. Lawrence, better known as ‘Lawrence of Arabia’, was partly aimed at protecting the investments of British companies in the recently discovered oil fields.  The British declared Iraq a protectorate and installed the Hashemite Bedouin sharifs of Mecca and Medina as the new rulers.  The new king of Iraq, Faisal I, had been driven out of Syria by the French but was now given the throne in Baghdad, while the British also picked up his brother Abdullah, who they made Emir of Transjordan.  Hashemite rule over Iraq would last less than fifty years, but the basic character of Western involvement in the region—the use of force to determine who rules, based on oil interests—endures to this day.

Oil money and thousands of guest workers from the Muslim world built the grand highway along which Karim and I sped that night [December, 1998].  It was a pristine multi-lane divided road, marred only by occasional skidmarks and buckled guard rails where drivers had nodded off into eternity . . . 

We still had about a hundred kilometres to go to Baghdad, but Karim decided—Insh’allah [God willing]—to go for it.  Blasting over the broad, reed-fringed reach of the Euphrates, we hurtled across the bridge—rebuilt since the Gulf War and mercifully unscathed by the current hostilities [i.e., Operation Desert Fox]—and sped across a pancake-flat plain towards the capital.  As we approached the outskirts, the Baghdad skyline loomed on the horizon and billboard-size images of the most famous moustache since Joseph Stalin’s began crowding the roadside.  There was Sheikh Saddam in Arab headgear, Soldier Saddam in general’s uniform, Suave Saddam grinning cheesily in a business suit, Jazzy Saddam in a white suit, and Saint Saddam kissing the open pages of the Koran.  This multi-skilled leader was variously mounted on a stallion, thoughtful at his desk, and stepping into the cockpit of a jet fighter in goggles and leathers.  Sweating every kilometre, my anxieties began to colour these ubiquitous images.  Was he smiling or gritting his teeth?  Was he raising his hand to silence applause, or requesting permission to go to the bathroom?  One huge portrait had him gazing into a small coffee cup, the man of destiny analysing the dregs for his fortune . . .  The billboards suggested the Iraqi leader was omnipresent and omniscient, but I feared the overall effect was to portray him as a chameleon-like master of disguises, a man of a million faces.  Which one was the real Saddam Hussein? [198-201]

For most of the 1990s Iraq had been providing America with target practice, and the world with an object lesson in what Samuel P. Huntington called the West’s ‘superiority in applying organised violence’ . . .  Since the hi-tech Gulf War—when somebody had the bright idea of fitting bombs with television cameras—we have been fixated by images of Iraq’s destruction.  We had front-row seats at the Pentagon briefings, and were there in the cockpit with our modern-day knights on their winged chargers.  And like them, the unequal battle made us all a bit less human, capable of experiencing the adrenaline rush of killing, without fear or feeling.

By 1990 Saddam Hussein’s Iraq had a one million-strong army and had been the world’s biggest arms purchaser for five years running.  Concerned that low oil prices were limiting his ability to quickly rebuild Iraq after its debilitating eight-year war against Iran, Saddam accused neighboring Kuwait of conspiring with the West to keep prices low by overproduction.  Demanding that Kuwait immediately pay him $10 billion in compensation, he moved two hundred thousand Iraqi soldiers to the border and, when the money was not forthcoming, invaded and annexed Kuwait in August 1990.  After the failure of diplomatic efforts to reach a settlement, the UN set a six-week deadline for Iraq to withdraw, mobilising four hundred and twenty-five thousand troops from over thirty nations, including Arab Muslim countries, in the largest military operation since World War II.  But the Iraqi leader ignored the ultimatum, and on 17 January 1991 the bombing started . . .

With his goal of making Iraq a new Arab superpower within reach, Saddam toughed out the Allied air campaign, believing his opponents did not have the stomach for the casualties likely to be inflicted on them in a ground war.  The reward for defeat, he knew, was probably death at the hands of his own people.

As the leader of a nervous democracy [George] Bush was old enough to remember the fate of the last US president humiliated by a Middle Eastern nation—Jimmy Carter—and was prepared to take enormous risks to avoid it.  Despite the awesome firepower he had assembled, some of the weaponry, like Tomahawk cruise missiles and Stealth bombers, had never before been used in conflict.  Public opinion in the United States was sensitive, not only to the loss of US soldiers but also Iraqi civilian casualties.  Should Iraq SCUD missile attacks on Israel draw the Jewish state into the war, the allied coalition of nations would lose its Arab and Islamic members.

To defeat Iraq, Bush deployed three-quarters of his nation’s active tactical aircraft, almost half its modern battle tanks and aircraft carriers, and over one-third of its army personnel.  Yet the ground war, which began in February 1991, would last only one hundred hours.  Three-quarters of Iraq’s troops chose to surrender rather than fight.  They were shown kissing the hands of US Marines and begging for their lives.  American F-15 fighter planes chased Iraqi soldiers and civilians, killing and maiming hundreds of them on what became known as the ‘Highway of Death’.  In the triumphal aftermath President Bush declared the dawn of a ‘New World Order’.  But despite spending $61 billion, he had failed to remove Saddam. [202-204]

In 1959, a young man from a village called Awja, about one hundred and fifty kilometres north of Baghdad, rented a small flat in the Al-Shibli building just off Al-Rashid Street, and moved in with a group of friends.  At twenty, Saddam Hussein smouldered with indignation at the autocratic methods of Iraq’s then military ruler, General Abdul Karim Kassem, who had overthrown the British-installed monarchy the previous year.  In their flat, Saddam and his associates hatched a bold scheme to end Kassem’s tyranny.  Carefully observing the comings and goings on Al-Rashid, they timed the movements of the prime minister’s motorcade which regularly passed along the city’s main street.  On the appointed day they struck, unleashing a fusillade of bullets in a failed bid to assassinate Kassem.  The prime minister’s driver and an aide were killed, and one of the assassins was seriously injured.  With a bullet wound in one leg, Saddam limped back to the flat, where his co-conspirators regrouped and argued among themselves about what to do next.  The consensus—to stay in the apartment and lay low—seemed suicidal to Saddam, who claims to have swam the Tigris to escape, but more likely rode a donkey to Syria after obtaining treatment for his leg and changing into Bedouin dress.  His instinct for action and survival had passed its first major test . . .

Born into bitter poverty, Saddam had joined the socialist, pan-Arabist Ba’ath (Renewal) Party while still of school age, rising rapidly through its ranks due to his energy, organisational skills and violence.  A student of the law, he excelled in breaking it, and was known to fellow students as Abu Mussaddess (‘He of the Gun’).  One day he turned up for an exam armed with a pistol and accompanied by four bodyguards.  Of course, he passed.  When the Ba’athists seized power in a 1968 CIA-backed coup, he returned from exile as vice-president, and waited eleven years before confronting his own leader, General Ahmad Hassan al-Bakr, with his weapon of choice, a hand gun, and an ultimatum to stand aside, which al-Bakr promptly did [in 1979].  After that it was one war after another: with Iran, with the Kurdish minority and Shia majority, with Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and finally, with the world in Operation Desert Storm.  Not once did he achieve a decisive victory, but challenges to his leadership—and there were many—were deflected by the sophisticated and deadly police state he erected to preserve his own life and rule.  Protected by the use of at least eight men who were his double, he never slept two successive nights in the same bed and ensured that all his movements were secret and unpredictable.  The president wore a sidearm at all times and on one occasion he is said to have personally dragged a dissenting minister out of a Cabinet meeting and shot him dead.  Early on, the Ba’athists had accelerated the development of Iraq’s physical infrastructure, but the terror soon began to eat away at the fabric of society.  The violence and Orwellian cult of personality which surrounded the leader had so traumatised ordinary Iraqis that one poor man made the headlines by claiming to have seen Saddam’s face on the moon . . . [218-220] 

1) What argument is the author making regarding the current state of Iraq and the personality of its leader, Saddam Hussein?  Explain.

2) Does reading these excerpts help understand events in Iraq currently?  Be specific.

