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PREFACE 

Michael Cameron Dempsey served as Senior Governance Advisor, RTI International, posted in 

Najaf & Baghdad, Iraq, May 2008 to March 2009.  His resume summarizes the experience as 

follows: 

Participated in survey and analysis of Najaf housing market, including demand for new 

housing and identification of financial & legal barriers to homeownership. Developed an 

affordable housing strategy for Najaf municipal government. Performed baseline studies of 

current infrastructure and municipal services, including transport network and public 

health care facilities. Oversaw the rehabilitation of various infrastructure and public space 

projects in and around Najaf city. Trained local government officials in principles of urban 

planning and sustainable development. 

Serious work. While representing the U.S. in a warzone and aiding in these achievements on 

behalf of the American taxpayer, Michael wrote a periodical journal that he shared with friends 

and family via email. What follows are a number of those communiques. 

 

Note: these posts run from June 2008 until February 2009. His family is interested in obtaining 

any others that might exist. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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MIKE DEMPSEY’S IRAQ JOURNAL 

 

[The text of Michael’s initial email commencing his “journal”: 

 

From: Michael Dempsey <mdempsey@fallwater.net> 

Date: Tue, Jun 17, 2008 at 7:09 AM 

Subject: New job & contact info - Mike Dempsey 

To:  

 

Dear Family, Friends, and Other People In My Address Book, 

 

This email is to let you know that I recently started a new job.  Two weeks ago I moved to Iraq 

to work as an urban planner with the firm of RTI International.  In essence I'll be planning 

infrastructure projects and training members of the Iraqi provincial governments in urban 

planning techniques.  I should be here at least until the end of the year.  Right now I'm still in 

Baghdad finishing my orientation. 

 

Now to the fun stuff.  Want to get mail from Baghdad?  Email me with your address and I'll send 

you a postcard. 

 

Want to mail something to me?  We have an APO address here, so the postage is the same as 

sending a domestic letter or package: 

 

M. Dempsey 

RTI/USAID 

APO, AE 09348 

USA 

 

Want to call me, if for no other reason than to say you talked with someone in Iraq?  Just dial 

+964 790 110 9594. 

 

Want to know what I've been up to?  I was hoping to post stuff on my website from time to time, 

but the Department of Defense evidently frowns on that type of activity in Iraq.  However, I'm 

free to send updates by email, so just send me a quick reply and I'll put you on my mailing list.  

I'm not sure how consistent my internet access will be, but hopefully I shouldn't be loading down 

your inbox more than once every other week or so.  If you'd like to try before you buy, I've 

included a couple of musings from the last two weeks below.   

 

If you have any questions, I'd be more than happy to answer them.  Take care, and best wishes 

from Iraq! 

 

Regards, 

Mike Dempsey] 
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Wednesday 4 June: Off To Baghdad 

 

There is no dry cleaning in Iraq. 

 

For some reason that thought kept playing over and over in my mind on the flight to Baghdad.  

Several weeks ago, when I first received the orientation materials for my new job, I opened them 

to see that phrase displayed prominently on the very first page.  Of all the things that could be 

said about Iraq, I remember thinking, that one was rather odd.  And now, flying over the sands of 

the Arabian Desert, I couldn’t get it out of my head. 

 

Maybe it was because the trip here was substantially less eventful than I had anticipated.  After 

leaving the States and taking a couple of days’ hiatus in Germany to shake the jet lag, I 

continued on to Jordan and boarded a commercial flight to Baghdad.  As it turns out, military 

transport isn’t the only way in and out of Iraq these days.  Here I thought I’d be strapped down in 

a C-130, hanging on for dear life as it executed a spiral landing maneuver to avoid surface-to-air 

missiles over Baghdad.  Nope.  Just a humdrum hour-long flight over the featureless wastes of 

Anbar province; our slightly shabby Royal Jordanian A320 packed with an eclectic mix of Iraqi 

nationals, thick-necked security contractors, Chileans (don’t ask me why they were on board), 

and other individuals of dubious background and character, including yours truly.   

 

The flight went quickly, in terms of both time and speed: The moment the in-flight map showed 

us entering Iraqi airspace, the pilots hit the gas and we all rocked back in our seats - the less time 

spent airborne above Iraq, the better, I suppose.  I barely had time to polish off my in-flight meal 

and start nibbling from my sleeping neighbor’s tray before the flaps came out, the landing gear 

went down, and - bump - welcome to Baghdad. 

 

As we pulled up to the terminal, I wasn’t encouraged by the sight of the dusty hulks of several 

antiquated Iraqi Airways planes that, by all appearances, had last taken to the skies prior to the 

country’s war with Iran.  After that, however, the airport was a pleasant surprise.  I was bracing 

myself for a frenzied tumult of humanity packed into a broken shell of a building.  Instead, the 

terminal was rather orderly, functional (including the baggage carousels), and even clean.  

Admittedly, I suppose it helps that the airport handles maybe a half-dozen flights a day.  Still, 

I’ve seen far worse in the way of air travel facilities; the dungeon that is Paris’ Charles de Gaulle 

airport comes to mind. 

 

My new employer was kind enough to arrange a driver for me and the other new staffers with 

whom I arrived.  Well, drivers in the plural sense would be a more accurate description: 

Specifically, a convoy of armored SUVs packed with armed-to-the-teeth security guards culled 

from the former armed services of a dozen different countries.  They were surprisingly jovial as 

they wrapped us in helmets and kevlar vests and bundled us in.  “Just be sure not to lean you leg 

against the inside of the door, mate.” one of them cheerfully admonished me.  Why, I asked.  

“Because if we take a hit, it’ll shatter all the bones in your leg.  Kinetic energy transfer and all 

that fun stuff!”  Ah yes, that. 
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The drive itself was uneventful, inasmuch as a high-speed slalom down one of the deadliest 

roads in the world with sirens wailing can be considered uneventful.  There wasn’t really much 

to see on the road from the airport to downtown Baghdad: Dusty fields, beige soviet-style 

housing blocks, and occasional glimpses of landmarks like the colossal half-finished mosque that 

Saddam was working on before other concerns occupied his time.  And then we passed a 

checkpoint and crossed into the International Zone, and the view became an unbroken flow of 

concrete T-barriers and concertina wire.  After taking enough turns to disorient even the most 

experienced pathfinder, we pulled up to the company compound and disembarked.   

 

I was in the heart of Baghdad, and it wasn’t even 9:30 in the morning. 

 

The rest of the day passed in a blur.  The compound staff showed me to my trailer and I shed the 

two overstuffed duffel bags out of which I’ll be living for the next six months.  I got my 

orientation checklist and attended the first several of what will be a week’s worth of briefings 

and training sessions.  In between, I stepped outside several times to try and get my bearings as 

to where exactly in Baghdad I am - a vain effort, as the five-acre compound is ringed with 

twelve-foot concrete barriers.  When I asked the camp manager how close we are to the Tigris 

River, she pointed at one end of the compound.  “You see that wall there?  If you throw a rock 

hard enough over that, you could get it in the river.”  Huh. 

 

And now, sitting outside my trailer in the lingering heat of the evening, it’s still a bit difficult to 

believe I’m here.  I distinctly remember waiting in the car for my parents one wintry evening in 

January 1991, and then running inside to tell them that the man on the radio just said that 

American planes had bombed Baghdad.  In the years since, I’ve seen countless images from this 

city on TV, online, and in the papers.  I never thought I might one day wind up here.  And as of 

today, I’m a new resident.  Bizarre. 

 

Oh, one more thing I almost forgot to mention.  I saw only one advertisement during the entire 

drive from the airport: A hand-painted banner hung up in the middle of one of the International 

Zone’s roundabouts.  Its message?  “Try Rose’s Dry Cleaning - The Best in Baghdad!” 
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Saturday 7 June: Hurry Up & Wait 

 

I’ve been grounded.  At least, that’s how it feels.  I’ve spent the entirety of my first several days 

in Baghdad confined to the company compound, a condition that will most likely continue for 

some time.  Despite its politically-correct name, the International Zone (“IZ” for short) is 

effectively a military enclave, administered and patrolled by soldiers, and thus no one gets 

around without a special military-issued badge.  Despite having submitted a myriad of forms, 

background checks, and fingerprints long before I even left the States, I’ve been informed by the 

other staff here that it could take some time before the powers that be grant me such a badge.  As 

in, weeks. 

 

So until that happens, I’m stuck here at the compound but good.  Even wandering out the front 

gate for a walk or a bike ride around the IZ is a no-no: As our operations director points out, if 

the Military Police patrols find someone without a badge, they can throw him or her out of the IZ 

- into the Red Zone, the as-yet-unexpurgated name for the rest of Baghdad.  I’d like to see the 

city, but preferably not like that. 

 

Hence I’m in badge purgatory, my world having been telescoped down to a five-acre bubble of 

dirt, palm trees, concrete, and a bizarre smorgasbord of architecture ranging from tan-brick 

buildings with Arabic accents to trailers straight out of rural Georgia.  My day is split between 

the dining hall, the office annex where I have my orientation session, and the trailer where I 

shower and sleep.  In between I mostly wander around the compound, and then turn around and 

wander some more.  I’m starting to name the rocks. 

 

Actually, it’s not all that bad.  I’ve been able to catch up on a good amount of reading.  We have 

a satellite TV system with the BBC, CNN, a half-dozen decent movie channels, and six hundred 

other channels that suck (believe me, I spent an evening going through all of them).  Some of the 

orientation sessions are actually quite intriguing, like the briefing on the Sadr and Hakim 

families - basically the Iraqi Shi’ite versions of the Hatfields and McCoys, only they happen to 

run a good chunk of the parliament.  Another highlight of orientation is the convoy drills, in 

which our security guards simulate an attack on our SUVs.  Let’s just say it involves me being 

pulled from the vehicle, thrown to the ground, and sat on by a guy with an automatic rifle.  I 

admit, it’s made the orientations at my previous jobs look a bit dull by comparison. 

 

As for our compound itself, despite its humble appearance there’s evidently quite a colorful 

history here.  Prior to the 2003 invasion, this little scrap of earth housed the palace of no less a 

personality than Uday Hussein, the elder of Saddam’s depraved progeny.  Our recreation room - 

known by its new decor as the “Tiki Bar” - occupies the former house of Uday’s personal 

zookeeper, who looked after the junior tyrant’s pet lions.  Those were allegedly the same lions 

that Uday fed people to, from time to time.  How charming.   

 

The palace itself was razed to the ground after the invasion.  Today, its only remnant is the 

gigantic underground parking garage where Uday stored his considerable collection of Rolls-

Royces and Mercedes.  It’s anyone’s guess as to how many are still down there: The garage is 
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entirely flooded, and you can see the dank water through the air shafts that poke up from the 

ground.   

 

During one of my walks back and forth across the compound, I pause to look around.  The only 

visible clues to the grounds’ former occupant are the ornamental street lamps, some of which still 

function despite being battered and dusty.  Standing there, it strikes me as fitting that Uday’s 

palace, such a visible symbol of decadence and cruelty, has been casually swept off the face of 

the earth and replaced by a trailer park.   

 

Almost five years ago exactly I experienced a similar feeling while standing next to a different 

patch of ground: The former site of Hitler’s underground bunker in the heart of Berlin, where the 

Third Reich writhed out its death throes.  That place now hosts a parking lot.  Both moments 

bring to mind a work of Shelley, one of the few pieces of poetry I know: 

 

I met a traveller from an antique land 

Who said: Two vast and trunkless legs of stone 

Stand in the desert. Near them on the sand, 

Half sunk, a shatter'd visage lies, whose frown 

And wrinkled lip and sneer of cold command 

Tell that its sculptor well those passions read 

Which yet survive, stamp'd on these lifeless things, 

The hand that mock'd them and the heart that fed. 

And on the pedestal these words appear: 

"My name is Ozymandias, king of kings: 

Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!" 

Nothing beside remains: round the decay 

Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare, 

The lone and level sands stretch far away. 

 

By the way, if you want to see where I am, as best I can determine it’s somewhere around here 

(follow the link and then click on the “Satellite” button): 

http://maps.google.com/maps?ll=33.29905,44.407318&spn=0.004717,0.012982&z=17 
 

 

 

https://protect-eu.mimecast.com/s/akm4BcKKZeYhL
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Monday 9 June: The Dust Among Us 

 

I’ve been in Baghdad for five full days now.  Three and a half of them have been covered in dust. 

 

Prior to arriving in Iraq, I’d seen pictures of the country’s dust storms: Spectacular billowing 

clouds of sand blowing in from the desert, blotting out the sun and turning the sky an alien 

orange.  I assumed such events were relatively rare and limited to places on the edge of the 

desert.  As it turns out, in Baghdad at least, the dust storms aren’t quite so apocalyptic, but 

they’re frequent to the point of being commonplace, sort of like partly cloudy days back home.  

Other staff on the compound have mentioned that it’s been getting worse this year, as the areas 

around Baghdad are suffering from increased deforestation. 

 

The dust started coming in Friday afternoon.  At first it was almost imperceptible, just a light 

haze in the sky.  When I woke up Saturday morning and stepped outside my trailer, it was like 

walking into soup.  I’ve really never seen anything like it before.  The dust is pervasive: Within 

seconds of being outside, you can feel it in your nostrils and taste the fine layer of grit on your 

lips.  It turns the sun into a 45-watt lightbulb, making the entire day seem like dusk.  Even so, 

you still have to wear your sunglasses when you step out, just to keep the all-penetrating sand out 

of your eyes.   

 

After a full day under the cloud, the world becomes shades of brownish-gray.  Every outdoor 

surface is covered in a thin layer of accumulated grime.  Even retreating into my trailer isn’t 

much of an escape, as the filter on my air conditioner seems to catch about half the sand at most.  

At night, the moon is nothing more than a dull gray blob - even now, when it’s almost full, 

there’s no nocturnal illumination to speak of other than the orange glare of the sodium lamps 

around the compound. 

 

The dust has another effect: Nothing flies in it; or at least, nothing is allowed to.  Thus our 

compound is granted a reprieve from the normally steady stream of helicopters thundering 

overhead on their way to one of the IZ’s landing zones.  Still, I’d gladly take the midnight 

wakeup calls of the helicopters if it meant being able to stand outside for more than five minutes 

without getting a headache from sand on the brain.  Hopefully this lets up soon. 
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Wednesday 11 June: Touring the IZ 

 

After almost four full days of its smothering embrace, the dust finally let up during the night.  

Stepping outside this morning and taking in a lungful of 110-degree air never felt so good.  I 

welcomed the change in weather for another reason as well: It meant that I could finally go on a 

driving tour of the IZ with the compound’s operations director, now that we could actually see 

something.  Evidently he does this for all the new staff, to help them get their bearings for when 

they eventually get to go out on their own.  Oh, and since he has a badge, we won’t get thrown 

out of the IZ. 

 

Much as I was looking forward to actually seeing what’s around here, I was more relieved just to 

be getting off the compound, even if only for a half-hour.  After having been cooped up nonstop 

since arriving, I was beginning to feel (and probably look) like the folks in this video: 

http://youtube.com/watch?v=wKhtO8k0ILg.  A nice little drive was just what the doctor ordered. 

 

And what a drive it turns out to be.  I feel like I’ve stepped out into a scene from another planet.  

It is no exaggeration to say that the IZ is, by an exponential degree, the strangest place I have 

ever seen.   

 

For starters, everything - and I mean everything - is ensconced behind towering T-barriers and 

other fortifications, turning the roads into an oversized concrete rat maze.  If my guide weren’t 

pointing out places of interest, I’d have no clue what was behind any of the featureless walls.  

Traffic is evenly divided between older cars driven by Iraqis, SUVs of all shapes and sizes 

piloted by contractors, and the odd lumbering lorry.  The concept of driving in a lane is 

nonexistent; roundabouts are free-for-alls.  If there are traffic regulations in effect, I can’t figure 

them out, except that when the armored private-security SUVs come careening along with sirens 

wailing, everyone gets out of the way - and when the convoys of military Humvees come rolling 

through, everyone really gets out of the way. 

 

If you didn’t know better, you’d think Latinos were the IZ’s largest population - almost every 

checkpoint and compound entrance seems to be manned by Latin Americans wearing beige 

camos and toting M4s.  The operations director explains that the many of the private security 

companies hired by the contracting firms ensconced in the IZ have started drawing their guards 

from the ranks of former members of various Central and South American militaries...mainly 

because they work cheap.  Well, at least that explains the presence of those Chileans on the plane 

when I flew in. 

 

The IZ’s sights - at least, the ones you can see from the road - are few but impressive.  There’s 

the giant clamshell Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, and next to it the mammoth expanse of the 

Parade Ground with its infamous Brobdingnagian crossed swords at either end.  My guide points 

out where the Iraqis have started to dismantle one of the giant copper fists (reputedly modeled on 

Saddam’s own) at the base of the swords, before someone suggested to them that they might not 

want to destroy one of Baghdad’s most noteworthy monuments, whatever its origins. 

 

https://protect-eu.mimecast.com/s/2eOrBTnna38I3
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A bit further down the road is the 14th of July Bridge that spans the Tigris, named after the day 

in 1958 when a military coup seized power and murdered the Iraqi royal family...a pleasant event 

to commemorate.  Continuing past the bridge along the bank of the Tigris, we come upon the 

huge manmade reservoir that Saddam built as a private water-skiing pond for his deviant sons.  

And right behind it, on one of Baghdad’s prime pieces of waterfront real estate, sits the most 

recent addition to the city’s skyline: the new American Embassy. 

 

Words can scarcely convey its hideousness.  The design looks like it was crimped straight from 

the blueprints for a minimum-security penitentiary, right down to the guard-tower-studded wall 

enclosing the perimeter of the immense compound.  One wonders: Is that to keep the natives out, 

or the diplomats in?  The facades of the dozen or so buildings are bereft of any architecturally 

redeeming features or decorations - I’ve seen strip malls with more aesthetic appeal.  It appears 

the architects turned to their pack of Crayolas and selected “Atomic Tangerine” as the basis for 

the compound’s color scheme, although I’m also reminded of a plate of macaroni & cheese after 

it’s sat for a couple of days in the refrigerator.  Why the riverfront setting was necessary is 

anybody’s guess, as it looks like most of the compound’s staff will barely be able to see the 

Tigris, let alone go walking along it or anything. 

 

Yes, I admit that the architectural snob in me revels in savage criticism.  But even setting that 

aside, the embassy’s design is appalling - all the more so because, when it finally opens, it will 

be by far the largest diplomatic mission in the world.  I have to ask: Is this truly the image of 

America we want to present to the world?  A tasteless, foreboding fortress?  Well, evidently 

that’s what half a billion dollars will buy you. 

 

Back in the heart of the IZ, we drive past some of the former regime’s own monumental edifices, 

many of them - like the Ministry of Defense and the Ba’ath Party Headquarters - sporting 

generous bomb-inflicted skylights.  As we continue driving, I become more and more aware of 

just how nasty everything is here.  The streets are lined with trash.  The ubiquitous T-barriers are 

stacked together sloppily, their featureless concrete faces devoid of cheer.  Any eye contact with 

pedestrians or other drivers is met with looks of suspicion.  The buildings, at least the few that 

are visible, are pockmarked and drab.  Almost any wrong turn puts you face to face with bristling 

checkpoints whose guards rest their hands on their weapons.  Everything - cars, buildings, 

streets, people - is coated in a thin layer of dust and grime.   

 

By the time we return to the compound, I’m thankful for the chance to have gone out and seen 

the sights, but I’ve also come to a rather sobering conclusion: The International Zone may very 

well be the ugliest place on earth.  

 

But hopefully I shouldn’t be here too long: Once I get my clearance and my badge, I’m supposed 

to head up to the Kurdish region in the north of the country, where I’ll actually be working.  I 

hear it’s beautiful, with breathtaking mountains, a delightfully pleasant climate, and great food. 
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In the meantime, here in sunny Baghdad, it looks like the dust is drifting back 

in.
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[From: Michael Dempsey <mdempsey@fallwater.net> 

Date: Tue, Jul 1, 2008 at 1:07 PM 

Subject: Hello again from Iraq 

To: mdempsey@fallwater.net 

 

Hello everyone.  Well, my apologies for already falling a bit behind in sending out some more 

updates and anecdotes.  So with no further ado...] 

 

 

Wednesday 18 June: When all else fails, complain about the food 

 

I have a confession to make: I’m a hummus junkie.  I can’t get enough of the stuff.  One of my 

fondest memories of living in Berlin several years ago was stumbling on a hole-in-the-wall 

Lebanese restaurant a mere week after I moved to the city.  For a five-euro pittance, the cooks 

would serve up a gut-busting platter of the most delicious hummus, falafel, and pita bread north 

of the Levant.  I made a nearly weekly pilgrimage to the humble eatery throughout my time in 

Germany.  Back in the States, my mashed-chickpea addiction was fed by the restaurants of the 

La Shish franchise - truly one of Michigan’s hidden treasures.  When the chain closed earlier this 

year, its owner having gone on an extended foreign holiday after developing a slight difference 

of opinion with the IRS, I felt the Governor should have declared a state of emergency. 

All of which is to say that when the opportunity to work in Iraq came along, I salivated at the 

thought of a constant stream of Middle Eastern cuisine crossing my plate.  I won’t say that it was 

the main factor in my decision to come here, but it certainly was significant - second only 

perhaps to the prospect of getting a tan. 

Which makes the reality of the food here all that much more of a tragedy.  Being stuck firmly in 

Badge Purgatory and thus confined to the compound, I have had one option and one option only 

for the past two weeks’ worth of meals: The Blue Star, our compound’s “restaurant” (read: 

canteen).  On the day I arrived, my first clue that this fine dining establishment might not be 

featured in the Michelin Guide came when one of the compound’s longtime residents 

commented that he had begun referring to it affectionately as the “Death Star.”  A knot formed in 

my stomach as I realized I had forgotten to pack any Pepto. 

It turns out that the Blue Star’s pejorative nickname is undeserved, as its food has yet to result in 

any confirmed fatalities.  That’s not to say that they aren’t trying.  Three times a day our 

woebegone refectory serves up stomach sadism in all sorts of creative forms.  Most of the dishes 

aren’t Middle Eastern at all - indeed, I don’t know if any region of the world would stoop to 

claiming them.  Soggy salads, wilted fruits and veggies, and Fried Surprise (my personal 

favorite) all feature regularly on the buffet.  The staff are too wise or too confused to put labels 

on the dishes.  The frustrating thing is, when they do serve regional foods, it’s usually really 

good: Maybe once or twice a week we get hummus, tabbouleh, or schwarma, and it’s like 
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throwing a life preserver to a drowning man.  Why the chefs - comprised entirely of Iraqis and a 

kind but hapless Bangladeshi manager - don’t do this more often is beyond me.  Then again, 

they’re not the ones that have to eat there. 

In light of the Blue Star’s less-than-exemplary standards of hygiene, the periodic waves of 

gastrointestinal distress that sweep through the camp surprise nobody.  And when it hits, it hits 

hard: During one spell the first week I was here, something like a third of the expatriates on the 

compound were afflicted, myself included.  Even the Bangladeshi manager came down with it - 

small consolation for the rest of us.  Thankfully, that episode was the only one I’ve had so far, 

having learned my lesson that it’s a bad idea to have the potato salad with lunch when baked 

potatoes were served the night before...purely a coincidence, I’m sure.  Watching the sufferings 

of my colleagues, however, has given me the idea for a new track & field event: The 100-meter 

cheeks-together dash.   

Many of the long-term staff have gotten so fed up with the Blue Star (pun intended) that they 

shun it entirely, instead going to one of the military dining facilities scattered through the 

International Zone.  That’s right, military chow is a step up from what we eat.  Actually, by all 

accounts Uncle Sam feeds his soldiers well, and the non-quarantined staff regale me with stories 

of the salad bars, fresh fruits, T-bone steaks, and delectable desserts to be had at the DFACs, as 

they’re commonly called.  Still badgeless, I can only dream.  Some of my colleagues have taken 

pity and occasionally smuggled things out of the DFAC for me.  One day I got half a dozen 

cartons of soymilk, which might as well have been filled with liquid gold.  During the week 

thereafter, breakfast was bearable again. 

Come to think of it, maybe the DFAC is a good analogy for the meaning of faith.  Even though 

I’ve never seen it, I believe the DFAC exists.  Sometimes it even sends me good things, as a 

reminder that it’s out there, somewhere.  For reasons beyond my control, I can’t enter into the 

DFAC’s presence at the current time.  But one day I hope to cross over and see its promised land 

with my own eyes. 

Until then, somebody please mail me some Tums. 
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Friday 20 June: Camptastic 

Several days ago a discussion was held as to which movie most closely resembles life on our 

compound.  A unanimous consensus was quickly reached: Groundhog Day. 

It’s strange for me to step back and realize how accustomed I’ve become to the idea that the 

world is a five-acre cocoon in which every day is pretty much the same as the one before.  

Occasionally I remember that, oh yes, I did actually come here to do a job and not just go 

through the motions of the zombielike routine that my life has become. 

My working days (that term being very relative) start with the 8:30 all-hands staff meeting, 

which typically features at least three or four mid-sentence pauses in the conversation as a flight 

of Blackhawks thunders past overhead and we all stare blankly at one another.  After the meeting 

I mosey down to one of the administrative support offices, where my sole duty for the duration 

of my time here at headquarters is to sit at the spare desk and make sure it doesn’t wander off.  I 

admit, my stay in said office has not offered many reassurances about the way things work 

among the project’s support staff.  In the week I’ve been sitting there, one of the five-person staff 

has been reassigned, two others have gone on vacation in rapid succession, and another has 

spontaneously declared she is now in her own department and will henceforth be relocating. 

Leaving me alone for days on end with Captain Cynicism.  His area of expertise seems to be 

making frequent, loud, and strikingly profane evaluations of the competence of the other staff, 

our computer systems, the ability of Iraqis to govern themselves, the food at the Blue Star (about 

which I’m inclined to agree with him), and pretty much any other topic that crosses his mind.  

It’s taken me a couple of days, but I’ve gotten used to his charming idiosyncrasies, which include 

(a) getting up and pacing around the room whenever he’s talking about something that agitates 

him, which is everything; (b) uttering a war cry and grabbing a can of insect spray to fumigate 

extensively whenever he sees a mosquito; and (c) repeating to himself the creative and mostly 

unprintable nicknames he has devised for many of the other staffers.  I have not, however, 

become accustomed to his habit of using the office VOIP phone to call up and verbally abuse his 

25-year-old Filipino girlfriend at least twice a day.  I once asked him if that was how all his 

conversations with her went, to which he just chuckled. 

After a good day’s worth of that environment, I head over to the Tiki Bar for an afternoon 

workout.  I’ve probably been more consistent about exercise here than any other time in my life, 

which is pretty easy when there’s nothing else to do.  In the evening, after the day’s last round of 

stomach rugby at the Blue Star, I either head back to the trailer for some reading, or wander over 

to the bungalows to see if any of the headquarters staff are up to something social.  The 

European soccer championship has started, providing us with entertainment every other night.  

There have also been a couple of poker nights at the Tiki Bar since I’ve been here, during which 

I’ve managed to limit the damage to my wallet to the mid-double-digits.  I can’t say the same 
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about the secondhand effect on my lungs: The poker nights feature such a steady stream of cigars 

that we could probably smoke fish just by hanging them from the ceiling of the Tiki Bar. 

As for other aspects of life here at the Baghdad version of summer camp, well, there’s certainly 

the heat...which, surprisingly enough, hasn’t been as bad as I expected.  Don’t get me wrong: It’s 

darn hot, and I don’t think there’s been a day yet when we haven’t hit 110.  But Iraq definitely 

puts the dry in dry heat, so stepping outside for fifteen minutes now and then isn’t all that 

uncomfortable.  Indeed, sometimes it’s a welcome escape from sitting in the jet stream of the 

ubiquitous indoor air conditioners, whose settings range from “Meat Locker” to “Night on 

Pluto”.  The other primary feature of the air conditioners is their propensity to blow in dust from 

outside: If you didn’t know any better, you could mistake the accumulated dust on our desks for 

a thin cover of frost.  When we’re not choking our way through a sandstorm, though, the sky is 

uniformly clear.  I literally have not seen a single cloud since I arrived, making the scenes of 

torrential midwestern flooding on CNN seem a bit surreal.   

Although our compound’s electricity is supplied by several massive on-site generators, not a day 

goes by without at least one brief blackout - presumably due to the highly innovative panel 

wiring.  The outages are regular enough that nobody misses a beat: Everyone in the Blue Star 

keeps right on eating, the office computers switch over to battery power, and within a few 

minutes the juice is back online.  That being said, the blackouts do make for some humorous 

situations.  The other night, for example, several of us were sitting outside one of the bungalows 

chatting and listening to soccer on the television inside.  The compound abruptly went dark, its 

normal hum replaced by the downward crescendo of a hundred electrical devices simultaneously 

giving up the ghost.  After a couple minutes of blackness, the lights flickered back to life.  Our 

conversation, which carried on throughout, was suddenly interrupted by some very amorous 

noises emanating loudly from inside.  The rest of us cast incredulous glances at the bungalow’s 

occupant, wondering just what kind of guests he was hiding in his room, before we realized that 

his satellite system had reset itself to an (ahem) no-admittance-under-17 channel when the power 

came back on.  He quickly ran inside and put a stop to the lurid sound effects while the rest of us 

collapsed in laughter.   

And fittingly enough, as I’m writing these words the lights have started flickering and...yep, 

they’re off.  And they’re on again.  That was faster than usual.  Whup, there they go. 

Finally, with regards to the security situation, it’s been a quiet couple of weeks in Baghdad, at 

least as far as the International Zone is concerned.  There have been some incidents elsewhere in 

the city, including a big car bomb several days ago that detonated at a market several miles north 

of us, but the most anyone heard was a muffled thump.  The other staff tell me that the contrast is 

like night and day from April this year, when the IZ was subjected to a daily pelting of rockets 

and mortars from other parts of the city, in response [to] a a major government offensive against 
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rogue Shi'ite militias.  The security officer who briefs us at each morning meeting has even noted 

that the last several weeks have been the calmest across the country since April 2004. 

That being said, there was one significant break in the tranquility.  Last Saturday afternoon I was 

sitting in my trailer, reading and minding my own business, when suddenly the air filled with the 

[ ] of gunfire from seemingly every direction.  I cracked open my door to see if it was merely an 

uptick in the normal echoes from the military weapons range down the street.  Not a chance - this 

sounded like the entire city had gone on a shooting spree, blasting away with everything from 

assault rifles to field howitzers (okay, maybe that’s an exaggeration).  As if to underscore the 

effect, a bullet clanged off the roof of one of the nearby trailers, at which I beat a hasty retreat 

inside.  The cacophony continued for a good half hour before trailing off.  Nevertheless, I waited 

a couple hours before venturing outside and quickly making my way to the Blue Star for dinner.  

When I arrived and asked one of my colleagues what had happened, he said, “Nobody told 

you?”  Apparently not.  “Iraq’s soccer team was playing today.”  And?  He looked at me 

quizzically.  “And they won, of course.”  
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Monday 23 June: Kansas City 

Getting caught in traffic is not fun.  Getting caught in traffic in the heart of Baghdad’s Red Zone 

is really not fun.  On the umpteen occasions when I was stuck on I-96 back home, I admit that I 

never found myself wondering whether any of the other drivers might hop out and test their RPG 

on my car.  Hyperbolic though that thought may have been, it crossed my mind repeatedly as we 

sat in mired in the middle of the Iraqi capital’s afternoon rush hour. 

I had jumped at the chance to go out into Baghdad today, taking the extra seat on the morning 

convoy over to our company’s sister compound in the Karrada neighborhood.  The official 

reason was to tag along with a couple of other staffers attending a workshop; the real reason was 

to finally get out and see a part of the city not buried in T-walls.  Since our security team runs 

convoys between the compounds all the time, it was hardly a monumental event; but for me, it 

was quite the occasion.  Ironically, because we would be leaving the draconian confines of the 

IZ, my lack of badge wouldn’t be an issue. 

The early-morning sun glinted off the Tigris as our convoy crossed the bridge to Karrada, mist 

still enveloping the buildings on either bank.  We slowed to weave through the barricades and 

speedbumps on the far side, as if the last checkpoint were gathering us in its mouth before 

spewing us onto the streets of the city.  And then we were out in the Red Zone - the real 

Baghdad.  We caromed through a roundabout and plunged headlong into a bewildering frenzy of 

urban activity.  Karrada’s labyrinthine streets were swarming with the morning’s traffic, 

pedestrians darting across lanes filled with honking cars and trucks of all sizes.  Every 

thoroughfare was lined with shops just opening for the day’s business, the sidewalks in front of 

them filled with endless arrays of what must be the best-selling item in Baghdad: Diesel-powered 

generators.  After almost three straight weeks of the lulling environment of the compound, the 

hustle and bustle of Baghdad was astounding. 

The disorientation of being surrounded by this blur of activity was magnified by our convoy’s 

effect on it.  Watching an entire neighborhood come to a halt is a strange and unsettling 

experience, particularly when it’s you that they’re stopping for.  Pedestrians scurried out of the 

way; cars pulled to the side of the road at the wail of our sirens; and Iraqi police officers brought 

entire intersections to a halt, backing up traffic in every direction so that we could whisk 

through.  I found myself thinking that if I were on the other side of the bulletproof glass, I might 

be just a bit annoyed at such an inconvenience.  The Iraqis we passed, however, seemed resigned 

to this evident fact of life in Baghdad, watching with disinterest as we passed.   

The drive lasted all of ten minutes, but it seemed much longer than that - maybe it was just my 

reaction to really seeing the city for the first time.  Then we slipped onto a side street, passed 

some heavily-armed guards, and pulled through the gates of the Karrada Compound.  After 

peeling off my kevlar helmet and vest, I was treated to a brief tour, during which I discovered 
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that the compound has been nicknamed Kansas City by some of the residents on account of its 

initials.  The moniker is a fitting one, as the compound has the feel of a frontier outpost, like its 

namesake in the mid-1800s.  Encompassing several walled-off city blocks, Kansas City includes 

a handful of spacious residential villas that have been converted to offices and conference rooms, 

a hotel that’s been commandeered in its entirety and transformed into something of a dormitory 

(complete with malfunctioning elevators), and even a bar - which I was told is quite the 

happening place in the evenings, given the dearth of other local entertainment options.  The din 

of the city just beyond the walls is drowned out by the roar of the enormous generators that have 

been brought in to power the largely self-contained enclave.  With the exception of the mouse-

sized cockroach that I encounter in one of the bathrooms, it’s all quite homey, and a definitely 

different atmosphere than the seclusion of the IZ. 

Having something to do for a change, even if its just sitting and observing the workshop, makes 

the day pass quickly.  I absorb some valuable things from the proceedings - most importantly, 

several steaming cups of Iraqi tea, which is laced with cardamom, lip-smackingly sweet, and 

dangerously addictive.  I also learn that the next several months may prove to be a particularly 

important juncture for the future of Iraq: The country’s eighteen provinces are starting to put 

together their “Provincial Development Strategies”, plans that will outline the capital projects 

and programs each province intends to implement over the next five to ten years.  Now that 

billions of dollars of oil money has started flowing into Iraq’s coffers, the Strategies should give 

the provinces the political and legal clout to pry those funds out of the central government’s 

bureaucracies and put them to work shaping what the country will look like over the next quarter 

of a century.  Helping the provinces draft these plans is one of the main parts of our company’s 

contract with the US government, and I’ve gathered that I’ll be working in one of the provinces 

to help formulate its Strategy and actually get some of its projects built...that is, whenever I get 

to my post. 

By late afternoon, the workshop has ended and it’s time to load up for the drive back to the IZ, 

but not before I run up to the roof of the hotel - of course, getting stuck in the elevator on the 

way - and snap a panorama of its commanding view of the Karrada neighborhood.  (The file was 

way too big to attach here, so if you want to see it, go to 

http://fallwater.net/images/20080623_Karrada_panorama.jpg - trust me, it’s worth it)  Then it’s 

downstairs to suit up and hop back in the rolling armored box. 

Which brings us back to being stuck in the afternoon rush hour on our way back to the IZ - 

clearly, not something that any of us had reckoned with.  As the minutes tick by and the parking 

lot ahead of us shows no signs of clearing, our security guys decide to take matters into their own 

hands.  Thus follows several minutes of median-jumping, driving head-on into oncoming traffic, 

riding partially up on the curb, and other vehicular tactics that your driver’s ed teacher might not 

appreciate.  And then we’re through the checkpoint, across the bridge, and back once more in the 

bubble of the IZ.  And it’s not yet even time for dinner. 

https://protect-eu.mimecast.com/s/7xZLBuZZ090sL
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Tuesday 24 June: Pariah no more 

As of today, the powers that be have decided that (a) I exist, (b) I am in fact present in Iraq, and 

(c) I can be trusted enough to move about the country without adult supervision.  And so it is that 

after a mere twenty days in limbo, this morning I received my military-issued badge.  I’m 

disappointed to see that it’s not gift-wrapped. 

Naturally, the first thing to do is feed my face.  I hop in a car with some of the other staffers and 

we make a beeline for the nearest DFAC.  It’s everything I dreamed of and more: A dining hall 

the size of a football field, ringed by buffets serving up every kind of food from soup to nuts.  

Rather than going childishly overboard, I decide to exercise restraint and limit my lunch to a 

banana; a salad topped with copious amounts of carrots, raisins, onions, and croutons; a corn 

dog; a steaming bowl of mexican beans and rice; a slice of cornbread; four juice boxes; two 

nectarines; and an oatmeal raisin cookie.  Cafeteria food has never tasted so good.  I’m fighting 

to keep my eyes open the entire ride back to the compound as the carbohydrates swamp my 

metabolism. 

But sleep will have to wait until after I start packing.  Now that I’ve got my badge, presumably I 

should be moving out to my actual job site within the next several days.  I guess we’ll see if 

that’s presuming too much. 
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[From: Michael Dempsey <mdempsey@fallwater.net> 

Date: Thu, Jul 17, 2008 at 4:39 AM 

Subject: More from Iraq - part 1 

To: mdempsey@fallwater.net 

 

Hello again everyone.  The good news is, I finally got to my work site.  My address is: 

 

  Mike Dempsey 

  FOB Endeavor 

  PRT Najaf 

  APO, AE 09312 

  United States 

 

The bad news is, I have a couple more pictures than usual, so I'm going to split this update into 

two parts.  Sorry for the inbox clutter.] 

 

Thursday 26 June: Change in Plans 

When I was first hired for this job, the recruiter told me I’d be going to northern Iraq’s Kurdistan 

region.  It sounded like a great deal: Working on fascinating infrastructure projects in the most 

stable and scenic part of the country - and getting paid for it, no less.  When I got to Baghdad, the 

colleagues at headquarters reinforced that sentiment, gushing their praise for Kurdistan’s 

breathtaking mountains and Colorado-esque climate.  The[y] also noted that the region’s cities 

are some of the only places in Iraq where foreigners can move about freely, right down to eating 

in the local restaurants and shopping in the markets.  One of them summed it up eloquently, 

calling Kurdistan “the part of Iraq that’s most like a regular country.”  Sounds fantastic...but 

surely there must be a catch? 

The catch, as it turns out, is that I now find myself headed in the exact opposite direction - into 

the Shia heartland of southern Iraq.  I’m not quite sure when the enlightened personalities in 

headquarters decided to change things up; or indeed, if they ever seriously intended to send me 

to Kurdistan in the first place.  The project director simply called me into his office and informed 

me that my destination would in fact be Najaf, one of southern Iraq’s big Shia cities.  To my 

equal surprise, I was also informed that I was now officially an expert in all aspects of the 

tourism industry, and would be tasked with helping the Najafites (Najafians? Najafers?) to better 

handle the millions of pilgrims who descend on the city’s shrines every year.  And with a pat on 

the shoulder and a cheerful assurance that I was getting one of the project’s most interesting jobs, 

that was that. 

Conveniently, our security team had a convoy scheduled today to go from Baghdad down to our 

company’s regional office in Hillah, about 100 km south.  Since the Hillah office oversees our 

operations in the country’s south-central provinces – including Najaf – the plan emerged that I 
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would spend a couple of days getting to know the Hillah operation before continuing on to 

Najaf.  For my part, I can’t help thinking that it’s generally good policy to avoid any place 

known as “south-central.”  Of far greater concern, however, is the fact that the convoy’s 

proximity allows me barely a day’s worth of trips to the Baghdad DFAC before heading once 

more into the culinary unknown.  It’s hardly fair.  I subconsciously wish for a sandstorm so that 

our departure will be delayed a couple of days. 

Alas, I awake this morning to the sight of clear blue skies.  Several hours later, we roll out of 

Baghdad right on schedule.  Leaving the city takes a good half-hour, as our convoy is forced to 

weave through heavy traffic clogging the roads and freeways.  Several times we have to pull 

over ourselves to make way for Iraqi military patrols, the soldiers hanging off the backs of the 

trucks looking decidedly unamused to be lugging around their equipment in the heat.  I’m 

suddenly thankful for the steady breeze of the air conditioning inside our vehicle.   

Unfortunately, the ride’s creature comforts end there.  Our SUV is carrying a full load of six 

passengers, and being the low man on the totem pole, I get sent to the back of the bus.  The rear 

seat of a Suburban is not terribly spacious to begin with.  When enclosed in bulletproof glass and 

thick steel plating, I soon discover, it’s downright snug.  Throw in an extra layer of insulation in 

the form of an armored vest and a helmet, and the effect is not unlike being in traction.  About 

ten minutes into the ride, my body dispenses with the novelty of being perched atop a bad set of 

shocks and folded in half between the steel plates of my vest, and registers a vehement and 

escalating protest by way of my lower back.  I try to look on the bright side: From now on, flying 

economy class will seem positively luxurious. 

Pretty soon, the climate control for which I was so thankful becomes overwhelming.  I glance at 

up at the outside temperature display on the rearview mirror, which reads a balmy 46 degrees 

Celsius.  Inside our SUV, however, it’s a brisk 15, and I’m shivering slightly as I watch the 

mirage-like waves of heat rise off the asphalt pavement.  With the AC cranked and the combined 

weight of six people, their gear, the vehicle’s armor, and a smattering of weaponry for good 

measure, we must be getting something like three miles to the gallon. 

I turn my attention outside, but there’s not much in the way of scenery to offer a distraction. We 

pass glum-looking housing estates on the outskirts of Baghdad, which appear to be in the process 

of being either built or abandoned, I can’t tell.  Once we’re fully out of the city, the landscape 

becomes rural and scrubby.  Baghdad’s concrete mass gives way to a nearly uninterrupted vista 

of flat, partly-farmed plains stretching to the horizon.  Occasionally we pass a stand of cultivated 

date palms, their aligned rows of trunks reminding me of the forests of northern Michigan.  

Every fifteen minutes or so a dusty roadside outpost appears - usually a jumble of food stands, 

makeshift vehicle repair shops, and rundown factories.  Other than that, the view is monotonous 

and unremarkable.  For being the Cradle of Civilization and all, it’s a bit underwhelming. 
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Thankfully another means of passing the time presents itself in the form of the company’s 

director for the south-central region, a gaunt and rather grizzled veteran of the international 

development field, who’s riding along on his way back from a meeting in the capital.  As we 

leave the city and the view becomes fully Third World-ish, he turns to me and says dryly, 

“Baghdad isn’t Iraq.  This is Iraq.”  With his more than four years in various assignments around 

the country, I suppose he would know.  I’m surprised to learn that he hails from Texas, as he fits 

none of the stereotypes: No accent, no hubris, and skinny as a rail.  To pass the time, he launches 

into a sobering appraisal of the reconstruction efforts that I’ll soon find myself in the midst of. 

For starters, Tex explains that when I get to Najaf I’ll be joining one of the Provincial 

Reconstruction Teams – groups of advisors embedded with military units throughout the 

country.  The PRTs were formed because Iraq didn’t have enough acronyms already, and also to 

augment the military’s reconstruction efforts by bringing in experts from various fields 

(agriculture, economics, rule of law, urban planning, etc.) to coordinate projects and interact with 

Iraqi officials.  The concept seems reasonable enough, although I’m amused at the reminder that 

the government now officially considers me an ‘expert’.  What me know? 

In the two and a half years they’ve been running, Tex continues, the PRTs have chalked up a 

spotty track record - much of which has to do with their quixotic leadership structure.  Half the 

teams are led by State Department officials, while the other half are headed up by officers from 

the military, which has done little to resolve the turf battles between the two entities.  On 

average, the team leaders from State last a good six months at their posts, just long enough to 

conclude that continuing their predecessor’s efforts is a less attractive career boost than carving 

out their own path; thus prompting them to scrap everything and reinvent the wheel before 

hastily following their enhanced resumes back to Washington.  The military, on the other hand, 

after five straight years of spending a billion dollars a week, understandably wants to get things 

done quickly so they can pack up and go home.  Hence the colonels in charge of the military-led 

PRTs have a tendency to compulsively build things and figure out whether they’re useful 

afterwards.  Tex shakes his head as he tells of one PRT that built a series of shiny new schools, 

only to have them turned down by the locals because no one had asked them if they wanted or 

needed new buildings in the first place. 

After a good half-hour of this no-holds-barred introduction to some of the harsh realities of Iraq, 

Tex trails off into his own thoughts.  The rest of the trip passes mostly in silence, the uneventful 

ride matched by the scenery outside.  There’s a brief moment of tension as we exit the highway 

towards Hillah and are faced with a lone pickup truck coming straight at us, driving the wrong 

way down the ramp.  Suddenly finding himself staring into a phalanx of automatic weapons that 

has sprouted from our convoy, the truck driver executes the world’s fastest three-point turn and 

hastily disappears.   
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Fifteen minutes later we’re navigating downtown Hillah – which, other than its status as the 

capital of the province of Babil, gives the impression of an utterly unremarkable place.  Hillah is 

yet another collection of beigeish-grayish masonry and concrete, its only real point of interest 

being the murky branch of the Euphrates River that winds through the center of the city.  I do 

notice one very frequent decoration that I didn’t see in Baghdad: Illustrated billboard portraits of 

a bearded man in various stylized poses – whom I presume is Ali, the founder of the Shia branch 

of Islam.  His ubiquitous, unshaven visage leaves no ambiguity as to whose territory we’re in.  

After a dozen twists and turns through the city’s grungy streets, we slip into a quiet residential 

neighborhood and pull into the driveway of our compound. 

This, then, is where I’ll be spending the next couple days.  Much as I’d like to get to Najaf and 

actually start doing something, I suppose it’s nice just to be out of Baghdad and in the “real 

Iraq.” 
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Monday 30 June: The Villa in Hillah 

Somehow this wasn’t quite the “real Iraq” I had in mind. 

In coming to Hillah, as I soon discover, I’ve basically traded one bubble for another.  If anything, 

our company’s Hillah compound has turned out to be even more claustrophobic than the one in 

Baghdad.  Here, the world consists of a half-dozen buildings on either side of a blocked-off 

residential street somewhere in an anonymous corner of the city.  The compound itself is nice 

enough: A series of two-story villas that are sufficiently palatial to lead one to believe that their 

previous owners must have been bigwigs in the local chapter of the Ba’ath Party.  Saddam’s 

unique interior decorating tastes extended to his followers as well: My favorite touch is the 

bathroom done completely in shades of purple and topped with a dolphin-shaped spigot on the 

sink.  Some of the rooms, on the other hand, are decidedly less charming.  My bedroom, for 

example, has enough cracks in the walls to make me wonder whether we’re sitting atop a fault 

line, and its lingering odor suggests the previous occupant was a goat. 

Spacious though the villas are, by the end of the second day here I’m beginning to feel a bit like 

a hamster in a cage.  The days are divided between my room, the communal dining room where 

we take our meals, the offices where work studiously avoids getting done, and the recreation 

room where I watch an average of two movies a day.  Even going up on the roof for a look 

around is verboten, as the security guys warn that there’s always a danger that someone will take 

a shot from a nearby building (although they admit this has yet to happen).   

Whether or not it houses any would-be snipers, the neighborhood isn’t much to look at, mostly 

half-finished buildings and dusty dirt lots.  The one exception is the stupendously large mosque 

at the end of out street – which I’m told is actually some kind of Islamic university, its Shia 

orientation indicated by the traditional aquamarine color of its dome.  My experiences in the 

Islamic world are admittedly not extensive, but the mosque/university has one of the oddest 

patterns of public address that I’ve ever heard.  Of the five daily calls to prayer, they seem to be 

consistent with only one; unfortunately for us, it’s the 3:30 AM call…and it’s loud.   

Then on Thursday evenings around 7:30, the mosque kicks off a marathon broadcast of what 

sounds like the Shia version of a Southern Baptist revival, complete with singing, call-and-

response, and the whole congregation getting into the act; the entire thing often stretches more 

than two hours.  There are moments during the broadcasts when tradition and technology collide, 

and the mosque’s microphone picks up the signal from the muezzin’s mobile phone while he’s 

singing, blanketing the neighborhood in a deafening rat-a-tat-tat of cellular static.  It’s almost as 

amusing as learning that the ear-splitting speaker system was paid for by our company, no less.  I 

guess it’s good to get to know the neighbors. 

The expatriate staff here at the Hillah compound would make a good replacement crew for the 

“It’s a Small World” ride at Disneyworld – both in their diversity and automaton-like repetitive 
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existence.  Their collection of passports sounds like the opening line of a joke: “A Texan, a 

Columbian, a Nepali, an Ecuadorian, a Croatian, and an Iraqi-born Canadian walk into a bar…”  

Most of the security contingent, on the other hand, is drawn from Australia and New Zealand.  

The Kiwis in particular are fascinating: They speak with such thick accents that I’m inclined to 

believe the Coriolis Effect works on languages, too.   

Equal-opportunity this place is definitely not: In contrast to the relatively even distribution of 

male and female staff at headquarters in Baghdad, here the estrogen is supplied by a lone, long-

suffering woman.  Valiantly, she tries to make our existence more homey, with touches like 

candles in the recreation room and casters for the wooden chair legs.  On top of being adrift on a 

sea of motorcycle posters and bad table manners, she constantly bears the brunt of her 

Columbian colleague’s machismo.  All told, I can’t blame her for being inebriated most of the 

time. 

My colleagues are profoundly qualified, competent, eager, and completely helpless.  The security 

situation across Iraq may have improved, but the concerns are still enough to keep the staff holed 

up in the compound, almost completely prevented from going out and meeting local officials, 

supervising projects, or even just getting a firsthand look at existing conditions.  Tex tells me that 

it’s gotten worse the longer he’s been here: When he first arrived in 2004, he was going out and 

having meetings all the time; now, he feels like he’s been committed to an asylum.  Surprisingly, 

he places the blame squarely on the subcontractors that provide our company’s security, 

suggesting they’ve gradually discovered that they can use the perception of danger as a 

bogeyman to avoid having to go out and do any work.  It’s an intriguing point, considering that 

the head of our security team here in Hillah has enough time on his hands to pursue an online 

MBA. 

As such, instead of direct involvement, the staff is forced to use local employees as middlemen.  

Any time the expats want to meet with an Iraqi official, they’re obligated to summon them to our 

compound – an approach that obviously doesn’t go over too well with the Iraqis. That, combined 

with the presence of the Iraqis who make our meals and clean our rooms, gives the entire 

situation a decidedly colonial plantation-like feel.  All that we’re missing are the pith helmets 

and Bermuda shorts. 

One of the few redeeming aspects of my stay in Hillah is the chance to learn a little Arabic - and 

a little about everyday existence for Iraqis, albeit unintentionally.  Several days a week, a local 

schoolteacher comes to our compound to teach Arabic to a couple of our security guys.  Despite 

the truly befuddling experience of listening to Arabic spoken with a Kiwi accent, I decide to 

make use of the opportunity and sit in on the lessons. 

One afternoon I arrive earlier than the other guys, and to make conversation, I ask the 

schoolteacher how her day has been.  “Oh, not good, not good,” she says.  When I ask why, she 
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replies simply, “The electricity.”  Seeing my curiosity, she continues in her slightly halting 

English, explaining that Hillah (like much of the country) gets only a few scattered hours of 

electricity each day.  On the good days, she says, there will be two hours of consistent electricity, 

followed by four or five without, and so on.  The unreliability of the government-supplied power 

has prompted her neighborhood to buy a big generator as a backup for when the grid drops 

offline.  Today, however, the electricity was so sporadic - 15 minutes here, 20 minutes there - 

that the people in charge of the neighborhood generator held off from turning it on, hoping that 

the grid would stabilize. 

“So what can I do with no electricity?” she says, throwing up her hands in exasperation.  “No 

wash, no clean my house, no cool” - she points at the nearby air conditioning unit - 

“impossible!”  I’m forced to nod in assent as I contemplate how different my days would look 

with a couple hours of electricity at most.  When I ask where she thinks the problem comes from, 

she doesn’t hesitate: “Before [i.e. under Saddam], we had nothing - nobody could buy.  Now 

everyone in my neighborhood has three of these” - she points at the air conditioner again - “plus 

TV, plus refrigerator.  And you know, government electricity just not enough.”  She shakes her 

head sadly.  “I don’t know.  Iraq is rich country.  We have the oils.  We should be able to make 

power, but...” she shrugs as she trails off.  Then the other guys wander in, and she busies herself 

with the lesson, leaving me to ponder. 

That evening, I gather with the other expats for one of their semi-weekly “coping sessions”, in 

which they drink, wolf down copious amounts of pistachios, and bemoan their cloistered 

existence.  I turn to one of them, the Iraqi-Canadian - who happens to be an electrical engineer - 

and mention my earlier conversation.  He nods when I recount the schoolteacher’s assessment 

and fills in the broader picture from his knowledge of the national situation.  The suggestion that 

the average Iraqi household has gone from zero to a half-dozen electricity-slurping consumer 

appliances isn’t far from the truth: Over the last five years, Iraq’s electrical demand has more 

than doubled to 10,000 megawatts, while the national generating capacity is still around its 

prewar level of about half that - a gap that is widening every day.  The country simply isn’t 

building powerplants nearly fast enough, and the existing ones are frequently downed by lack of 

replacement parts for their fifty-year-old components.   

What’s more, despite all the talk about federalism and decentralization, Iraq’s national power 

grid is still run with an iron fist by the Ministry of Electricity in Baghdad, for whom electricity is 

first and foremost a political tool.  Even if the provinces or municipalities wanted to build their 

own powerplants (which they certainly do), most of the additional electricity would just get 

sucked into the national network and redistributed at the whim of Baghdad.  When I ask if the 

windfall oil revenues that are starting to flow into Iraq’s coffers will help prompt the ministry to 

build more powerplants across the country, my colleague shrugs.  “They aren’t even spending 

the money they have,” he says, “Why should they?  The government officials are only concerned 

about whether one place has electricity: Their houses.” 
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Well, that’s sobering.  Especially considering that we’re sitting here in this enclosed compound, 

our generators roaring twenty-four hours a day, ensuring that I can watch my movies and keep 

my room at a nice cool temperature.  I’m not one for self-loathing, but the thought definitely 

makes me feel even more isolated from the “real Iraq.”  And to top it off, I’ve learned that my 

stay here will be an extended one, as the earliest I can get transportation to Najaf is sometime 

next week.  Hurry up and wait – definitely the name of the game around here.  Well, I guess I’ll 

go work on that tan. 
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Thursday 3 July: REO Grande 

 

The line of cars is surreal.  It stretches for nearly a mile along one of Hillah’s main 

thoroughfares, then crosses the median and loops back around nearly half the distance in the 

other direction.  Some of the drivers have exited their cars and are milling about, talking with 

one another; others have reclined their seats to nap.  As we drive past, I realize that they must 

have started queuing up as early as 3 or 4 in the morning; now, it’s almost 9, and the line shows 

almost no sig[n]s of moving.  And what are they waiting for? 

To get into a gas station.  In the middle of a country that sits on the world’s third-largest puddle 

of oil. 

There’s little time to contemplate the irony as we turn off the road and pass the Columbian 

guards signaling the presence of a US facility.  Our destination this morning is the Hillah REO 

(yay, another acronym!) – one of the Regional Embassy Offices that the State Department has set 

up throughout the country, apparently because one diplomatic mission isn’t enough, even if it is 

the world’s largest.  One of the Provincial Reconstruction Teams – specifically, the one that 

deals with Babil Province – is based at the REO, and Tex has brought me along to sit in on their 

weekly meeting, in which he advises them on interaction with the local government.  “It’ll be 

instructive,” he says wryly.  “I mostly try to limit the damage they can do.” 

We arrive an hour early, so Tex finds a couple of the PRT staff and leaves me with them while 

he runs off to find something important to do.  I soon discover that one of them has a fractional 

Finnish ancestry, just like me, and we hit it off well.  Because he’s not terribly busy – a condition 

I’m starting to believe effects everyone in this country – he takes me on a tour and gives me the 

history of the place. 

In its former life the REO was a luxury hotel, offering the finest accommodations in the entire 

province – second only to Saddam’s summer palace, but with a less restrictive guest list.  Sitting 

on a beautiful secluded spot next to a branch of the Euphrates, nearly every room at the hotel 

offered commanding views of the river.  Every betrothed couple who could afford it went there 

for their honeymoon.  A perfect place, of course, to turn into a fortress. 

Nowadays, one would be hard-pressed to guess this place was ever a part of the hospitality 

industry.  The views of the river are blocked off by T-walls; the grounds are strewn with 

sandbags, concertina wire, and the infamous “duck-and-cover” bunkers; and the façade is 

wrapped in ugly gray fencing to protect against chunks of flying debris.  Even the front desk, 

with its smart hardwood paneling and marble countertop, now has an automatic rifle rack 

prominently displayed on the wall – a nice addition.   

We head out to the back of the hotel and my colleague shows me the two dozen trailers where he 

and the other local staff sleep, which sit beneath a series of gigantic reinforced-steel hangars 
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meant to deflect incoming rocket and mortar rounds.  “Million-dollar roofs,” he notes with a 

smirk.  Beyond that, there’s really not a whole lot to see.  Just like our company compound on 

the other side of the city, the REO turns out to be yet another bubble, walled off from the world 

outside.  The grand tour lasts all of ten minutes, and then we head up to the conference room as 

the other PRT members are trickling in for the start of the meeting. 

If the looks on their faces are any indication, months on end of being cooped up in the REO have 

taken their toll on the majority of the team.  I’ve been in my fair share of meetings where the 

attendees don’t want to be there, but this one takes the cake - the boredom written on the faces in 

the room is profound.  As the team leader goes around the room asking for status reports, it 

quickly becomes apparent why: With the PRT’s fortified situation severely limiting their 

interaction with the local populace, there’s really not much to talk about.  Complicating things 

even further is the ongoing boycott: The refusal of the Shia majority in the provincial 

government to work with or even meet with the Americans, as a sop to the hard-liners among 

their constituents.  The team members are left to make vague mentions of ‘progress’ on items 

that I’m sure they’ve mentioned in the last half-dozen such meetings, and before long I start to 

get a sense of their frustration.  My reaction shifts from shock to sympathy. 

Then the floor passes to one of the younger members of the team, a State Department guy in his 

mid-thirties, and the meeting suddenly gets a lot more interesting.  Evidently feeling empowered 

by the fact that he’s the only one in the room wearing a tie, he launches into a detailed analysis 

of the local political situation, which transitions to a strategy for defusing the boycott.  “It’s 

really no big deal,” he claims, “we can just bypass the Provincial Council and deal directly with 

the Qadaas,” using the Iraqi term for local-level municipal councils.     

As he continues, it dawns on me that what he’s proposing is equivalent to taking a series of 

American city councils and unilaterally declaring them to be the State legislature, simply because 

the current legislators are disagreeable.  I make eye contact with Tex and he shoots me an I-told-

you-so glance before curtly interrupting his counterpart.  “That’s great,” Tex says flatly.  “There 

is absolutely nothing in the Iraqi local government law that supports what you just said.”  The 

State guy is thrown off beat by this unexpected intrusion of reality.  He tries to pick up where he 

left off, but Tex cuts in again: “Let me repeat, there is nothing in the law that says you can do 

that.” 

There’s a moment of tense silence in the room as the young State official weighs other angles 

from which to approach his little coup d’etat.  For his part, Tex looks clearly exasperated at 

having to remind a representative of the United States government that dealing with Iraq’s 

elected officials is not like shopping for the best deal at the supermarket.  The colonel in charge 

of the team coughs and suggests that the discussion can be continued after the meeting, then 

quickly moves on to the next person.   
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He, in turn, starts passing around some photographs and talking about the recent construction of 

several “sheep dip facilities.”  At first I’m slightly horrified to think he’s describing some kind of 

factory for a bizarre cocktail sauce, but then I see the photos and am relieved.  In reality, a sheep 

dip is a long concrete trench with ramps at either end, which the locals fill with water and then 

send their livestock through in what amounts to an ingeniously efficient bathing operation.  The 

photos show a herd of goats emerging from one of the trenches, looking soggy but happy.  The 

presenter looks at the photos and quips “They send the kids in afterwards”; from [the] grin on his 

face, I’m not sure if he’s referring to baby goats or local children.  To cap it off, he passes around 

a couple more photos of a “portable fish farm” - which turns out to be the bed of an Iraqi pickup 

truck, flooded and filled with what appear to be some gigantic carp.  Necessity truly is the 

mother of invention. 

The meeting soon wraps up, and Tex goes over to talk with the State guy while I chat with some 

of the other team members.  After a few minutes, the revolution presumably averted for now, 

Tex comes back over and we make our way to the armored SUVs outside.  As our convoy leaves 

the REO, another dust storm starts rolling in; by the time we’re five minutes down the road, 

visibility has been cut in half.  We weave along back roads that parallel the river - some no more 

than dirt trails - our security team having decided that the main road was too crowded for the 

return trip.   

We pass the occasional hovel from which curious kids emerge to stare, and at one point we catch 

a glimpse of a group of Iraqis who have jumped in the river (let’s hope they have their shots) to 

escape the heat and are engaged in what looks like water polo. Something catches my eye, and I 

glance up to see the dark outline of some kind of giant mound behind the trees on the far bank.  I 

ask Tex whether he knows what it is.  He swivels his head to look briefly at the shape silhouetted 

in the dust.  “Oh, that?”  He resumes staring at the road ahead, his deadpan answer forming the 

perfect bookend to a memorably unusual day. 

“That’s Babylon.” 
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Thursday 10 July: Flying south for the summer 

When I was a kid, getting on an airplane was something of a magical experience - the hustle of 

the airport, the rush of taking off, the little bags of peanuts, the fascination of watching the 

ground tens of thousands of feet below.  At some point, the allure wore off, and I saw flying for 

what it is: A multi-hour contortion session in a sardine can with wings, exposing one’s immune 

system to an infirmary’s worth of ailments from the other passengers while contemplating 

whether the food or the flight attendants’ attitudes are more insulting.  This morning, however, I 

was deposited in the middle of the desert after being whisked by helicopter across southern Iraq.  

Flying is officially fun again. 

Just getting on the helicopter was a feat in and of itself.  Two days ago, I was scheduled to fly 

down to the army base outside Najaf on one of the military flights that regularly stop at the 

REO.  Our security team dropped me off early in the morning, and I made my way out to the 

landing pad with duffle bag in tow to await the helicopter’s arrival.  I waited.  And waited and 

waited.  After an hour and a half of the sun climbing ever higher in the sky, my sliver of shade 

next to one of the T-walls had vanished, leaving me to broil in my long-sleeved flight suit.  At 

noon, the guy whom I met the last time at the REO had pity on me and brought me a styrofoam 

take-out box from the on-site DFAC.  

After we finished eating, I held out for another couple of hours before calling it quits.  As I 

trudged back to the building and hauled my belongings inside, I caught whiff of a particularly 

sweaty aroma and glanced about, wondering who forgot to shower this week.  Then it dawned on 

me that the smell was my own.  Undoubtedly looking completely bedraggled, I checked in at the 

front desk.  The staff made a few calls and confirmed that my flight had been cancelled, 

grounded by a sandstorm in Baghdad.  Shortly thereafter, our security team returned to the REO 

and retrieved one tired, dejected, and decidedly smelly vagabond. 

At first it looked like I might have to wait another full week before the next flight.  When my 

soon-to-be-supervisor in Najaf heard of my plight, however, he pulled a few strings.  Thus I 

found myself back at the REO this morning, this time waiting for a pair of the Blackwater 

helicopters that shuttle State Department officials around the country.  They arrive right on 

schedule, a pair of dark-blue Hueys cruising in low and blasting the landing zone with their 

downwash.  I shuffle out to the lead aircraft, and nod when the door gunner hops out and yells 

over the roar, “You going to Najaf?”  I hop aboard with my gear, strap myself in as he slides the 

door shut, and hold on tight.  The roar of the rotor increases and we lift off ever so slightly, then 

bank up and away from the REO as if aboard some kind of diagonal high-speed elevator.   

When I mentioned to our security team that I’d be taking a Blackwater flight, they laughed and 

told me to get ready for a ride - the Blackwater pilots have a penchant for flying low, fast, and 

not necessarily straight.  They weren’t kidding, although the flight is mercifully free of 
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aerobatics.  We level off abruptly at little more than a hundred feet and shoot across the 

landscape, at times seeming close enough to reach out and pull leaves from the tops of the palm 

trees.  Occasionally the door gunner pauses from scanning the terrain to wave at kids in the dusty 

fields below.  I abruptly realize that the crew didn’t give me any pre-flight safety instructions, 

then figure this was probably deliberate: If anything happens this close to the ground, it will be 

over before I know it.  I then notice the copilot sticking his hand out the window and into the 

slipstream, like a kid riding in a car on the highway. If he’s enjoying the flight then I might as 

well, too. 

Simply put, the change in the scenery during our twenty-minute trip is astounding.  At first, 

there’s little more to see than dusty fields and the occasional scattered clump of buildings or 

palm trees.  As we fly further south, the vegetation grows thicker and more frequent, giving the 

appearance of some honest-to-goodness agriculture.  Then we cross some invisible line and are 

suddenly flying over a veritable water wonderland: A patchwork quilt of irrigated green plots 

separated by earthen dikes and fed by canals stretching to the horizon.  What was parched desert 

a few minutes ago is now blanketed under a what looks like a foot of water, and I gain a new 

appreciation for why it’s called the Fertile Crescent.  Taking in the view, I realize it’s the first 

moment since I’ve been in Iraq when I could truly say, this is beautiful.  In a few minutes, we 

flash over the river at the heart of it all - the Euphrates, its blue-green surface glistening in the 

mid-morning sun.  We’re low enough that I can briefly catch the reflection of the helicopter in 

the waters below.  I find I’m humming “Ride of the Valkyries.”  I look, but don’t see anyone 

surfing the Euphrates. 

The watery fields continue an equal distance on the far side of the river, then give way to desert 

once again.  The gunner taps me on the shoulder and holds up two fingers, indicating how far out 

we are.  I pack up my camera as we come in over the long strip of asphalt that I presume is the 

runway for the new airport being built outside Najaf.  Then I glimpse a cluster of T-walls and 

trailers surrounded by earthen embankments.  That must be it: Camp Endeavor, the military base 

where I’ll actually be working.  Funny, it looks pretty small from up here...but I guess that’s just 

a trick of the elevation.  We touch down outside the walls, and I hop out with my gear in tow.  A 

guy about my age, dressed in civilian clothes, comes out to meet me as the helicopter lifts off 

again.  He introduces himself as a member of the PRT and takes me inside to get me checked in. 

  

And so, at last, I’m on the job for real - a mere five weeks and a day after first setting foot in 

Iraq.  And the best part is, that military badge that I spent three weeks waiting on in Baghdad?  

When I finally got here, they didn’t even ask for it. 

 



 

43 

 



 

44 

 



 

45 

 

 

 

 



 

46 

 

Saturday 12 July: The Welcome Wagon 

So after a month and a half of bumming around Iraq, I was all set to get down to business, having 

finally arrived here at my job site.  After meeting the rest of the Provincial Reconstruction Team 

staff with whom I’ll be working, however, I discovered that I wasn’t the only new kid on the 

block.  Several days prior to my arrival, a team of experts from a certain agricultural and 

mechanical university in Texas (that shall go unnamed) showed up here for the Najaf leg of their 

cross-country tour.  For the next few weeks they’ll be making visits throughout the province to 

assess its agricultural conditions. 

Which means that the military movement team we would normally use for our off-base trips is 

going to be spending the rest of the month babysitting the Aggies (whoops, who said that?).  

Which in turn means that it looks like I’ll be getting to know the base very well.  Thankfully the 

presence of our guests won’t totally prevent us from doing anything until August, as we can still 

invite Iraqis to come out to the base for meetings.  This morning features just such a visit from 

several members of the Provincial Council’s tourism committee, which served to introduce me to 

them and vice versa.  Judging by how well the meeting goes, we just might be able to get some 

stuff done out here. 

The group shows up right on time, appearing in considerably good spirits despite having to drive 

a half-hour outside the city and then go baja-ing through the desert to get to our base.  Their 

leader is Fayed, a well-fed man in his late forties who serves as the chair of the tourism 

committee.  On meeting him, I’m instantly impressed: not by his flowing robes nor the white 

turban indicating his status as a religious sheikh, but by his profoundly pleasant smell, weird as 

that sounds.  Whatever cologne he’s using, I want some. 

With Fayed are three other members of the committee, who presumably double as Najaf’s own 

version of the Marx Brothers.  I say that not to make fun of them, but simply because the 

similarity is too much to overlook.  The first of them, Groucho, is an older gentleman with a 

perpetual ear-to-ear smile.  He grins throughout the meeting, occasionally piping up with jokes 

that surprisingly retain their humor in translation.  The second guy, Harpo, sits silent the entire 

time - seriously, not a word.  Lastly there’s Chico, so named because...well, she’s a chick, albeit 

a middle-aged one clad in a hijab.  Yes, you’ll have to forgive the sexism; I was struggling to 

make the analogy work already. 

The meeting itself proves highly informative.  Fayed regales us with the brief history of Najaf, 

noting that the city is alleged (among other claims) to be one of the homes of Abraham after he 

left Ur.  He explains that the committee wants to develop three kinds of tourism in Najaf: 

religious, historic/archaeological, and entertainment.  In terms of raw numbers, the city currently 

receives hardly any visitors in the latter two categories.  On the other hand, they’re doing great in 
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the religious sphere, hosting millions of pilgrims every year from countries with large Shia 

populations, such as Iran, Pakistan, and Bahrain, as well as from elsewhere in Iraq. 

According to our guests, however, most of those visitors come to the Imam Ali shrine, Najaf’s 

central attraction, then do little more than mill about for a couple of hours, simply because 

there’s not much else to do.  By Fayed’s own admission, Najaf has a dearth of decent restaurants 

and other visitor amenities; its hotels, while often packed, leave much to be desired in the way of 

quality.  The biggest surprise is hearing that the city doesn’t have a single decent park. 

Groucho chimes in that during the big religious festivals, entire families are thus seen sitting out 

in the streets with no place to take their kids and relax - and after a minute, I realize he’s not 

joking.  The Najafis implore us for anything we can do to help the city develop some functional 

greenspace. 

The meeting also manages to be entertaining, giving a visible confirmation of an axiom that 

someone told me back in Baghdad: Where two or more Iraqis are gathered, a spirited debate will 

ensue.  When Fayed starts talking about the committee’s plans to start up a visitor center, his 

female associate jumps in and states that it’s critical for Najaf to do a lot more than just that - 

they need a comprehensive hospitality training program for all the service workers in the city.  

Thus follows ten solid minutes of increasingly heated Arabic conversation between the two of 

them.  The rest of us sit with our eyes bouncing back and forth like spectators at a tennis match.  

Eventually Fayed impresses upon her that the information center will be merely the first step in a 

much larger program like she envisions, and everyone is all smiles again. 

By the time we wrap everything up, it’s clear that Najaf has a veritable laundry list of needs.  

Before even dealing with things like improving their average hotel from a half-star to a two-star 

facility, the city is still beset by shortages of basic services such as water and electricity.  On the 

other hand, I’m really impressed by the astuteness and the vision of our Najafi counterparts.  I 

find myself wondering how I’m really going to help these people - in some ways, they’re 

probably the ones who should be teaching me.  At any rate, at least it looks like I’ll have 

anything but a shortage of stuff to keep me busy.  All told, I think the meeting was a rather 

positive start to working here.  Now I just need to find a way to get some of that cologne... 
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Tuesday 15 July: Camptastic 

Dear Mom & Dad, 

Hello from summer camp!  I just wanted to write you a short note to let you know about all the 

fun I’ve been having here at Camp Endeavor.  The camp itself is actually pretty new - some of 

the guys told me it’s only been open for about six weeks.  I guess it’s neat to be part of the first 

group to stay here.  When I first arrived, I thought the camp looked like just a dozen trailers and 

some concrete walls.  But since then, I’ve discovered that it’s actually much bigger - like maybe 

two dozen trailers!  And the concrete walls make the whole place feel like a giant maze!  How 

cool is that!? 

I have my own room, which is nice.  It has a bed, a little dresser, and a locker.  One of the other 

guys told me it’s good practice if I ever want to live in a monastery, whatever that means.  My 

room doesn’t have a window, so I’m still trying to memorize where the light switch is.  It’s good 

that there’s not a lot of stuff for me to bump into. 

The bathrooms are in a couple of trailers in the middle of the camp.  They’re a bit hard to find 

during the middle of the night, because the camp still doesn’t have any lights.  Thankfully, the 

bathrooms are located right next to the septic pits, so I’ve learned to just follow the smell.  I 

never knew anything could smell quite like that.  Some of the other guys don’t like trying to find 

the bathrooms during the night.  I found that out when I asked my neighbor one day where he got 

the bottle of lemonade. 

Anyway, the other campers are pretty cool.  I’ve made a lot of new friends.  Most of them get to 

wear these neat uniforms with different colors all over them.  I didn’t get one of those, but they 

did give me a walkie-talkie to play with.  I even got my own call-sign!  It’s “meatloaf.” 

The good news is, there aren’t any bugs out here in the desert.  Come to think of it, I don’t think 

there’s anything alive here except us.  There certainly aren’t any trees or plants or anything.  Just 

rocks.  Lots of rocks.  I guess that’s on purpose, since it doesn’t seem to rain much here.  But we 

do get lots of sun.  In fact, none of the guys can remember the last time they saw clouds. 

There are all sorts of fun activities to do, like sitting at the computer, or sitting at the computer.  

At first I was disappointed to find out that we can’t go canoeing, but we get something even 

better.  On certain days we get to put on these really heavy lifejackets and go riding around the 

desert in big steel trucks.  I bet none of the other summer camps have that!  The best part is, 

whenever we hit a bump, everyone gets tossed out of their seats.  It’s better than a roller coaster! 

Because the camp is so new, they’re still a bit short on some things.  When I asked for arts-and-

crafts stuff, all they gave me was some blank printer paper and a couple pens.  And there’s really 

no way to buy anything, so if you could send me some paperclips and a pair of scissors, that 
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would be great.  I’m thinking that maybe they’re trying to teach us about the barter system.  The 

other day I traded some socks for a pillow.  It feels a lot better than the first pillow I had, which I 

think was filled with sawdust. 

Well, the mail truck should be here soon, and since it’s our only link with the outside world, I 

don’t want to miss it.  Gotta go! 

Love, 

Your son 
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Wednesday 16 July: Things that go bump in the night 

I wake with a start.  Wow...my air conditioner is pretty loud when it turns on, but that was 

ridiculous.  Oh, that wasn’t my air conditioner.  That was an explosion.  A big one. 

I open my door to see soldiers emerging groggily out of the nearby trailers.  Quickly pulling on a 

random pair of pants, I stumble out into the darkness and follow them over to one of the concrete 

duck- and- cover bunkers.  Once inside, someone takes a headcount and calls it in over the radio.  

Then we wait.  After a couple of minutes, it becomes clear that the explosion - whatever it was - 

was evidently a lone incident.  Some of the soldiers say it sounded like a car bomb somewhere in 

the city.  When I ask why they surmise it was in the city, they say it would have been a lot more 

powerful if it were closer to us.  Considering that the shockwave still forcibly shook my trailer, 

that’s a pleasant thought. 

Somebody points out that the weekly supply convoy was due to arrive sometime during the 

night.  Groans of disappointment greet the thought that the explosion might have targeted the 

convoy.  One guy grunts, “If they blew up my mail, I’m going to be pissed.”  He pauses for a 

minute, then adds “...and if anyone got hurt, I’ll also be pissed.” 

Eventually the all-clear comes over the radio and we head back to our trailers.  It’s quite some 

time before I manage to get back to sleep.  In the morning, we learn that the explosion wasn’t 

nefarious at all.  Evidently someone at the Iraqi powerplant about half a mile from our base 

overpressurized a natural gas line, and it did what overpressurized gas lines do best.  The guards 

who were in our watchtowers at the time say that it made for quite a show.  The discovery that it 

wasn’t a car bomb or something is certainly a relief, keeping Najaf’s reputation for stability 

intact for the moment. 

On the other hand, the accident doesn’t bode well for the people of Najaf, seeing as how that was 

the city’s (and perhaps the province’s) only major powerplant.  Of course, with Iraq’s free-for-all 

national electric grid, the Najafis may not even receive any of the powerplant’s electricity under 

normal conditions, so ironically the loss might not make a big difference.  Nevertheless, our team 

is going to try to coordinate a visit to survey the damage and see if we can offer any help.  

Hopefully we can get there in the next couple days, although with the agricultural experts still 

monopolizing our movement team, that remains to be seen. 
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Sunday 20 July: “Endearing Chaos” 
 

No matter where in the world you go, some things you can always count on.  For example, 

washing your car is a recipe for rain.  Laundromats are sure to devour your socks.  And public 

celebrations are guaranteed to attract pompously verbose politicians whose purpose in life is to 

bore everyone to tears. 

Thankfully, some occasions are so momentous that not even politicians can spoil the fun.  Today 

our team got to witness just such an event:  the opening ceremony for Najaf’s new airport.  Over 

the past two years the Najafis have been slowly but surely upgrading an old emergency landing 

strip outside of town into what they’re now billing as the “Najaf International Airport.”  It’s a 

bold move, calculated to help Najaf draw more visitors - and investors. 

It’s also a watershed project for the country, having been conceived and led by Iraqis throughout.  

Our team’s aviation advisor has been helping with the requirements for the airport to obtain 

international certification, but otherwise, the project has been an entirely Iraqi affair.  Even 

though there’s still a lot of work to be done before the facility can fully open, the Najafis were 

adamant on having the opening ceremony today, the anniversary of the Imam Ali’s birthday. 

And our team wasn’t about to miss the excitement.  We tell our visiting agricultural guests that 

their schedule will just have to wait a day, because we’re taking the movement team and heading 

over to the airport, and that’s that. 

Our convoy arrives at the airport around 9:00 in the morning.  The soldiers drop us off at the 

terminal building and then pull out to a staging area.  As this is my first trip “outside the wire”, 

I’m told that the standard procedure would be for them to escort us on foot.  However, today’s 

event is supposed to highlight Najaf’s relatively stable security environment.  As such, the only 

weapons to be allowed on site are those of the private guard force hired by the airport’s 

management. 

Seeing as how we’re the first ones to arrive, we wander around the grounds while the ceremony 

preparations are still being made.  The airport is still very much a work in progress.  The 

facilities thus far consist of one long hangar-like terminal, half of it still missing a roof.  Some 

aspects of the construction leave a bit to be desired.  Judging by the straightness of the 

cinderblock walls, for example, I conclude that the masons are drunks, or possibly just cross-

eyed.  OSHA would have a field day with this place.  The single asphalt runway is a bit sparse by 

international standards, but it’s still a far cry from the dirt landing strip visible in photos from a 

few years ago. 

Eventually the visitors start to trickle in and take their seats beneath the tent that’s been set up on 

the tarmac.  As the trickle soon grows to a flood, I’m awed at the numbers.  One of our Iraqi 

interpreters leans over and points out some of the notable guests as they arrive.  It’s a veritable 
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Who’s Who of Najaf: government officials, members of the Provincial Council, clerics from the 

city’s Shia seminaries in their flowing robes, tribal sheikhs (all of them wearing checkered 

headdresses and tinted sunglasses straight out of the 1970s) - they’re all here.  The media is out 

in full as well, with big names such as Reuters and the Associated Press represented among the 

array of microphones and cameras.  There’s even a band and a herd of flag-waving 

schoolchildren on hand.  This is going to be quite a big deal. 

The airport’s weapons-free status lasts precisely until the point that some Iraqi Army officers 

arrive at the gate and start arguing loudly with the guards.  The lethal Gurkhas of the security 

force are no match for the wild gestures and protruding potbellies of a posse of Iraqi colonels.  

Eventually they step aside and allow the officers and their entourage to saunter past.  As if on 

cue, the smug officers’ thunder is stolen as a pair of Blackhawk helicopters swoops in overhead.  

They touch down just long enough to deposit a pair of American generals - one each from the 

Marines and the Army - who have made a special trip from Baghdad for the event. 

As the last guests straggle in, the speakers hum to life, the music kicks on, and the ceremony gets 

underway.  Despite the numerous fans interspersed throughout the tent, it feels (and smells) like 

a sauna.  Good thing I’m wearing long pants and a sport coat.  The MC’s monologue is 

interspersed with ear-splitting bursts of music, sounding like a phonograph being played through 

a thousand-watt amp.  Meanwhile, it appears that the organizers (now there’s a misnomer) 

presumed that the event would be attended exclusively by camels and thus have neglected to 

provide any water.  I can feel my tongue fusing to the roof of my mouth.  After fifteen minutes of 

sensory overload, I start to wonder how long this will last. 

Then things get interesting.  While the MC is still talking, the band hops to their feet at some 

unseen cue, striking up a march and blaring off-key for all they’re worth.  Out of nowhere, a 

plane suddenly appears on the runway and taxis across the audience’s view, its approach and 

landing having been obscured by the overhanging tent and the noise of the ceremony.  Clad in 

the green and white livery of Iraq’s national airline, the early-model 737 turns onto the apron and 

comes to a stop a short distance from the podium, the whine of its engines throwing yet another 

ingredient into what was already a cacophony. 

There’s an air of excitement as the ground crew pulls a stairway up to the front hatch.  The door 

pops open and out spills a clown car’s worth of rifle-toting, sunglass-wearing bodyguards - 

followed by no less a personality than Nuri al-Maliki, the Prime Minister of Iraq himself!  A 

murmur of surprise ripples through the crowd.  Although we were told that Najaf’s leaders had 

invited him, to the best of our knowledge it was still uncertain whether he’d actually show up. 

Flanked by his bodyguards, Maliki crosses the red carpet that’s quickly rolled out and takes his 

seat in the VIP section.  By this time there’s a small horde of people milling about out on the 
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tarmac, some taking photos of the speaker podium, others looking at the plane, and still others 

simply angling for a glimpse at the Prime Minister. 

Not wanting to miss out on the fun, I leave the tent and go to join the crowd.  The heat of the sun 

is really no worse than the stifling air underneath the tent, and there’s even a pleasant little 

breeze.  I’m able to get right up to the podium and snap a couple of pictures of Najaf’s governor 

as he delivers a brief but impassioned message.  Finished, he steps down, and Maliki’s 

bodyguards clear the way as the Prime Minister takes the rostrum. 

The ensuing speech is like a freight train: It starts slowly, gradually rumbling to life, then picks 

up momentum until it becomes an unstoppable onrushing verbal mass.  Even though I don’t have 

someone to translate, I know exactly what he’s saying: Blah blah blah.  After ten minutes or so, 

the fascination of watching him flap his gums wears off, and I turn my camera elsewhere.  As the 

Prime Minister blathers on, the expressions on the bystanders’ faces say it all: Is this guy still 

talking?  It feels like he takes up the better part of a half-hour with his rambling, not even 

pausing for a drink of water.  Maybe he’s taking the opportunity to thank all the people who 

voted for him by name. 

Finally he concludes, and the crowd erupts in applause for the relief.  As Maliki starts back 

towards his seat and the next speaker steps up to the podium, the sound of an engine and a glint 

in the sky betrays a second plane circling overhead.  It corkscrews down and comes in for a 

landing, the exhaust kicking up a handlebar mustache of dust at the end of the runway. 

What little semblance of order the event had until this point evaporates.  The audience - literally, 

the entire audience - gets up from their seats and spills out of the tent.  As the plane taxis, the 

copilot opens the cockpit window and holds aloft a green Islamic flag.  The crowd realizes that 

this must be the first planeload of visitors to their city, and they promptly go bananas, swarming 

onto the tarmac.  The hapless security guards are beside themselves trying to keep anyone from 

running up and getting sucked into an engine.  The plane comes to a stop and the air of 

excitement increases as the Najafis gather round to welcome their first airborne guests. 

Even if I hadn’t been told beforehand that the flight would be originating in Kuwait, it would 

have been easy to guess: the immaculate robes, designer luggage, and relaxed smiles of the 

passengers that emerge from the plane all scream money.  To be honest, the Iraqis that crowd 

around them look a bit pedestrian in comparison.  What they lack in style, however, they more 

than make up for in enthusiasm.  The Najafis form a human corridor and the fashionable 

Kuwaitis are forced to run a gauntlet of arm-pumping handshakes and ear-to-ear smiles from 

their hosts.  The emotion is palpable; some of the Najafis have tears in their eyes.  Suddenly I’m 

aware of just what this means to them: the opening of the airport is not merely putting their city 

back on the map, it’s restoring their dignity and pride after years of neglect and abuse under 

Saddam.  Seeing the Iraqis’ unbridled joy, I find that I’m starting to choke up as well. 
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By now it’s become clear that the rest of the ceremony is a lost cause amidst the bedlam.  The 

Prime Minister uses the opportunity to hop in an SUV and head into town for a meeting with 

Najaf’s senior Shia cleric.  Robbed of their quarry, the pack of assembled reporters hunts down 

the deplaned Kuwaitis and interviews them mercilessly.  For their part, the Kuwaitis seem 

bemused at getting their fifteen minutes of fame just for taking a flight.  Gradually the crowd 

starts thinning out and heading home.  It’s well into the afternoon by the time our group 

reassembles and calls the soldiers to come pick us up. 

As we talk over the event during the ride back to base, unfortunately there’s no overlooking the 

day’s only sour point.  The occasion was significant enough for the Iraqis to bring in a pile of 

dignitaries, their chief executive among them.  The US military took it seriously enough to 

dispatch a couple of generals.  Meanwhile, the American Embassy sent...nobody.  Not even a 

flunky.  The State Department’s thousands of personnel up in Baghdad evidently have far better 

things to do than arrange even a token consular presence at one of the country’s most significant 

events in months.  To say the least, it’s a huge embarrassment, and the disappointment of our 

Najafi counterparts is evident.  Indeed, when the second plane was coming in to land, several 

Iraqis came up to me, pointed at the plane, and excitedly asked “Ambassador Crocker?”, to 

which I could only wince and shake my head.  Chalk up a big diplomacy win for the Department 

of State. 

But even that isn’t enough to overshadow the day’s positiveness, and our prevailing mood is one 

of elation.  Part of it is simply due to the lasting contagiousness of the Iraqis’ enthusiasm.  Even 

more so, however, it’s the shock of how utterly smoothly the whole thing went.  Sure, the 

program went haywire, the security procedures were dumped, and Najaf’s first planeload of 

visitors was nearly overrun by an onrushing human wave.  The official report we send up to 

Baghdad nicely summarizes the course of events as “endearing chaos.”  But there was no 

violence, everybody left happy, and on our end, our team was able to mingle in and wander 

around just like everyone else. 

Ironically, it was probably the most ‘normal’ event I’ve witnessed since I arrived in Iraq.  And it 

was certainly a profoundly positive occasion for a country that could use many more of its kind.  

Lo and behold, the press even took a break from their schadenfreude to write up the event.  You 

can catch some of the articles at http://news.google.com/news?hl=en&ie=UTF-

8&tab=wn&ncl=1228653651 

And because the event was so blatantly public, I found out I’m allowed to put my pictures from 

it online, so you can view them at 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/29252184@N05/sets/72157606563243329/ 
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Monday 21 July 

At some point this afternoon, I stepped outside my office trailer and stopped cold.  Looking up, I 

couldn’t believe my eyes.  If I recall correctly, the term for these strange airborne apparitions that 

I was seeing is “clouds.”  Sure, they weren’t much; just some faint wisps in the midday glare that 

could have passed for jet contrails.  But they were the first hints of atmospheric condensation 

that I had seen since getting off the plane in Baghdad.  Which was exactly forty-seven days ago.  

Later in the day, the clouds coalesced to the point of “scattered.”  As the sky melted from blue to 

orange, it made for a beautiful evening. 
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Thursday 31 July: Power to the People 

Today we rid ourselves of our visiting team of agricultural in-laws, thus freeing us up to actually 

start doing movements of our own.  As such, this morning our engineer was finally able to 

schedule a visit to the nearby powerplant, where that explosion took place two weeks ago.  I 

tagged along, wanting to get a firsthand glimpse of the conditions at an Iraqi electrical facility. 

The guards and the staff at the powerplant welcomed us warmly - a sentiment that I’d like to 

think had nothing to do with the 50-caliber welcome cards mounted on our Humvees.  The good 

news, as we found out from the director, is that they managed to bypass the rupture from the 

explosion and get the gas pipeline that feeds the plant back in operation.  The bad news is that 

the explosion blew apart more than half their valves, so now the plant has leakages all over the 

place.  When we ask how much it will cost to repair, they estimate roughly a hundred thousand 

dollars.  Frankly, that’s chump change.  If this isn’t an appropriate project for the reconstruction 

funding sources to which we have access, I don’t know what is.  In theory, at least, our team 

should be able to put together a quick response grant and help them out. 

The rest of the powerplant is another story.  The place is the physical embodiment of the term 

“deferred maintenance.”  The director shows us around its cavernous interior, the roar of the 

giant gas turbines matched by the sweltering heat.  Over the din he tells us that although the 

turbines are supposed to be inspected and overhauled every four years, the Ministry of Electricity 

up in Baghdad has kept the plant running virtually nonstop since it was built.  The last time the 

turbines had some TLC was when they were installed...in 1976. 

The results are sadly predictable.  Of the powerplant’s three gas turbines, one has simply given 

up the ghost.  The director shows us its disassembled and dust-covered hulk, looking for all the 

world like the victim of a failed surgery laid out on the operating table.  Up in the control room, 

the director taps the monitors that show the plant’s output.  Three decades of unabated wear and 

tear has reduced the remaining turbines to less than half their efficiency.  Of the 120 megawatts 

that the plant should be able to churn out, it’s producing maybe 50.  The cost to bring everything 

up to speed?  A cool $55 million.  Needless to say, that’s a bit more than we can chip in. 

During our entire visit the Iraqis are gracious hosts.  I have to admit, I wonder what’s going 

through the minds of the technicians when we walk in with our escort of M4-toting soldiers.  

Presumably that makes for a slightly unusual day at the office, but the Iraqis take it in stride.  

The director is also gracious when we tell him that we’ll see what we can do about the plant’s 

larger problems, but there’s probably no way we’ll be able to come up with even a fraction of 

what he needs.  He acknowledges that fixing the plant is really the Ministry of Electricity’s 

responsibility - “But when this happens, who knows?” he says with a sardonic smile. 

He also confirms the larger problem plaguing Iraq’s electrical infrastructure: even if the plant 

were running full tilt, its juice would still get sucked into the national grid to be redistributed at 
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the whim of the bureaucrats in Baghdad, benefitting the people of Najaf very little.  Iraq’s grid is 

configured for a highly centralized government wanting to exert total control and use electricity 

as a political tool - a perfect fit for the previous regime.  Trying to reengineer the grid to match 

Iraq’s new decentralized structure - indeed, trying to get it to work at all - is a feat of epic 

proportions.  And for all the talk about Iraq’s newfound federalism, it appears that some up in 

Baghdad are in no hurry to empower the provinces...pun intended.  We thank the director for his 

hospitality and repeat that we’ll see what we can do.  On the way out, I glance up at the 

smokestacks and see where their thin corrugated sheeting has peeled off to reveal decaying 

asbestos underneath - a nice visual metaphor. 

Ironically, when we get back to the base, I spot an article about a new report from SIGIR, the 

Special Inspector General for Iraq Reconstruction - the agency that serves as the US 

government’s watchdog for reconstruction spending while also bringing the Iraq acronym count 

up to 956.  According to the article, the Inspector General has called for American funding of 

Iraq reconstruction projects to end, stating that the focus should now shift to helping the Iraqis 

carry out their own programs funded by their own money.  Such a statement is remarkable in 

itself, as it’s not often that you see a government entity trying to put itself out of business.  As the 

report points out, however, Iraq is on track to bring in more than $70 billion in oil revenue for 

2008.  Admittedly, SIGIR has previously issued some wildly optimistic opinions, such as 

suggesting in its last report that the majority of Iraqis receive between twelve and eighteen hours 

of electricity per day.  Even if the oil booty is only half the predicted amount, however, the Iraqi 

government could have the Najaf powerplant - and every other powerplant in the country - back 

up and running in no time with that kind of money...if only they would spend it.  The same report 

documents how much the Ministry of Electricity has spent out of the billions of dollars in its 

2008 capital budget.  And how much might that be, you ask?  Not a single penny.  Now that’s 

dim. 
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Tuesday 05 August: Life at Endeavor 

There were a couple of days when I thought I wasn’t going to hack it.  About a week after I 

arrived here at Camp Endeavor, everything started to sink in: I’m out here in the middle of this 

ugly, forsaken wilderness of a desert, living on what amounts to a five-acre minimum-security 

penitentiary, wandering around in oven-like temperatures every single day - and I’m supposed to 

be here for months on end?  This is insane.  I feel like I’ve signed up to be a rat in a laboratory 

maze.  But I got over it, and everything has been quite fine since. 

I’ve settled into my own little pattern within the routine that governs life here at Endeavor.  

There are basically two types of days here: Days when we go out on “movements”, and days 

when we don’t.  On the former, anything goes as far as scheduling: sometimes we leave early in 

the morning, sometimes not until the sun is almost going down.  The days we don’t go out, on 

the other hand, are fairly predictable.  Here’s a cross-section of my typical daily existence: 

0230: Wake up and stumble across camp to the latrines.  Bonus if there’s moonlight. 

0515: Wake up again when my early-to-bed, early-to-rise neighbor slams his door on his way out 

the trailer. 

0730-0815: Wake up for good this time - a rather lengthy process due to the cavelike 

environment of my room making it very difficult to stay awake long enough to roll out of bed.  

Once I’ve done so, I groggily pull on some clothes (hopefully remembering both shirt and pants) 

and, if I’ve managed to beat the 0800 deadline, straggle over to the dining hall for breakfast. 

0830: Back to the latrines for what the soldiers refer to as “the three S-es.”  I’ll refrain from 

elaborating. 

0915 or thereabouts: Shuffle into the office and start work, so to speak.  Almost everything we 

do is so dependent on the local staff we employ as liaisons that there’s really not a whole lot to 

do until they show up.  Some days they arrive around 0930, some days they don’t come until 

almost lunch, and occasionally they don’t show up at all, due to transportation difficulties or fuel 

shortages or who knows why.  In any event, mornings are rarely hectic.  I’ve been known to take 

a half hour here or there to check my eyelids for leaks. 

1200: Lunch.  More on this in a minute. 

1245: Back to the office for the refreshing taste of tea in a styrofoam cup before getting on with 

the afternoon shift.  In the afternoons we often have meetings with Iraqi officials who come out 

to the base, and in between there’s typically a torrent of phone calls as we try to coordinate 

activities for the next several days.  Some afternoons we’re - get this - actually busy, escorting a 

stream of Iraqis in and out for back-to-back meetings.  When that happens, the afternoon shift is 
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a race to get things finished, as our local staff - regardless of when they arrived and what’s going 

on at the time - depart promptly at 1600, not a minute later. 

1730: Work out.  When I first got to Endeavor, some of the soldiers took one look at me and said 

“Oh no, we need to get this to the gym.”  Once I got past the first two weeks of agony in muscles 

I never knew I had, it’s been great lifting with them.  I’ve gotten to the point where I can even 

put weights on the bar. 

1900: Dinner - again, more on this in a minute. 

1945: Party time.  On a five-acre military compound surrounded by desert, the entertainment 

options are rather limited.  Still, we make do.  At least one night a week, there’s a movie 

showing in one of the conference rooms.  Creating a healthy environment for intellectual 

property rights has not been a hallmark of the American occupation of Iraq, and thus it’s 

typically about three weeks after a movie is released in the States before we can get a $2 DVD of 

it on the local market.  Some nights there are makeshift card tables set up for cigars and poker 

outside.  The majority of my evenings, however, have been dominated by a pastime that I 

certainly didn’t expect to pick up in Iraq: chess.  A couple of officers learned that I know how to 

play and, despite my protests of strategic incompetence, they roped me into their chess circle.  

We play at least three or four nights a week.  I’ve managed to improve from abysmal to just 

mediocre, although my style has earned me the nickname of Methuselah. 

2200: Back to the office trailer for a nightcap, which usually translates to answering a couple of 

emails and waiting ages for our cold-blooded internet connection. 

2330: Off to bed.  It really doesn’t matter what time I turn the lights out - 2300, midnight, 

whenever - I’m never able to fall asleep until quarter to one.  This only started when I got to 

Najaf; up in Baghdad, once my head hit the pillow, I was out.  And I’m not the only one 

affected: some of the guys can’t get to sleep on time either, while others are awake at 0430 

whether they like it or not.  Maybe it’s something in the water. 

All told, it’s a rather steady and unhurried little existence here at Endeavor.  It may not be very 

exciting much of the time, but for Iraq, that’s probably not bad. 

That being said, there are certainly some aspects that leave much to be desired.  Such as the food.  

If the gargantuan DFACs up in Baghdad were like supermarkets, Endeavor’s little chow hall is 

like the corner liquor store, without the liquor.  Back in college, I remember how the dorm 

cafeteria ran a weeklong menu cycle - for example, Monday they’d serve black beans, Tuesday 

was refried black beans, Wednesday was black bean burgers, Thursday was black bean soup, and 

Friday was meatloaf (everything proceeded to meatloaf).  There’s a similar arrangement here, 

only without the pretension of variety; mealtimes are exercises in deja vu.  The record is 
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currently held by corn dogs, which appeared on the buffet something like nine days in a row, 

looking soggier and more pitiful each day. 

To be certain, there are bright spots amidst the culinary gloom.  Every Wednesday night is surf-

and-turf, with a spread of crab legs (aka cocktail sauce delivery vehicles) and very well-done 

steaks.  How they manage to get seafood and USDA beef all the way out here is nothing less 

than a logistical marvel.  Our Filipino cooks also do a mean stir-fry; I just can’t understand why 

they don’t do it more often instead of staples like The Dish That Looks Like Chicken But Tastes 

Like Rubber.  Part of the problem is that Endeavor is only visited by a resupply convoy once 

every ten days or so, which cuts back the options significantly.  It’s easy to tell when we’re due 

for a resupply: for the first two or three days after a convoy, our fridges are stocked with all sorts 

of drink boxes.  After that...well, let’s just say that I’ve come to loathe grapefruit juice. 

There are other quirky but endearing facets of life here.  Just like the huge bases up in Baghdad, 

the soldiers themselves don’t man the gates and watchtowers.  That job is performed by the thirty 

or so Ugandan guards hired by the private security company Triple Canopy.  Between them, the 

American soldiers and civilians, the Filipino cooks, and of course the Iraqis, Camp Endeavor is 

its own little Tower of Babel.  Interestingly enough, one of the main ways I’ve gotten to know 

some of the soldiers and Ugandans is through church.  When I was coming out here, I had no 

idea what (if anything) there would be in the way of religious support.  As it turns out, not only 

do we have a church service every Sunday afternoon, but a group also gets together for Bible 

study on Wednesday evenings.  It’s been a huge encouragement.  I came to Iraq wondering if I’d 

be more or less isolated; in the event, I’ve actually made some good friends. 

In the evenings, with the daytime heat dissipating and the unbroken sky fading from denim to 

peach, there are moments when this strange place seems tranquil and timeless.  Out here in the 

desert, the rest of the world - even the rest of Iraq - feels very distant beyond our concrete walls.  

Of course, it would be far preferable for us to be in Najaf itself, interacting directly with the 

population (and of course, eating real food).  But for the time being, I suppose this will do. 
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Thursday 07 August: Who’s in charge here? 

As I’ve noted before, the band of merry redevelopment specialists of which I’m a part is 

officially known as a Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT), one of twenty or so such teams 

spread across Iraq.  According to the State Department, the PRTs are “the front-line operatives in 

the campaign to stabilize Iraq…a civilian-military inter-agency effort that provides the primary 

connection between U.S. and coalition partners and provincial and local governments in all of 

Iraq’s 18 provinces.”  Whew, that’s quite a billing.  If our motley little crew here in Najaf is at all 

typical, I’d suggest that a better definition for a PRT would be “a bunch of well-intentioned 

yahoos who may or may not really know what they’re doing and basically make everything up as 

they go along.” 

Our fearless leader is a career State Department diplomat whose habits have earned him the title 

of Captain Chaos.  Evidently he held some fairly high-ranking posts prior to coming to Iraq, 

which may offer a sobering commentary on the state of the Foreign Service corps.  Simply put, 

the man is blissfully devoid of management skills.  Now, I don’t want to give a completely one-

sided view; to his credit, Captain Chaos has made it a point to form solid relationships with 

Najaf’s political leaders, taking advantage of every opportunity to schmooze them.  Our team 

thus enjoys better interaction with the locals than many of the other PRTs.  Watching Captain 

Chaos in action, however, I get the impression that he truly missed his calling as an 

absentminded professor. 

Someone else commented that his defining characteristic is his pathological indecisiveness, and 

after a couple weeks’ worth of observation, I sadly had to concur.  Any request of him for a 

course of action typically prompts his eyelids to clamp shut, his head to roll around his neck, and 

his hands to jut out in front of him and flail wildly as if casting some spell to make the evil 

decision go away.  Trust me, I wish I were making this up – it’s like watching a marionette 

whose strings are being pulled by a drunk puppeteer. 

The real hilarity comes in meetings, which Captain Chaos is incapable of running.  The bigger 

the meeting, the more exasperating it is for everyone else in attendance.  Once our entire team 

gathered to brief some visiting UN officials on what we do; instead, we sat for an hour and a half 

while Captain Chaos took them on a lengthy tour of his wandering stream of consciousness.  On 

another occasion, we were visited by a score of tribal sheikhs (one might even call it a sheikh-

down) who wanted to talk with us about the agricultural needs of their farmers.  We split them 

into several groups to better facilitate discussion, and Captain Chaos proceeded to bounce 

between the groups like a deranged ping-pong ball, head lolling and arms flailing the entire time.  

I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry; the Iraqis, for their part, seemed bewildered that the 

American government would entrust this man with any kind of authority. 
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Captain Chaos’ concept of strategy might be described as “ready, fire, aim”; but there’s no 

“aim”, and there’s really no “ready”, either.  If we have an overarching framework or even a 

work plan that’s supposed to guide what we do as a team, I’ve never seen them.  We just 

basically throw money at all sort of wacky, disjointed projects and hope that something sticks.  I 

guess you could call it the shotgun approach to reconstruction. 

At any rate, continuing on we have our deputy team leader, the Lone Ranger – so named because 

he was formerly in one of the Army’s Ranger units.  That technically makes him one of the most 

elite soldiers on our base, even though he’s well into his fifties.  Since Endeavor is so small, as a 

Lieutenant Colonel he’s also the ranking officer on the base, resulting in the amusing 

juxtaposition of all the soldiers addressing him as “Sir” while we civilians call him “Bob.”  He’s 

responsible for coordinating our team’s logistics and movements around Najaf, and mercifully 

Captain Chaos has turned over to him the running of our semi-weekly staff meetings.  His is 

certainly one of the tamer personalities on the team, although his habit of rating any female who 

appears on the chow hall television is less than amusing.  News anchors, actresses, weather 

announcers, and more recently, Olympic volleyball players – all have earned the Lone Ranger’s 

seal of approval, indicated by his loud pronouncements of “You see that?  That’s hot.” 

Next up we have the Colonel, our team’s aviation advisor who retired as a full-bird from the Air 

Force and still carries about him every inch of his dignity and professionalism.  Even though he’s 

no longer in the military, I guess he still retains some of the privileges of his rank; at any rate, all 

the soldiers still call him “Sir” as well.  He’s probably the only person on our team who really 

knows what he’s doing, having spent a couple of decades flying C-141s around the world and 

then spending his first ‘retirement’ running the Tucson airport.  He’s been instrumental in 

helping the Najafis get their new airport up and running.  Sometimes it’s funny to hear his polite 

reality checks on their expectations: “You know, runway lights really aren’t optional.”  The 

Colonel isn’t antisocial – on the contrary, he’s a really nice guy – but he is probably the most 

reclusive member of the team, often taking his dinner to his office to read while eating alone.  I 

can’t blame him; it’s probably more pleasant than dealing with the rest of us lunatics. 

Then there’s our team’s Iraq Provincial Action Officer – a delightfully meaningless title denoting 

the State Department’s equivalent of the political officers that the KGB formerly attached to 

Soviet military units to keep them in line.  The IPAO’s job is basically to get in everybody else’s 

business and report everything back up to the Embassy to make sure that it fits with their Really 

Big Plan, assuming they have one.  Our IPAO has earned the moniker of Mr. Excitable, as he has 

all the attention span of…well, someone who has no attention span.  I can’t count the number of 

times he’s interrupted me in the middle of a sentence, and it’s exceptional if we have a 

conversation that stays on topic for more than thirty seconds. 

That being said, Mr. Excitable and I have developed something of an affinity, as we’re the only 

two members of the team under thirty…in fact, with one exception, we’re the only two members 
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of the team under fifty-five.  When I first showed up, Mr. Excitable said something to the effect 

of “Oh thank goodness – now it’s not just me and the old guys.”  I’ve even come to grudgingly 

appreciate his unparalleled talent for awful puns, which he fires off incessantly.  Indeed, he’s 

smart as a whip despite his infinitesimal concentration, and his tenacity in tracking our projects 

and efforts is one of the main reasons that our team actually gets anything done. 

At the same time, for a Foreign Service officer, he’s prone to some spectacular lapses of 

diplomacy.  In the very first meeting I attended with him, for example, a rather prominent Iraqi 

official commented that all the Americans were wearing sport coats but no ties.  With a shrill 

giggle, Mr. Excitable turned to our translator and said “Just tell them we’re trying out the Iranian 

look.”  The look on my face must have been equal parts dumbfounded and horrified; I 

immediately told the translator not to repeat that, while Mr. Excitable just laughed away.  

Admittedly, I might have stepped out of my league, but I figured it probably wasn’t the best idea 

to mock the Iraqis to their faces about their, shall we say, delicate relationship with their Persian 

neighbors. 

Our team’s engineering advisor is a Major from the Army Corps of Engineers.  He goes by the 

call sign of Sapper, as there’s nothing more he’d like to be doing than blowing stuff up with 

gregarious amounts of explosives.  The rest of us just call him Doug.  Doug’s defining element is 

coffee.  Here we are, on a pea-sized military base in southern Iraq, and he’s somehow managed 

to procure for himself a glimmering stainless-steel espresso machine – by what means, I’d rather 

not know.  His office is directly across from mine, so every morning I’m treated to the 

whooshing sounds and lingering aroma of fresh brew.  Even though I’m not a coffee drinker, the 

secondhand effect is a great wake-up call. 

Doug is a generally polite individual, but also a master of the deftly-placed expletive.  I once 

walked past a conversation he was having with Mr. Excitable, and overheard the latter half-

joking about whether or not he could be issued a firearm, “You know, just in case anything 

happens.”  Doug just sighed; I gathered this wasn’t the first time they’d had this discussion.  

“No, you can’t have a gun, because you’re not a combatant.”  “Arrr!” replied Mr. Excitable, 

undaunted.  “And you’re not a *$#!@ pirate, either!” Doug shot back.  I found the exchange 

hilarious.  Maybe I’d just been out in the sun too long. 

Our rule of law advisor is a defense attorney from Southern California…and I suppose I could 

stop right there.  Even though he’s white as rice, he speaks Spanish with amazing fluency, his 

Stateside practice having dealt with an almost entirely immigrant clientele.  That actually proves 

useful here, as one of our local Iraqi staff studied Spanish at Baghdad University and speaks it 

much better than English.  Thus the rest of our trailer gets to listen to the two of them banter 

back and forth between their offices all day long. 
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My own interaction with the attorney was otherwise unremarkable until one day I heard Mr. 

Excitable refer to him as “Goofy.”  Now every time I see him the Disney character immediately 

pops into my mind.  Unfortunately the resemblance is perfect: he’s tall, gangly, and - despite 

being arguably the most cultured member of our team - cluelessly bumbling.  He walks around 

with the same kind of forward-leaning shuffle and silly grin as his namesake, and I sometimes 

half-expect to hear him go “hyuk-hyuk-hyuk!”  His cartoonishness isn’t helped by the fact that 

he sleeps through every single staff meeting.  As soon as we sit down, he’s out like a lightbulb: 

arms crossed on his chest, jaw open, head nodding slowly.  When somebody finally calls on him, 

he comes to life like a wind-up toy, chiming in effortlessly with “Yeah, I think that’s a great 

idea.  And another thing…”  Clearly, it’s a skill at which he’s had years of practice. 

Next we have the Cynic, our representative from the US Agency for International Development.  

Yet another generally nice character, but with a desperate need to vent...on an hourly basis.  It 

takes about ten seconds of talking with him to figure out that he really doesn’t want to be here.  

He loses few opportunities to point out that our strategy (or lack thereof) under Captain Chaos’ 

leadership is nothing short of insane.  I’m certainly not inclined to disagree with him, all the 

more so given that he’s one of the few people on the team with actual international development 

experience. 

Indeed, his is a rather unique background, having left Minnesota to spend a dozen or so years 

working in Kazakhstan and becoming a Bahai somewhere along the way.  He was training to 

become a scuba instructor at one point before blowing out one of his eardrums.  As a result, he’s 

perpetually yelling “Huh?”  I’ve found that I can sometimes get through three or four full 

sentences before he realizes that it’s him I’m addressing.  Bad as it sounds, I’ve actually come to 

enjoy walking into his office and shouting at him to get his attention; he always turns around and 

smiles as though I’m talking perfectly normally. 

Let’s see, who else do we have?  There’s the Hurricane, our governance advisor, so named 

because he’s as directionless and uncontrollable as a cyclone.  None of us are really sure how he 

convinced anyone that he’s an expert on political development.  He seems to pick projects by 

consulting a Magic 8 Ball – every week he has something new, and goodness knows what any of 

them have to do with helping the Iraqis govern themselves.  Once he’s on to something, he 

pursues it like a junkyard dog, willfully violating and circumventing any policies that might 

inconveniently get in his way, at least until Mr. Excitable or someone else steps in to limit the 

damage. 

Much to the rest of our chagrin, the Hurricane recently acquired an accomplice in the form of the 

Cowboy, our newly-arrived USDA agriculture advisor.  This guy could be the poster child for 

stereotypes of Texans: overweight, drawling, and prone to rambling on until the cows come 

home.  Although he does seem to know a thing or two about livestock, the Hurricane has 

managed to sucker him into some weird water-wind-power project – again, what that has to do 
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with governance, I have no idea.  The Cowboy’s only been here a couple of days, so I suppose 

it’s too early to draw any conclusions. 

We also have a couple of bilingual bicultural advisors: Iraqi-Americans who work as project 

managers and fill in as translators when needed.  The only one I’ve had any significant 

interaction with so far is Hakim, a diminutive older gentleman who’s apparently related to every 

last person in southern Iraq.  He has a penchant for, shall we say, editorializing in his 

translations; often I’ll say a sentence or two during a meeting, and he’ll turn to the Iraqis and 

carry on for a solid minute and a half.  Not much I can do about that; I just hope he’s not sharing 

inside jokes with them.  Hakim is also tremendously polite – often sometimes insufferably so, 

refusing to accept others’ hospitality when they open doors or ask him to sit down.  If you’re 

reading this and you were ever on the receiving end of such treatment from me, I apologize 

unreservedly.  It’s obnoxious.  Sometimes I just want to pick him up and throw him through the 

stupid door. 

Last but certainly not least, we come to Bilo.  Bilo, I’m told, is the name of the title character’s 

mentally handicapped younger brother in the “Borat” movie from several years ago; neither 

having seen nor intending to see the movie, I wouldn’t know.  Bilo is also the name that Mr. 

Excitable has given to our most inspired and inspiring team member, a gentleman in his late 

thirties who basically hates everything.  I’m not sure what exactly Bilo is supposed to be doing, 

as he really doesn’t do much of anything.  Indeed, Mr. Excitable confirmed for me that Bilo 

hasn’t initiated a single project throughout the entire nine months or so that he’s been in Iraq.  He 

mostly just sits in his office, steps outside frequently to smoke, and complains.  To top that off, 

although I don’t think Bilo is an alcoholic, he certainly likes to drink, as his booze-stocked desk 

drawers attest.  Surprisingly, he doesn’t seem to hold his liquor very well.  He perpetually carries 

a Gatorade bottle around, and it’s easy to tell the proof of the contents by how closely his gait 

resembles a sailor’s.  And you want to know the really funny part?  Thanks to the State 

Department’s arcane hiring procedures, Bilo somehow takes home one of the highest salaries on 

the team, basically on par with the team leader.  Your tax dollars hard at work. 

And there you have it.  This storied cast of characters is leading the charge in rebuilding one of 

Iraq’s most significant provinces, operating with the delegated authority of the United States 

government in all its glory, and wielding loosely-monitored control over frightening amounts of 

reconstruction money.  Heaven help us all. 

Oh, and then there’s me.  But I just work here. 
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Monday 11 August: What we do 

And what funny work it is.  Being one of the smaller PRTs in Iraq, there are a lot of 

responsibilities for which we simply don’t have enough staff.  As a result, Captain Chaos has 

taken to foisting many of those responsibilities on me.  Among other Roles for Which I’m Not 

Really Qualified, I’ve thus become the team’s (a) banker, (b) speechwriter, (c) communications 

editor, and (d) de facto public health advisor. 

The banking part is the most fun.  Our previous banker developed a heart condition in the middle 

of his last vacation and simply never returned.  In order to retrieve the combination and keys to 

our petty cash safe, I had to break into his filing cabinet, literally prying apart the metal with my 

bare hands.  (Actually, it was locally made, so it didn’t put up much of a fight.)  Upon 

successfully cracking the safe, I was greeted by precisely one thousand consecutively-numbered 

visages of Benjamin Franklin, still shrink-wrapped and bearing the label of the New York 

Federal Reserve.  It was a strange feeling to be sitting in the middle of the Iraqi desert, holding in 

my sweaty hands more cold, hard cash than I’ve ever seen in my lifetime.  Mwahaha. 

Then there’s my real job – the whole tourism development thing.  Frankly, I’m still trying to 

figure that one out.  It hasn’t helped that Fayed, the Iraqi sheikh and provincial council member 

with whom I was supposed to be coordinating most of my work, has spent the better part of the 

last month in Baghdad, Iran, or Syria, depending on whom we ask.  In the meantime, it seems 

that the area where we can best augment Najaf’s tourism industry is by helping them improve the 

quality of their services – which is evidently abysmal.  A couple of representatives from an 

international organization recently stayed at Najaf’s new “four-star” hotel, and told us afterwards 

that it merited a half-star at best.  The US Agency for International Development has had quite a 

lot of success with a project in Jordan that created a series of hospitality vocational institutes to 

train hotel workers, restaurateurs, and so forth.  So we’re going to see if we can set up a similar 

effort here.  As to how we’re going to pay for it, where we’re going to get the trainers, how we’ll 

ensure the Iraqis keep it running once we’re gone – well, I’ll have to get back to you on all that. 

Even scouting out potential locations for the vocational institutes is easier said than done, thanks 

to our operating procedures.  Any time we want to leave the base to meet with Iraqis, visit 

project sites, or even just get a feel for the city, we have to start planning at least four or five 

days in advance.  If we’re meeting with Iraqis, first we have to have our translators call them up 

to make sure that someone will actually be there to meet us when we come.  Occasionally the 

details get lost in translation, and more than once we’ve arrived to a greeting of blank stares and 

frantic phone calls while the Iraqis figure out what to do.  Next, the soldiers who escort us go to 

reconnoiter the site a day or two ahead of time to make sure that nothing will explode when we 

show up.  The day of the actual movement, we all dress up in the positively absurd combination 

of business suits and Kevlar armor, which Goofy calls our “battle rattle.”  Then we gather out at 

the motor pool and saddle up for the ride. 
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The Army unit that hauls us around uses two types of vehicles.  The first is the Humvee, 

workhorse of the modern military.  The Humvee has apparently undergone quite an evolution in 

response to insurgent tactics over the past several years, and the first time I saw one here in Iraq I 

barely recognized it.  The models that we use are outfitted with inch-thick bullet-proof glass, 

electronic jammers to thwart cellular-activated bombs, and more steel armor than a fleet of 

Brinks trucks.  Surprisingly, they’re actually rather comfortable: the seats are generously padded, 

and the center-mounted AC vents blow right into your armpits – a truly blissful feeling in the 

stifling desert heat.  I’m still getting used to the sight of the turret gunner’s boots right next to my 

face, though. 

Our other mode of transportation is an armored personnel carrier known as the MRAP.  

Officially, this stands for Mine-Resistant & Ambush-Protected, denoting the V-shaped steel hull 

that’s supposed to deflect everything from IEDs to RPGs.  The acronym would be more 

accurately rendered as May Result in Aches and Pains, as MRAPs are absolutely infernal 

contraptions.  From the outside, they look like nightmarish ice cream trucks on steroids, so 

ponderously top-heavy that you wonder if they’ll roll over when cornering.  The interior appears 

to have been designed by a consortium of sadists and engineers on a very tight budget.  The bars 

on the windows lend it all the charm of a prison bus.  The seats are perfectly sized for five-year-

olds.  And the impotent AC system has all the effectiveness of a guy wheezing at you with ice 

cubes in his mouth.  Even the shortest rides feel like trips to the sauna.  The suspension (or 

possible lack thereof) routinely launches the hapless passengers into the air; after my first ride, I 

knew how a pinball must feel. 

If you want to know what an MRAP ride in full body armor is like, try this.  First, tape about 

forty pounds of ceramic plates to your torso.  Next, put a soup kettle on your head.  Now have 

someone turn on your clothes dryer while you’re sitting in it.  Yes, it’s that fun.  To top it off, the 

MRAP’s cramped passenger bay is so cluttered with boxes and fixtures of dubious purpose that 

it only seats four, and they’re almost on each other’s laps.  I hate riding in them with a passion.  

I’ve taken to showing up fifteen minutes early for movements so that I can call a Humvee seat, 

which feels like a limousine in comparison. 

As if moving around weren’t difficult enough already, our trips off-base are complicated by the 

reluctance of any of the local Iraqis who work for us to be seen in public with Americans.  

Honestly, I can’t really blame them.  Even though security conditions across Iraq have improved 

considerably in the last year, and Najaf is one of the country’s most stable provinces, there’s still 

a great deal of tension between the Iraqis and the Americans.  As such, our local staff do put 

themselves at considerable risk by coming to our base every day, as there are more than a few of 

their neighbors who view this as collaborating with the occupiers.  Thus we often have to snatch 

one of our Iraqi-American advisors away from the projects they’re supposed to be working on to 

come along as translators. 
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Needless to say, all of this is not really the most effective way of doing business.  Many of our 

Najafi counterparts have realized that it’s often easier to just come out to us.  Thus for every 

movement we make, we receive perhaps four or five visits from Iraqis out at Endeavor.  Some of 

the Iraqis prefer this method of meeting outright, as it saves them from the highly conspicuous 

sight of an American military convoy pulling up in front of their offices.  And more often than 

not they seem to hang around for lunch or dinner in our dining hall, courtesy of the US 

taxpayer…although why anyone would willingly submit to our grub is beyond me.  Not having 

to go out as often obviously saves us a lot of headaches, but it also isolates us even further from 

the neighborhoods and people we’re supposed to be interacting with. 

Far more problematic than our hermetic situation, however, is the disturbing trend that’s come to 

define much of our interaction with Iraqi officials.  Somehow word got around Najaf that the 

American Gravy Train has pulled into town, and now an alarming number of our meetings 

follow a similar pattern: the Director of This or That Department calls us up and comes in for a 

visit.  After expounding on the unparalleled importance of his organization to the lives of the 

people of Najaf, he hits us up with his shopping list.  The requests range from the relatively 

legitimate (electrical transformers for health clinics) to superfluous (water coolers and coffee 

machines) to absolutely outrageous (a complete redecorating of a local council’s meeting 

chambers).  Air conditioners are a favorite item, as are laptop computers – the latter probably 

because, as we’ve noticed, they have a tendency to grow legs and wander off.  Nine times out of 

ten, the requests are for stuff the Iraqi government could and should be providing on its own. 

At the first couple of these meetings I attended, I was actually quite enthusiastic.  Finally, here 

was a chance to get something done, something immediate and tangible.  Quickly, however, it 

became apparent that almost all of these encounters were nothing more than handout sessions.  

Seldom do any of them have anything to do with building sustainable institutions or processes, or 

even uncorking the bottlenecks that are preventing the Iraqi government from paying for the stuff 

in the first place.  Our team has become accustomed to offering a standard response: we thank 

the visiting Iraqis for making us aware of their needs, tell them that we’ll see what we can do, 

and politely send them on their way. 

But not before we fill their arms with soccer balls.  The Lone Ranger, our deputy team leader, 

has gotten involved with a program called “Kick for Nick.”  The Nick in question was a young 

American soldier who served in Iraq several years ago and evidently became fond of handing out 

soccer balls to the Iraqi children he came across.  When Nick was killed in the line of duty, his 

family decided to honor his memory by launching an effort to collect soccer balls and send them 

to Iraq for other soldiers to distribute.  The Lone Ranger somehow volunteered to be a recipient 

and has taken up this cause with gusto, to the point that we now have some twenty-five boxes of 

soccer balls piled up around the base, with more coming on every resupply convoy.  Every day 

the Lone Ranger hacks away at the pile with a hand pump, inflating soccer balls by the dozen. 
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And he hands them out to everyone – I mean everyone, from provincial council members to 

university professors and even to the bodyguards who accompany them, telling them to take the 

soccer balls home to their kids or neighbors or whomever.  The Iraqis are often bewildered at the 

unexpected gifts, but thankfully we’ve never had anyone turn them down.  On the one hand, it’s 

a touching gesture, and the Lone Ranger never fails to relate the background story to the Iraqis.  

I’m amazed at the dedication of the young soldier’s family in organizing and carrying out such 

an effort, and also the willingness of guys like the Lone Ranger to take it on.  On the other hand, 

I sometimes wince at how it’s become an inadvertent symbol of our sweeping ineffectiveness.  A 

constant stream of Iraqi officials and dignitaries beats its way to our door, and we cheerfully 

send them back with little more than an armload of athletic orbs.  It’s as if we’re saying “Sorry 

that your electricity doesn’t work, your water and sewer systems are a mess, your agriculture 

methods are medieval, and your city looks like a trash bin…but here, have some soccer balls!”  I 

can’t help thinking that the Iraqis must wonder why we’re even here. 

Frankly, I sometimes share that sentiment. 
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Friday 15 August: Soccer ball diplomacy 

If my last entry made it sound like I don’t believe handing out soccer balls is an effective method 

for “winning hearts and minds,” let me assure you that it does have its uses in a country like Iraq.  

Simply put, the Iraqi attitude towards the sport borders on collective insanity.  As I discovered in 

Baghdad, victory on the part of the national team is enough to prompt a citywide celebration of 

gunfire.  As for ordinary Iraqis, everybody plays, and what’s more, they’re good.  The Ugandan 

guards here at Endeavor are pretty fancy footballers themselves, but the soldiers from the Iraqi 

Army base next door routinely hand it to them in afternoon pickup games on the dusty pitch 

outside our gate.  The way to an Iraqi’s heart is definitely through his feet. 

With that in mind, the PRT was pleasantly surprised to learn that several representatives of a 

British organization called FC Unity would be coming to Najaf this week as their first stop on a 

tour of Iraq.  The purpose of their visit was to help organize soccer leagues for Iraqi youth and 

provide them with uniforms and equipment.  Needless to say, we were honored when they 

invited us to attend their kickoff event being held in Najaf’s stadium. 

Late in the afternoon we load up hundreds of the Lone Ranger’s soccer balls and roll downtown 

through the Friday evening traffic.  Unfortunately we’re riding in MRAPs, meaning that by the 

time we arrive at the stadium, everyone’s thoroughly disheveled and soaked in sweat.  (I’ll be 

amazed if my clothes don’t all have permanent sweat stains by the time I leave this country.)  We 

unload our payload of spheroids and enter the stadium just as the festivities are getting 

underway. 

Najaf’s main stadium turns out to be a lot more pedestrian than I anticipated.  It’s basically a big 

bowl of crumbling concrete bleachers no more than two or three stories high.  Frankly, I’ve seen 

high school facilities that were more impressive.  I suppose it’s yet another sign of how this city 

was neglected for years under Saddam.  At any rate, when we arrive the field is already crowded 

with a dozen or so teams of Iraqi boys.  I quickly realize that there’s not a single female in the 

entire stadium, neither on the field nor among the local dignitaries on the sideline nor in the 

hundred or so onlookers gathered in the stands.  A bit surprising, but what I was expecting - Title 

IX? 

As the announcer’s voice crackles incoherently over the public address system, everyone turns 

and stares as we walk down the stands towards the field.  I was hoping our presence wouldn’t be 

a distraction, but nothing says innocuous like a bunch of silly-looking Americans in body armor 

being escorted by a dozen rifle-toting soldiers.  Thankfully, ours is hardly the only armed 

presence.  On the contrary, fully half of the Iraqis in the stadium are security personnel: heavily-

armed soldiers and policemen standing watch around the perimeter of the field and up on top of 

the bleachers.  Well, it’s reassuring to see that they’re taking this seriously. 
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Our group mills around on the sidelines as the assembled dignitaries take turns flapping their 

jaws, visibly boring the youngsters and presumably deterring any of them from a career in 

politics.  Someone decides that our bullet-proof vests look a bit out of place for the occasion and 

starts passing around a bunch of bright green t-shirts.  We engage in several minutes of 

gymnastics while trying to stretch the shirts over our bulky armor.  Ah, that’s a big improvement 

- now we look like a troupe of deranged Irish Santa Clauses.  To my chagrin, somebody gets it 

on film.  The Iraqis watching us are doubtlessly wondering: we lost two wars to these people? 

The speechifying finally concludes and it comes time to hand out the swag.  No sooner have the 

boxes of loot been opened than a scrum forms as the coaches, parents, and whoever else is 

nearby descend like jackals on the new uniforms and soccer balls.  It’s not unlike watching the 

aftermath of a multi-car fender-bender, with lots of shouting and wild gesticulating.  The kids 

simply stand to the side, dutifully watching the examples set by their elders.  Remember that 

maxim about a debate ensuing wherever two or more Iraqis are gathered?  I’m coming to realize 

that the magnitude of the debate is an exponential function of the number of Iraqis in attendance.  

And if you throw free stuff into the mix - well, then you’re just playing with fire. 

Eventually the freebies seem to get distributed more or less equally, and they finally let the kids 

actually have some fun.  The teams disperse across the field, trying on their new gear and batting 

scores of soccer balls all over the place.  Every now and then a group of kids comes up and mugs 

for our cameras or peppers us with questions; I’m surprised at how well some of them speak 

English.  As the sun sinks behind the bleachers, I come to a startling realization: It’s actually a 

very pleasant evening.  The furnace of the daytime has given way to a pervasive warmth that’s 

altogether enjoyable.  And here we are, watching a small horde of Iraqi kids run around and 

laugh and enjoy themselves.  It’s hard to avoid smiling. 

By the time we load up to head back to base, it’s almost dark.  On the ride back through town, I 

peer through the darkened jail-bar windows of the MRAP at the nightlife outside.  We pass 

through a lively commercial district, the sidewalks crowded with people shopping in the stores or 

enjoying an evening coffee at a cafe table, all of it illuminated by the ubiquitous glow of 

fluorescence.  Such a perfectly normal scene, and for that very reason, it’s amazing.  It makes me 

regret all the more our arms-length approach to reconstruction, cloistered as we are outside the 

city.  On the other hand, it’s good to see that at least in this corner of Iraq, life is on its way to 

getting back to normal. 
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Wednesday 20 August: We’re having company 

“So do you really think we’ll invade Iran?” 

The possible invasion of Iraq’s eastern neighbor comes up periodically in conversation around 

here.  Despite the sporadic ratcheting-up of rhetoric from Washington, no one seriously expects 

it to happen.  Admittedly, that doesn’t stop us from joking about seeing one another at PRT 

Tehran in a couple of years.  Interestingly enough, some of the fiercest reactions to the prospect 

of a Persian escapade come from the soldiers here, particularly the officers.  On more than one 

occasion they’ve expressed the sentiment (or perhaps the hope) that the Powers That Be would 

never be so rash as to leap headfirst into Iran given the current state of our military. 

Nevertheless, the possibility is still there - and over the past several days we’ve had the chance to 

pose the Iranian question to someone who should actually know a thing or two about it.  The 

occasion is a visit to Najaf by one of Ambassador Crocker’s legion of “Special Representatives” 

whose titles reflect their nebulous responsibilities.  We were informed that the Special 

Representative’s delegation would include a veteran diplomat who had spent more than a decade 

in Iran, and who would be staying with us for a couple of days to “assess the situation in Najaf” 

for some strategic reason that couldn’t be revealed.  It sounded exciting and rather secret-agent-

ish. 

When the delegation arrives, that notion is quickly dispelled.  The figure who lumbers out of the 

helicopter after the Special Representative is a man in his late middle ages whose undersized 

body armor strains to contain his considerable belly.  Judging by the copious amounts of sweat 

soaking his clothes, a couple decades of living in the Middle East have done little to orient him 

to the climate.  As we make our introductions, I can’t help thinking, Well, this promises to be 

interesting. 

It takes about half a day to become painfully obvious that our visitor is less James Bond and 

more Puffo the Clown.  His introductory performance comes when we take the delegation to a 

high-profile meeting with the chairman and several ranking members of the Najaf Provincial 

Council.  We’ve barely taken our seats in the chairman’s office when I glance over and see Puffo 

fast asleep, his chins resting comfortably on his protruding belly.  As the meeting gets underway, 

Puffo’s lack of decorum doesn’t escape the Iraqis’ notice, and several of them nod in his 

direction and cluck with disgust.  I lean back in my chair and ‘accidentally’ give him a slight 

kick.  He stirs, looks around for a moment, asks me groggily if I speak Arabic, and promptly 

drops back out.  I try to wake him several more times with decreasing subtlety before finally 

giving up. 

He might actually have the right idea, as the meeting itself is misery.  The Special Representative 

goes around the room one by one, asking the Iraqis to list their concerns and grievances with the 

central government.  None of them are at a loss for words in complying.  What was supposed to 
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be a consular encounter quickly devolves into an extended therapy session, with the Iraqis trying 

to trump one another over who has the biggest beef with Baghdad.  After hours of this, one of 

our soldiers pokes his head in the room and informs us curtly that it’s time to go.  As we wrap 

things up, the Special Representative introduces a suddenly-coherent Puffo to the chairman.  

Puffo takes the opportunity to proudly note that he visited Najaf more than twenty years ago, 

during the height of the Iraq-Iran War.  Delightedly surprised, the Najafis ask with great interest 

what he saw back then and how he thinks the city has changed.  Puffo quickly has to clarify that 

his previous stay lasted all of a day, and that his recollection is a bit fuzzy.  Ah, the 

awkwardness. 

Mercifully, we’re spared from too much more of the same, as Puffo really doesn’t do a whole lot 

during the rest of his stay.  Evidently the Embassy’s concept of “assessing the situation” in Najaf 

consists of sending someone to sit around our camp and make periodic trips to the dining hall.  

Well, maybe I shouldn’t be so harsh.  Puffo chips in with some useful insights from time to time.  

For example, one morning he joins our engineer Doug and several other members of the PRT on 

a trip to the new campus that Kufa University is constructing with considerable funding support 

from the US Army Corps of Engineers.  While we’re meandering through the half-finished 

buildings and Doug is going bananas pointing out all the construction defects and safety 

violations, Puffo calmly wanders over to a pile of bricks and picks up a piece of green plastic 

wrapping.  “Notice anything?” he asks as he hands it to me.  I glance at the unintelligible writing 

and shake my head.  “It’s in Farsi,” he explains, “all these bricks are from Esfahan.”  Doug’s jaw 

drops as he overhears this and stops in his tracks, then looses a stream of profanities in 

combinations I’ve never heard before.  He makes a note at the end of his already-lengthy list that 

the Iraqis are using US government funds to purchase construction materials from Iran.  

Undoubtedly the Corps will be thrilled. 

In the evenings, Puffo’s contributions to our little social encounters typically involve jumping 

into a conversation with the line “You know, that reminds me of when I was in...”, followed by 

some exotic location, followed by a rambling anecdote that frequently bears little relation to 

what we were just talking about.  It’s a shame, really, as it sounds like he’s had quite the far-

flung career, yet his stories seem intended primarily to convince us how much more traveled and 

cultured he is.  Still, there are moments when he offers some surprisingly frank remarks, such as 

when he sees a picture of the Imam Ali Shrine - the focal point of Najaf and one of the most 

significant sites for millions of Shias worldwide - and promptly dismisses it with a sigh of 

“Yep...just like all the mosques in every other dirty Middle Eastern city.”  Wow. 

So it is that on Puffo’s final evening with us, several members of the PRT sit down with him for 

a round of cigars and ask his honest assessment of whether we might actually invade Iran.  “I 

certainly hope so,” he responds without hesitating.  We chuckle briefly, then realize he’s serious.  

Someone asks him why.  He takes a long pull on his cigar and leans forward in his chair.  

“Look,” he says evenly, “the last five years of this stuff have made me a millionaire.  I’ve bought 
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four houses back in the States.  I hop back and forth between Iraq and Afghanistan, drink a lot of 

tea with the locals, work for maybe an hour or two a day, and the government pays me hand over 

fist.”  He leans back again.  “Honestly, I wish this would never end.” 

And just like that, Puffo the Clown has laid bare the fundamental contradiction of our existence 

here.  The rest of us sit in stunned silence.  I want to be appalled, but frankly, I’m not sure if he’s 

really all that far off the mark.  I certainly can’t deny that the financial aspect played a significant 

part in my decision to come to Iraq.  However, at the risk of sounding melodramatic, I was no 

less motivated by the desire to contribute firsthand to the rebuilding of Iraq and thereby, in a 

way, to serve my own country.  Some days, though, I wonder whether I’m doing little more than 

helping to bankrupt it. 

But in reality, it’s not as if that angst stops me from collecting my paycheck every month.  And 

Puffo summarily departs from us, taking his troubling straightforwardness with him, and leaving 

us to get back to doing our thing out here in a place far from home. 
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Tuesday 26 August: Back to Baghdad 

The engine roars and the whir of the rotor changes pitch.  The helicopter lifts off gently, almost 

imperceptibly, and then leaps into the air.  Ignoring the newfound presence of my stomach in my 

shoes, I crane my neck around for a look back at Endeavor before it disappears into the haze.  

From above, our camp has all the charm of a gulag.  Still, I had just started to get accustomed to - 

even fond of - the pace of life in our little desert enclave.  But not so fond as to pass up a chance 

for a vacation. 

This morning I’m headed back up to Baghdad on my way to a weeklong hiatus from Iraq.  The 

vacation is actually overdue: my company follows the same generous leave schedule as federal 

employees working in Iraq, meaning that I was eligible for my first break at the beginning of 

August.  Since I’d barely arrived in Najaf at that point, I figured it’d be silly to turn right back 

around, so I decided to wait another month in order to settle in and start working.  By the time 

today rolled around, however, you’d better believe I was packed and ready to go. 

Today I’m flying with the Blackwater Express, the same dark-blue Hueys that brought me from 

Hillah to Endeavor six weeks ago.  The Blackwater flights have become pretty much the PRT’s 

only means of getting anywhere these days, as the vast majority of our requests for Army airlifts 

get turned down.  Either the military’s drawdown has stretched their resources even thinner, or 

they’ve simply decided that we’re really not of much consequence out here in our little base at 

the end of the line.  I’m not the only one needing to fly to Baghdad today - the Cynic, our 

USAID representative, is also headed up on his way to a conference - so we thought there might 

be a slightly better chance that the military mavens would smile upon us.  But no soap.  So the 

Blackwater birds it is. 

As we leave Endeavor, I’m just happy to have some scenery other than sand and T-walls.  

Within minutes the landscape changes dramatically, the barren wilderness around Najaf 

dissolving beneath the green blanket of the Euphrates floodplain.  We thunder over endless 

stretches of palm groves, the pilots weaving back and forth just above the treetops.  The silvery 

snake of the mighty Euphrates emerges from the foliage below us, its surface still cloaked in 

morning mist.  After a month and a half in the desert, the sight of greenery and moisture is a 

shock. 

Our flight turns out to be something of a tour of south-central Iraq.  First we fly to Camp Echo, a 

larger military installation about 75 kilometers to the east, outside the city of Diwaniyah.  We 

disembark for a half hour while the helicopters refuel.  The Polish Army has a sizable contingent 

at Echo, and it’s a curious sight to see their Russian-designed Mil helicopters parked next to 

American Blackhawks.  We acquire a couple more passengers and lift off again, heading up to 

Hillah for a stop at the REO.  While the other helicopter touches down, ours circles above, giving 
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me a dizzying view of ground out one window and sky out the other.  We level off just as I start 

looking around for the barf bags. 

Back underway, we fly east.  And east some more.  And east even more - far out into the 

hinterlands of Wasit Province.  The Euphrates floodplain, which has long since disappeared 

behind us, really does seem like Eden compared to the wasteland that is Wasit.  Ours is a surreal 

sojourn over miles upon miles of flat, trackless dirt and sand that eons of unrelenting sun have 

bleached a dull, dead white.  I have to periodically glance up at the cockpit GPS to verify that we 

haven’t flown off into the Netherworld.  The pilots abandon their maneuvering and cut a beeline 

across the desolation; evasive action is redundant in this uninhabited wilderness.  By all 

appearances, Noah was still at the helm the last time this land saw any water.  An hour passes; it 

feels like far more.  Finally, the ribbon of the Tigris appears in the distance, and beside it the 

grimy town of Kut.  We touch down at the airfield outside town, disgorge a passenger, and take 

back off towards the north and Baghdad. 

By this time, what began as a balmy morning has become an absolute scorcher.  Even with a 

hundred knots of air rushing through the open windows, the cabin feels like an oven.  The door 

gunner opens a cooler and hands me a liter of chilled water, which I drain immediately and 

return to watching the un-scenery.  My trancelike state is interrupted when the Cynic, who thus 

far has sat staring out the window and periodically shaking his head, nudges me to get my 

attention.  He leans over, makes a sweeping gesture at the blasted terrain, and - true to form - 

yells out, “It really does make you think we’re only here for the oil, doesn’t it?”  Well, I’m not so 

sure I agree with that, but I still can’t help a wry smile.  Whatever the reasons for invading this 

country, the scenery was certainly not one of them. 

Eventually a dark smudge appears in the distance, quickly growing to fill the horizon in front of 

us.  Finally, we’ve reached Baghdad.  A chill of excitement runs down my spine at the thought of 

being back in the focal point of Iraq, the nerve center, the place where things happen.  Or maybe 

it’s just the thought of imminent access to massive quantities of DFAC food.  Either way, a few 

minutes later we’re cruising over Baghdad’s vast outskirts...and I’m reminded what a profoundly 

ugly city this is. 

It’s worth pointing out that Iraq pretty much invented the concept of the city however many 

millennia ago.  Over the thousands of years since, the Land Between the Rivers has hosted a 

remarkable number of humanity’s great urban centers - the Ur of Abraham, the Nineveh of the 

Assyrians, the Babylon of Nebuchadnezzar, and so on.  Indeed, the early centuries of the Islamic 

Empire were glorious ones for Baghdad itself, outstripping as it did the population of any other 

city in the world.  This was the Baghdad of the Arabian Nights - a city of splendor and intrigue, 

of grand bazaars and illustrious libraries, of caliphs and caravans bringing traders from far and 

away.  To sustain its burgeoning masses, Baghdad built up advanced public works in the form of 

water supplies and street systems.  At the same time, its architects were instrumental in 
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developing the pointed arches, the gilded domes, and the rest of the characteristic Arabic 

ornamentation that soon spread across the Middle East.  By all accounts, the Baghdad of a 

thousand years ago was a sight to behold, as efficient as it was beautiful. 

That city, however, is a far cry from modern Baghdad.  We fly over featureless neighborhoods 

that stretch in all directions like an architecture experiment gone horribly wrong.  It’s as if 

someone has spilled a giant box of bouillon cubes - nothing but dirty brownish-grayish boxes as 

far as the eye can see.  In the first five minutes I count perhaps a dozen buildings that have any 

type of curves or colors or other architecturally redeeming features, and half of those are 

mosques.  The only non-rectangular surfaces are the satellite dishes that clutter the rooftop of 

literally every single building.  Baghdad is monochrome, monoform, and monotonous. 

Amidst the jumble I catch sight of a cluster of buildings that seem inexplicably familiar.  Sure 

enough, it’s Kansas City - the Karrada Compound that I visited back when I first arrived in June.  

Amazingly, we swoop right over it and I manage to quickly snap off a couple photos.  Then 

we’re out over the Tigris, with a splendid view upriver at the infamous Ishtar Sheraton and the 

other banal towers that line the river’s eastern bank.  Crossing into the IZ, we pass right by the 

Republican Palace that still hosts the American Embassy.  The pilot banks sharply, and suddenly 

I’m staring straight down at the unmistakable sight of my company’s headquarters compound.  

Having spent three straight weeks wandering around its grounds, I’d recognize those trailers 

anywhere.  Hey, how about that - looks like the Death Star restaurant has a new million-dollar 

roof.  Before I can ponder whether that money would have been better spent on improving the 

food, the helicopter tilts upright and drifts downward, the pilot flares the nose, and with a gentle 

thump we’re on the ground at the IZ’s landing zone. 

And just like that, I’m back in Baghdad. 
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Wednesday 27 August: The Baghdad Country Club 

Question: Where in Iraq can you find a luxurious outdoor swimming pool, a Starbucks-style 

coffee shop, and the world’s most asinine security procedures, all in one place?  Answer: The 

American Embassy, of course. 

As part of the banking duties that the PRT has so generously bestowed upon me, I was required 

to come to the Embassy for a seminar on how to handle all that State Department money.  One of 

the seminars was scheduled for today, so I simply came up to Baghdad a couple of days ahead of 

the slated start of my vacation on Friday in order to knock out two birds with one stone. 

While the colossal new compound is being finished, the Embassy is still housed in Saddam’s 

grandiose Republican Palace - a delectable irony.  The hallways where the dictator once walked 

now swarm with Americans; the grounds are packed tight with T-walls and trailers.  Indeed, the 

Embassy’s immediate premises may actually qualify as the world’s largest trailer park.  Don’t 

believe me?  See for yourself: 

http://maps.google.com/maps?f=q&hl=en&ie=UTF8&ll=33.303614,44.409206&spn=0.004699,

0.013154&t=k&z=17 

 - and there are even more trailers now than when those aerial photos were taken a couple years 

ago.  Be that as it may, the Embassy’s grounds - tucked away in the IZ’s armpit next to a sharp 

bend in the Tigris - are also some of the most fortified real estate in the country. 

Which makes getting inside quite a chore.  Early this morning I borrow a car from the company 

motor pool and drive over to the Embassy a full hour before the seminar is supposed to start.  

After parking in the lot across the street, I call up one of the seminar administrators and ask him 

to come out and get me.  You see, even though my Department of Defense badge allows me 

unrestricted access to any military installation in Iraq, that’s not good enough for the State 

Department.  To them I’m a peon like any other, and in order to access the grounds of my own 

country’s diplomatic mission (guarded, I might point out, by Columbians who work for the 

lowest-bidding security contractor), I have to be escorted by someone who works inside.  I have 

to admit, I find the whole thing a bit insulting, not in the least because I’m here at the Embassy’s 

request in the first place. 

After half an hour my babysitter finally materializes - a smartly-dressed, eager young bureaucrat 

who, I soon learn, has been in Iraq all of a week.  He walks me past the bullet-proof glass and 

loaded guns of the front gate and up the sweeping driveway.  Although the palace is still a 

grandiose piece of architecture, its new residents have done a marvelous job puncturing the 

former owner’s pompousness with their redecorating.  Everywhere you look, there’s an amusing 

juxtaposition of the ornate and the mundane.  The steps leading from the driveway up to the 

ceremonial entrance have been partially covered with an ADA-compliant plywood ramp, 

http://maps.google.com/maps?f=q&hl=en&ie=UTF8&ll=33.303614,44.409206&spn=0.004699,0.013154&t=k&z=17
http://maps.google.com/maps?f=q&hl=en&ie=UTF8&ll=33.303614,44.409206&spn=0.004699,0.013154&t=k&z=17
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complete with handrails.  The opulent chandeliers that still dangle from the ceilings provide 

excellent mood lighting for the billiards tables set up in the entry lobby.  We pass through 

another Columbian-guarded security door and emerge into the heart of the palace proper - right 

next to the beverage line for the cafeteria occupying one of the cavernous reception halls.  

Saddam must roll over in his grave with every styrofoam cup of coffee served. 

After navigating the palace’s labyrinthine interior, we finally arrive at the conference room 

where the seminar is to be held - which turns out to be little more than a 10’ x 20’ section of 

hallway enclosed in plywood.  It quickly becomes apparent that the seminar organizers have not 

given much thought to the potential difficulties of hosting the thirty or so participants within this 

less than generous space.  I wind up with a seat that offers me an excellent view of my 

neighbor’s dandruff. 

The seminar itself is, unsurprisingly, a complete snoozer.  What takes six hours could have been 

accomplished in perhaps thirty minutes.  The high point is when one of the instructors reads his 

forty slides verbatim.  The gist of it is: we’ve got boatloads of funding for reconstruction 

projects, here are the ways your team can get it, here’s what you can spend it on, and here’s how 

to get more when you run out.  Oh, and if you lose any of our money, you’re personally liable for 

it.  Fantastic. 

When we break for lunch, I go to meet up with a pair of officers who had contacted me 

previously and asked to meet when I came up to Baghdad.  They want to know more about what 

the PRT is doing in Najaf, evidently in conjunction with some strategic planning at the national 

level.  They turn out to be an odd couple - a Major in the Air National Guard who’s freshly 

arrived on his first six-month foreign deployment, and a grizzled Army Lieutenant Colonel 

who’s spent the better part of the past six years bouncing between here and Afghanistan.  Over a 

bountiful lunch at one of the Embassy’s cafeterias (evidently there are a few), I fill them in on 

what I can about the state of things in Najaf.  Afterwards we return by the scenic route, stopping 

to admire the resort-like outdoor recreation area and pool, complete with water volleyball net.  

It’s all I can do to keep from jumping in.  With the exception of the concrete duck-and-cover 

bunkers scattered around, there’s no clue that the setting for this country-club-type scene is one 

of Saddam Hussein’s former palaces in the heart of Baghdad. 

When I get back to the conference room, I’m met by one of the seminar instructors looking 

rather ashen-faced.  “We thought you’d been arrested,” is the greeting he offers.  Um, and why is 

that?  “You were walking around without an escort.”  Of course I wasn’t; I explain how I was 

with the officers the entire time.  “No,” the instructor shakes his head, “you have to be escorted 

constantly by the person who brought you in.  If a guard had stopped you without your escort, 

you could have been thrown in the brig.”  Ah, well, somebody might have taken the trouble to 

explain that to me beforehand. 
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After the seminar concludes in the late afternoon, my babysitter is kind enough to allow me to 

make a stop at the Green Bean, the Embassy’s coffee shop.  Despite the sweltering heat outside, 

I’m curious to see what the only spiced chai latte for hundreds of miles tastes like.  Yep - it tastes 

like it’s not worth the $4 I paid for it.  On our way out, the Embassy has one last ironic scene in 

store.  We pass by a cavernous reception hall, the far wall of which is decorated with the palace’s 

infamous mural depicting a half-dozen Scud missiles lifting off.  In front of it, the thousands of 

square feet of floor space are covered in a giant hive of makeshift cubicles.  From the House of 

Saddam to Office Space - how utterly appropriate. 
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Tuesday 09 September: Time for a holiday 

Let’s face it: Having the neighbors invite you over to their house only to have you spend hours 

looking at insipid slides from their last family vacation is painful.  So instead of treating you to 

the written version of the same, I’ll simply offer up a couple of the more entertaining highlights 

from my week-and-a-half vacation outside Iraq.  My basic plan for the trip was as follows: spend 

a day decompressing in Amman; hop over to the West Bank to check out Bethlehem; jaunt down 

to Eilat for a dip in the Red Sea; then back over to Jordan for a stop at the ruins of Petra; and 

finally back to Amman for my return flight to Baghdad.  Basically, a big loop around the 

southern Jordan Valley.  If that kind of thing doesn’t sound like much fun, feel free to skip right 

on ahead to the next entry. 

Highlight #1: The Getaway.  Our early-morning convoy from headquarters carries half a dozen 

staff to the airport, including the new manager of the Death Star - who, after a mere month and a 

half on the job, has concluded it’s a lost cause and is on his way back out of the country for 

good.  However, you can’t just up and leave Iraq: departing the country requires either an exit 

visa or a sufficiently-empowered military badge.  Unfortunately, upon reaching the airport we 

discover that he has neither, and the unsmiling immigration officials are in no mood to make an 

exception.  For a minute it looks like they might send him straight back to the IZ, until another 

member of our little group calls up an acquaintance of hers who just happens to be an Iraqi 

colonel working in another part of the airport.  He strolls on over, and five minutes later we all 

breeze through immigration, no further questions asked.  I guess it really does pay to know 

people.  After that, it’s a simple matter of three separate security checks, forty-five swelteringly 

airless minutes as the plane sits on the tarmac, and one decidedly smelly and uncomfortable 

flight, and I’m in Amman. 

Highlight #2: Lunch in Amman.  After three months of Iraq’s bizarre surreality, being back in 

the real world is thoroughly disorienting - no concrete barriers, no need to show IDs to get 

everywhere, no people wandering around with really big guns.  Naturally, I figure the best 

antidote to my confusion is food.  So I venture down to the hotel restaurant and indulge in a very 

long, somewhat excessive, and thoroughly enjoyable lunch.  It’s a glorious feeling to taste a meal 

that hasn’t been prepared on an assembly line for a change.  Lemon lentil soup, Lebanese 

chicken, mediterranean rice, honey-soaked baklava, and a cup of Turkish coffee to wash it all 

down - ah, the salivation.  The lunch is delightful, right up until I nearly lose it upon seeing the 

bill.  I knew I was racking up a liberal tab, but I hadn’t quite reckoned on the Jordanian Dinar’s 

inflated exchange rate.  Or the outrageous 12% sales tax.  Or the even more outrageous 10% 

“service fee” (read: sales tax #2).  Or the fact that the waiter suddenly loses his ability to 

understand English when I ask about the gratuity, obliging me to tack on another however-many 

percent even though I suspect it’s already included.  The final damages are somewhere in the 

neighborhood of $75; I spare myself from calculating it exactly.  Ah well, can you really put a 

price on indigestion? 
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Highlight #3: The Allenby Border Crossing.  For all its Biblical grandeur, the Jordan River has 

definitely seen better days.  Upstream diversions have reduced it to little more than a reed-

choked creek for much of its course.  As the bus crosses the famous Allenby Bridge that spans 

the river, I can’t help thinking that it’s an awfully piddling dividing line for what was one of the 

world’s tensest international boundaries for half a century. 

The entry point into the West Bank on the far side is anything but trifling, however.  Navigating 

it is an experience that anyone who fancies himself a traveler should endure once, and precisely 

once.  Being the primary transit point between Jordan and the West Bank for millions of 

Palestinians, the Allenby crossing is like a giant human funnel.  I walk into the barnlike entry 

hall and am swept up in a miserable maelstrom of heat, humidity, crying babies, and short 

tempers. 

When I finally make it up to one of the immigration counters, the young Israeli officer flips 

disinterestedly through the pages of my passport - and stops on the page that contains the visa 

from my trip to Syria several years ago, a nation with whom Israel is still technically at war.  She 

gives me a look that says, “Oh yes, you’re going to have a delightful time with us today,” and 

sends me over to wait with the rest of the suspected terrorists. 

While I’m waiting, I notice that the entire Allenby crossing seems to be run by twenty-year-olds.  

I’m pulled aside and questioned by a pair of plainclothes officers whose only signs of authority 

are the guns on their belts.  I take a little pleasure in their visible looks of surprise when they find 

out I’m working in Iraq; they seem unsure whether this makes me more or less credible, and 

promptly scurry off with my passport and military badge.  Three and a half hours later, after 

they’ve presumably managed to rifle through my luggage, check my credit score, and call up all 

my elementary school teachers, they determine I’m a harmless buffoon and send me on my way.  

Ah, the joys of travel. 

Highlight #4: Bethlehem.  In Bethlehem I meet up with a friend from the States who’s there with 

a group filming a documentary on Palestinian Christians.  Tagging along with them for a couple 

of days affords me a rather unconventional but fascinating itinerary: being invited over to a 

family’s house for lunch; wandering through the streets of a refugee camp; having dinner with a 

prominent local activist in an outdoor restaurant made up to look like a Bedouin meeting tent.  In 

between I manage to hustle over to the Church of the Nativity, whose shadowy incense-and-

icon-filled interior and floor mosaics dating back to the era of Constantine don’t disappoint.  I 

didn’t make it to Bethlehem when I visited Israel two years ago; I’m glad I had the chance to 

make up for it. 

Highlight #5: The Checkpoint.  During my stay in Bethlehem I head into Jerusalem one morning 

and catch a bus for a day trip out to the Dead Sea.  It’s quite late by the time I make it back to the 

checkpoint astride the only gate in the barrier that separates Jerusalem from Bethlehem.  Once 
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inside, the guard waves me past the control booth without a second glance - so far, so good.  I 

head towards the revolving gate that I presume is the exit.  As soon as it locks behind me, 

however, I realize with a sinking feeling that I’m actually in one of the entry corridors for people 

going the other way - and it appears to be good and closed. 

I’m now quite literally trapped in no man’s land between a pair of revolving gates whose steel 

bars are locked tight and there’s not a soul in sight.  I wave furtively at the security cameras, 

hoping someone will spot me and come to my rescue.  No soap.  I try yelling for help with 

increasing volume.  Still nothing.  I then try pushing firmly on one of the gates to see if it will 

budge; the ear-splitting siren that goes off nearly drives me to my knees.  Incredibly, there’s still 

no response from anyone. 

Completely at a loss, I stand dumbfounded for a moment, then notice that the door to the 

unoccupied guard booth within my little purgatory has been left open.  I peer inside; it’s empty 

save for a few monitors and a control panel labeled in Hebrew.  I glance up at the security 

cameras again, shrug, reach inside, and press a random button.  I hear a click behind me and turn 

around to see an illuminated green light above the gate I just passed through.  I walk over and 

push it - and it turns!  Giddy at my escape, I locate the real exit and make my way to freedom...or 

back to the guest house where I’m staying, at any rate.  Who says there are no adventures left in 

the world? 

Highlight #6: The Red Sea.  Okay, technically it’s the Gulf of Aqaba, but wading into the water 

at Eilat is simply magnificent.  It’s crystal clear and warm as a bath.  Enough said. 

Highlight #7: Driving to Petra.  In complete contrast to the torrent of humanity at the Allenby, 

the sleepy border crossing between Eilat and Aqaba is like a ghost town.  When I show up 

around mid-morning, I’m literally the only person there.  Halfway across the asphalt strip 

separating Israel and Jordan, I encounter a lone traveler heading in the other direction; we wave 

hello, shrug, and continue on our ways.  On the Jordanian side, I hop in a taxi for the drive to 

Petra.  For three straight hours I feel like I’m in a scene from an Arabic travel movie - driving 

across the sandy middle of nowhere, the hot breeze from the open windows mixing with the 

driver’s cigarette smoke, habibi music blaring over the tinny stereo.  It’s magnificent.  The driver 

speaks surprisingly good English, and we strike up conversation from time to time before lapsing 

into our respective thoughts.  I’m starting to drowse off when we come to a complete stop in the 

middle of the highway.  Snapping awake, I look up into the stern visage of a camel who appears 

quite displeased at the thought of vacating his perch in the middle of the road.  He looks us up 

and down - I swear he rolls his eyes - and waltzes slowly and deliberately off into the sand, 

leaving no illusions as to who’s in charge around here. 

Highlight #8: Petra.  When the Nabatean civilization constructed their fabulous stone city in the 

mountains southeast of the Dead Sea, I doubt they could have imagined the notoriety they would 
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gain when Harrison Ford and Sean Connery would come riding in on horseback two thousand 

years later.  The entrance to Petra is every bit as breathtaking as the Last Crusade would have 

you believe: a mile-long walk down a narrow, winding gorge hemmed in by towering sandstone 

walls on either side.  Just as the walk has built your anticipation to a peak, you emerge from the 

canyon directly in front of the Treasury, Petra’s most famous sight - a 130-foot-tall facade carved 

with ornate detail out of a sheer rock face.  With a gaping jaw you walk up the steps, pass the 

soaring columns, cross the threshold of the oversized doorway...and enter a claustrophobic 

chamber no more than thirty feet wide.  That’s it - no yawning subterranean chasms, no penitent-

man-shall-pass booby traps, no thousand-year-old Crusaders guarding the Holy Grail.  Just a 

humble vault where some Nabatean king used to be buried.  It’s rather anticlimactic.  Indeed, 

that’s goes for most of Petra - incredibly ornate facades fronting teeny little rooms carved out of 

the rocks.  It’s interesting to see, but a day turns out to be more than enough time to take it in.  I 

guess it’s a good object lesson: if you’re going to let your civilization die out, at least leave a 

couple of sturdy monuments lying around for future generations to make a buck off of. 

And that’s about it as far as the better points of my trip.  All told it was a refreshing break from 

Iraq, and an intriguing circuit of some very memorable places.  The week and a half flies past 

quickly, and before I know it, I’m on a plane back to Baghdad. 
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Thursday 18 September: Holding pattern 

There are moments around here when I’m tempted to look around for the hidden cameras.  

Sometimes the way things work here in Iraq is such a comedy of errors, the only explanation is 

that this place must be a big reality TV show.  Case in point: having returned from vacation, I 

need to hop on a helicopter and get back down to Endeavor.  Simple enough, right?  Sure, which 

is why it takes no fewer than eight attempts over the course of ten days before I actually succeed. 

Tuesday the 9th - Attempt #1: A day after returning to Baghdad, I call up the Lone Ranger and 

he informs me that a pair of Army Blackhawks is scheduled to fly down to Endeavor in the 

evening.  All I have to do is pack up all my stuff and get myself back out to the airport in the 

next three hours.  Regrettably, our operations director informs me that any movement outside the 

IZ requires no less than 72 hours advance notice for the security guys to plan.  Well, scratch that.  

I call the Lone Ranger back and ask him to reschedule. 

Thursday the 11th - Attempt #2: The Lone Ranger books me on another Army flight, this time 

departing from the landing zone that’s right around the corner from our headquarters compound 

in the IZ.  Getting over there should be a snap.  Unfortunately, I first find out about the flight 

when I call him on Friday morning and he answers, “Hey, I had you booked on a flight last 

night!”  Well, forgive me, my long-distance mind reading skills aren’t what they used to be.  

Back to the drawing board. 

Saturday the 13th - Attempt #3: This time the Lone Ranger books me on a Blackwater flight 

leaving from the IZ.  I pack up my gear, lug everything over to the landing zone, and check in for 

the flight.  Half an hour later, for some reason unbeknownst to me, the Blackwater staff decide to 

cancel the flight and instruct me to come back tomorrow. 

Sunday the 14th - Attempt #4: This one is by far the best.  Early in the morning I head back to 

the landing zone and am delighted to hear that the Blackwater flight will actually happen today.  

I board the helicopter with a couple other passengers and we take off - wonder of wonders, I’m 

on my way.  Fifteen minutes outside of Baghdad, the pilot banks sharply to the left, and I peer 

out the window to try to see what’s diverted our course.  Then we level off again, and a quick 

glance up at the compass confirms my suspicions: We’re headed back north.  Sure enough, 

fifteen minutes later we’re on the ground in Baghdad, right back where we started.  As we 

disembark, the flight coordinator informs us that there’s a major sandstorm on the way and that 

all flights have been scrubbed.  Fantastic.  Back at headquarters, I realize that the ordeal is 

making me an expert in packing and unpacking. 

Monday the 15th - Attempt #5: I step outside my trailer in the morning and walk into soup.  

Baghdad is blanketed in dust, the worst I’ve seen since I’ve been in the country.  I call over to 

the landing zone and they confirm that nobody’s flying anywhere today. 
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Tuesday the 16th - Attempt #6: Same deal.  Even more dust.  No flights. 

Wednesday the 17th - Attempt #7: The skies this morning are mercifully clear.  The Lone 

Ranger calls and tells me that he’s arranged for some brigadier general’s personal helicopter to 

make a stop at the landing zone on its way to Endeavor to pick up myself and a couple other 

passengers.  Hey, not bad.  Once more I pack up all my clothes, throw on my body armor, and 

head over to the landing zone.  After a couple of hours of waiting, the ever-so-diligent-and-

impeccably-qualified KBR contractors who run the landing zone (and seemingly everything else 

in the IZ) inform me bluntly that the general’s helicopter isn’t coming.  Frustrated and dejected, I 

trundle back over to headquarters and call up the Lone Ranger once more - only to have him tell 

me that the general’s bird actually touched down at the landing zone a mere fifteen minutes after 

I left.  Unbelievable.  Somewhere, somebody in a giant control room is laughing at me. 

Thursday the 18th - Attempt #8: Finally, something goes according to plan for a change.  I board 

a Blackwater helicopter, it takes off towards the south, and there’s no dust to turn us around. 

In the meantime, being delayed in Baghdad does have its benefits.  In contrast to my previous 

stay in the IZ, having a military badge is a bit like turning sixteen all over again, as I can check 

out vehicles from the headquarters motor pool and drive them around the IZ to my heart’s 

content.  My most frequent destination is, of course, the DFAC; I make a daily pilgrimage over 

to the gigantic dining hall at Camp Prosperity on the far side of the IZ.  On the way back one 

afternoon, I stop at the Parade Grounds to take my obligatory photos of the gigantic crossed 

swords at Saddam’s “Hands of Victory” monument and wander around the flying saucer 

memorial to the Unknown Soldier. 

There’s one sight that’s conspicuously absent from the IZ: the Georgian soldiers who were still 

occupying several installations when I was here back in June.  Evidently some pressing matters 

came up back home that they had to go attend to.  Other than that, to be honest, the IZ doesn’t 

have much else to see that isn’t obscured behind T-walls.  Nevertheless, driving around the heart 

of Baghdad with the windows rolled down and the radio tuned to the delightfully cheeky British 

Forces Broadcasting Network makes for a jolly good bit of fun. 

The delay also enables me to make another visit to the Embassy, this time to cash a couple of 

checks to replenish our team’s funds back in Najaf.  Once again I submit to the ignominy of 

calling around to find someone to babysit me so I can get inside.  The State Department doesn’t 

trust me enough to tread their sacred grounds, yet they hand me fistfuls of money without batting 

an eye...ah well.  That isn’t the only acquisition I make while stuck in the IZ: I’ve also been 

smuggling soymilk drink boxes out of the DFAC with every trip I make.  Our little dining hall at 

Endeavor doesn’t have them, and I’m tired of eating nothing but cereal bars for breakfast every 

day down there.  By the time I board the helicopter back to Najaf, I’m flying around Iraq with 
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two backpacks full of dirty laundry (the literal kind), a score of soymilk drink boxes, and tens of 

thousands of dollars in cash.  Not a scenario I envisioned when I came here. 

While there are certainly worse fates than getting what amounts to an extra week and a half of 

vacation, I’m glad to finally make it out of Baghdad - not least because every day I linger 

increases my chances of getting caught in headquarters’ ongoing reenactment of the Saturday 

Night Massacre.  It’s astounding: in the span of ten days, something like a dozen people get the 

ax in quick succession.  First to go is the Chief of Party - as in, the guy who runs the entire 300-

staff, $350-million project.  He’s quickly recalled to the States when some less-than-flattering 

photos from a late night staff party somehow make their way back to corporate headquarters.  

Next up is one of his deputies, who abruptly decides after four months on the job that he didn’t 

want it in the first place and promptly leaves for Amman.  Then there are the two guys who go 

out to a soiree somewhere in the IZ and make the wise decision to drive back heavily sauced in 

the middle of the night.  According to the subsequent report from the MPs (yes, as in “Military 

Police”), they’re pulled over at gunpoint after flagrantly failing to stop at a barricade.  The driver 

reeks of alcohol when the MPs approach him; at that point his goose is already cooked.  The 

passenger, on the other hand, could have gotten off without much of a problem.  Instead he 

decides to tumble out of the vehicle, hurl obscenities at the MPs, and then pick up a traffic pylon 

and throw it at one of them.  They’re unamused.  After our lone remaining Deputy Chief of Party 

retrieves the sodden pair from the brig at three in the morning, they’re on a plane the following 

day. 

Talk about turnover - seemingly each day brings with it another hasty exit.  The only departure 

that’s anywhere near anticipated is that of the national GIS director, who finally decides that 

eight months in Iraq have sated his midlife crisis and it’s time to go back to the wife and kids.  

The evening before he flies back to New Zealand, a couple of us take him over to Camp 

Prosperity for a farewell dinner.  He raises his glass of milk and leaves us with a memorable 

toast: “Here’s to the DFAC...and to war profiteering.” 

Between the firings, the dysfunction, and the disagreeable personalities, I quickly recall why I 

was glad to finally escape HQ the first time around.  I’m thoroughly relieved when the helicopter 

lifts off and I’m on my way back to Endeavor for real.  As we get closer, I find that I’m actually 

looking forward to being back at our spartan but familiar little desert outpost.  Then I spot it in 

the distance - the unmistakable cluster of trailers and concrete amidst the sand.  We touch down, 

I hop out, and half a dozen of my PRT colleagues come out to greet me.  Wow, it’s like an 

honest-to-goodness homecoming.  Mr. Excitable grabs one of my bags and yells over the rotor 

wash, “I’m glad you finally made it.  Bob and his stupid soccer balls have been driving me nuts.” 
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Friday 10 October: Campaign fever 

Well, election season has reached its heated peak, and we all know what that means.  Candidates 

making the rounds and glad-handing the plebeians.  Propaganda plastered on billboards and 

choking the airwaves.  Name-calling, mud-slinging, and back-room dealing.  And, of course, the 

occasional targeted assassination. 

Oh, I was talking about elections in Iraq.  What were you thinking? 

As of several days ago, it appears that Iraq’s citizens will be going to the ballot box in late 

January to select new leaders across the country’s 18 provinces.  The fact that these elections 

will take place at all, let alone in a short couple of months, is quite a shock for anyone’s who’s 

been following the process.  The elections were originally supposed to be held this fall, roughly 

three and a half years after the first provincial elections in 2005.  Over the last six months, 

however, the Iraqi Parliament has been gridlocked over the substance of a proposed law to 

enable the elections to take place.  At stake was the future status of Kirkuk, a city in northern 

Iraq with a mixed population of Kurds, Arabs, and Turkmens.  The majority Kurds have been 

pushing hard to join Kirkuk to Iraq’s autonomous Kurdish region, a move that the city’s other 

groups (and the rest of Iraq’s population) vehemently oppose.  You see, it just so happens that 

Kirkuk sits squarely atop Iraq’s largest oil field, producing roughly half of the country’s output, 

and…well, remember that phrase about possession being nine-tenths of the law?  So Parliament 

went into its September recess still at loggerheads over the issue, with little hope of a resolution 

in sight. 

Then, within a few days of their return, the parliamentarians surprised everyone by reaching a 

compromise and passing the elections law in short order.  The US Embassy proudly proclaimed 

that the event “showed that on a broader political level, they [Iraq’s politicians] can find 

solutions to really tough problems” like the Kirkuk issue.  And what was the solution they 

found?  They punted: the elections law calls for the creation of a special committee to “examine 

the status” of Kirkuk, whatever that means, and simply delayed the city’s elections until some 

future date to be named later.  Elegant, to be sure. 

But at least that means that the rest of the country can get on with the electioneering.  And in 

Iraq, that’s quite the varied affair.  The term “multiparty democracy” is a sore understatement: at 

the national level, no fewer than thirty political parties comprising a dozen different alliances are 

represented in Parliament (admittedly, some of them with just a handful of seats).  Their 

internecine squabbles and incessant haggling over legislative minutiae make the American 

Congress look like a bridge club.  As the saying goes, however, all politics is local, and the 

parties represented at Iraq’s provincial level are even more of a grab bag. 

Here in Najaf, however, the political scene largely boils down to the Big Three – Iraq’s three 

dominant Shi’a parties.  At the forefront is the Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq (ISCI), which 
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was founded in 1982 by Shi’ites who fled the persecutions of Saddam’s regime for Iran.  

Supported by the Iranian government, ISCI (which originally referred to itself as the Supreme 

Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq, a critical one-word difference) offered external 

opposition to Saddam during two decades of exile, even forming an armed wing – the Badr 

Brigade – that fought alongside the Iranians in the bloody Iran-Iraq War.  After the 2003 

invasion, ISCI quickly moved back in and established a commanding position in Najaf and 

several other southern Shi’a provinces, as well as a substantial presence at the national level. 

Najaf is a strongly ISCI town, as the party owns nearly half the seats on the Provincial Council 

and both the Governor and Deputy Governor are ISCI loyalists.  Despite the fact that the PRT 

has generally good relations with the local ISCI folks, there’s always a bit of suspicion towards 

the party in general.  Old habits are hard to break, and ISCI still maintains strong connections 

with their mentors to the east, to the point where they’re occasionally accused of being merely 

Iranian puppets.  And indeed, although the party has dropped the ‘revolution’ from its title, their 

stated goal is still the establishment of an Islamic theocracy in Iraq – in essence, there’s nothing 

they’d like more than to make Iraq an Arab clone of Iran.  If they can’t get that, many in the 

party would gladly split off the country’s Shi’ite south and set up their own Islamic state there.  

Even more disturbing, however, is the party’s logo, which features an outline of Iraq overlaid 

with what I assume is either a Ku Klux Klansman or a glowing albino Scud missile with eyes.  

(Don’t believe me?  Just look at their website: http://www.almejlis.org)  Either way, it’s 

probably a sign they’re not to be trusted. 

Next up is the Islamic Dawa Party, or simply Dawa.  They too had their start as a Shi’a 

opposition movement, originating as a response to the secular Arab nationalism sweeping Iraq in 

the late 1950s.  After the Ba’athists took power in 1968, the Dawa were hit particularly hard, 

with hundreds of members arrested, tortured, and murdered, and thousands more packed off to 

exile in Iran.  Although Dawa also received support from the Iranians during their sojourn, 

ideological differences led Tehran to throw more weight behind ISCI, relegating Dawa to a 

secondary role.  Nevertheless, after 2003 the party was able to return and stake a significant 

claim in the new Iraq, consolidating their base of support in the southern city of Nasiriya.  

Despite playing second fiddle to ISCI in the broad Shi’a coalition that forms the largest bloc in 

Parliament, Dawa has managed to claim the best seat in the house – namely, the post of the 

Prime Minister, held by Dawa leader Nouri al-Maliki.  Here in Najaf, a substantial minority of 

the Provincial Council are Dawa affiliates; however, the party’s status as something of a local 

persona non grata has led them to run under a variety of alternative banners, hence they’re 

frequently impotent in the face of ISCI’s dominance.  In keeping with the trend of disturbing 

logos, Dawa’s features some Arabic script beneath what looks like a bloodstained meat 

hook…yikes.  I’m just disappointed it doesn’t have a little brown-robed alien with glowing 

yellow eyes. 
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Last but not least are the Sadrists, the volatile movement loosely held together by their nominal 

allegiance to the Sadr clerical family and its firebrand young scion Muqtada.  The Sadrists draw 

their support almost exclusively from the ranks of the poor across the country’s Shi’ite south and 

in Baghdad.  Although Muqtada’s supporters occupy only a few seats in Najaf’s Provincial 

Council, a vast portion of the local bureaucracy is either sympathetic to the cause or under direct 

Sadrist control…which, of course, is a royal pain for us anytime we run up against their anti-

American attitudes.  Muqtada himself spends much of his time in Iran these days and his 

influence has been on the wane; however, he still commands enough attention to bring angry 

rallies to the province’s streets on a regular basis.  The closest thing the Sadrists have to a logo is 

pictures of Muqtada’s face, which wins the competition for most disturbing emblem by far.  On a 

more personal note, loathe as I am to admit it, Muqtada and I actually have something in 

common: In his earlier years as a student in Najaf’s seminaries, Muqtada evidently was less 

interested in hitting the books than he was in the latest video game – earning him the nickname 

“Mullah Atari” from his peers.  Hey, plenty of twenty-to-thirty-something males around the 

world can relate. 

So those are the big players on the local political scene.  It’ll be interesting to see how the whole 

election process plays out over the next couple of months.  Although the Iraqis don’t really talk 

about it, the possibility of violence is in the back of everyone’s minds.  Just yesterday a member 

of parliament was killed by a targeted roadside bombing up in Baghdad; hopefully that isn’t a 

foreshadowing of things to come.  Whatever happens in the rest of the country, everyone here 

hopes that Najaf can maintain its stability both before and after the voting.  ISCI is widely 

expected to retain its local dominance, which should at least help avoid messy scenes of them 

trying to hold on to power were they to lose. 

In the meantime, here at little old Camp Endeavor, there is of course another election 

commanding our attention.  It’s been a bit surreal to watch from afar as the drama of the 

American election unfolds, as well as the reactions to it here.  Comrade Excitable has been our 

closest follower of the contest, departing from his self-confessed staunchly Republican voting 

record to support Obama.  Unsurprisingly, perhaps, his sentiments are echoed by most (though 

not all) of the other members of the PRT.  Thrice now I’ve dragged myself out of bed at four in 

the morning to join the Comrade and a few other political junkies in watching the debates as 

they’re broadcast live from thousands of miles away. 

As for the soldiers on our base, most of them support McCain, although for a surprising variety 

of reasons.  For example, there’s the Major who eloquently contends that McCain represents the 

best hope for the Republicans to return to the fiscal conservatism that used to be their hallmark, 

which would offer a far better antidote to the country’s economic woes than the Democrats’ 

spendthrift prescriptions.  On the other end of the spectrum, there’s the crusty old Sergeant who 

proclaims during a discussion in the cafeteria, “Well, I just don’t think I could vote for that 

Osama bin Laden guy or whatever his name is.” 
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Such comments aside, our political discourse has remained civil, and there’s really no friction 

between the supporters of the respective candidates.  Frankly, we all feel a bit like spectators 

watching some far-off performance, and the biggest question most of us have is whether we’ll 

actually get our absentee ballots in time.  (I queued up my request back in late August, and I’m 

still waiting.)  The election does provide occasional opportunities for some off-beat humor.  

During dinner one evening, the discussion inexplicably moves from comparing the candidates’ 

stances on foreign policy to evaluating the size of Michelle Obama’s rear end, and a senior 

officer sagely observes, “I believe the technical term for that is a ‘Ba-donk-a-donk.’” 

Whomever the American people ultimately elect as their Commander in Chief and First 

Posterior, no one really expects it to make a substantial difference in our activities here.  Despite 

the candidates’ supposed differences on withdrawing American troops from Iraq, there’s a 

widespread realization that the timetable for any withdrawal is more a logistical matter than a 

political one: Frankly, we’ve got so much junk over here that it will take years to pack it up and 

ship it home.  Of course, as the economic crisis continues to unfold, it’s almost certain that our 

funding for reconstruction projects will dwindle, but that will happen regardless of who’s in 

office – either way, the days of handing buckets of money to the Iraqis are presumably over.  

Although it could turn out otherwise, right now it feels like the election isn’t going to have too 

much bearing on what goes on here in the desert outside Najaf. 

Which, for me at least, will make it easy to cast my ballot…if it ever arrives.  I think there’s only 

one logical choice, really: A party that evinces strong leadership, patriotism, and a high priority 

on national defense.  Yep, you guessed it – I’m voting Ba’ath Party. 

Adam Smith would be proud 

Although I’m not a die-hard capitalist, I can say without hesitation that if Iraq ever amounts to 

anything, it will be in spite of its government, not because of it.  Frankly, Iraq’s private sector is 

the country’s only source of competence and hope for getting anything done. 

A couple of recent meetings with the locals strongly reinforce this conviction of mine.  In the 

first, I call on the chairman of the Najaf Chamber of Commerce, the city’s leading business 

organization.  We pull up to the chamber’s building on Najaf’s main commercial thoroughfare, 

walk inside, and I’m instantly impressed.  The skylight brilliantly illuminates a gorgeous three-

story atrium with an arcing staircase.  Upstairs, the chairman and his entourage greet us warmly, 

showing off their immaculate offices and resplendent board room with understandable pride.  

The couches we sit on are somewhat overstuffed, but other than that, everything gives the 

impression that these people run a tight ship. 

Our meeting turns out to be one of the most productive and informative that I’ve had since I 

arrived in Iraq.  The chairman is a quiet, polite gentleman in his early sixties with an engineering 

background and a charmingly sheepish smile.  Like all businessmen here, he seems to have his 
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fingers in all sorts of pies, listing a dozen different enterprises that he owns or has some 

involvement with – diversification, I suppose.  My main reason for asking to meet with him is to 

see whether he can put us in touch with some of the chamber’s member businesses in the 

hospitality industry, so that we could visit some of the hotels and restaurants and get a better idea 

of their conditions.  Just getting this type of baseline information – even ascertaining the number 

of hotels and where in the city they’re located – continues to be difficult. 

The chairman and his colleagues are fantastic hosts, and after hearing my request, they 

graciously offer their assistance.  The chairman even offers to arrange visits for us to some of the 

hotels and restaurants on our behalf.  Regrettably, most of them are located in Najaf’s Old City, 

the mazelike urban core that surrounds the Imam Ali Shrine, where our military escorts are 

forbidden to go.  The chairman agrees to see if there are any establishments outside of the Old 

City that we might be able to drop in on. 

After that, we move to talking about the potential for setting up a vocational training institute to 

help increase the quality of workers in Najaf’s tourism and hospitality sector.  Evidently this is 

quite the hot potato in town: All the local players agree on the need for an institute to provide 

better training for hotel and restaurant workers – but they all want to call the shots.  The 

businessmen tell us how there are a number of organizations that feel they’re the appropriate 

home for such an institution – particularly the University of Kufa, the local font of higher 

education.  The chairman grins sardonically as he tells us that the last thing Najaf’s tourism 

workers need is to be lectured by a bunch of self-important academics who’ve never set foot in a 

restaurant kitchen or a hotel laundry room.  He drops the not-so-subtle hint that the Chamber 

would be a much more sensible host for market-oriented hospitality votech – and I’m inclined to 

agree with him.  I’m also bemused to see that disdain for the Ivory Tower isn’t an exclusively 

Western phenomenon – something of a surprise, given the generally high regard that Iraqis have 

for education. 

With that business being taken care of, I use the opportunity to chat about some more esoteric 

matters, particularly the state of the housing market in Najaf.  At the PRT, we repeatedly hear 

about the dire need for new housing in Najaf, owing to the years of neglect under Saddam and 

the city’s substantial growth since.  Despite the occasional hearsay about housing projects and 

the scattered construction we see when we’re out and about, it’s difficult for us to get a handle on 

just how adequately this need is being met (or not).  The businessmen prove to be a wealth of 

details.  It’s true that Najaf has a huge need for housing; the shortage of housing units is in the 

thousands, if not tens of thousands.  The encouraging aspect of this, however, is that most Najaf 

households have enough cash flow to afford a decent dwelling.  The typical Najaf family’s 

income would be enough to afford anywhere from $30,000 to $60,000 worth of dwelling – not 

much by American standards, but enough for a decent unit in a standard multifamily building 

here.  And, surprisingly enough, the businessmen also say that there are a number of moneyed 

investors both locally and nationally who have the capital for bankrolling such projects. 
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The missing ingredient, according to the chairman and his friends, is mortgages.  There’s not a 

single established bank in Najaf with enough wherewithal to offer housing loans to dozens of 

prospective homebuyers.  It’s not that the average resident of Najaf can’t afford to make regular 

payments on a mortgage for a $40,000 home, it’s that there’s no bank to lend the $40,000 in the 

first place – and consistent income or not, $40,000 is a level of savings that the typical Iraqi 

family simply doesn’t have.  The irony of this situation is palpable, given the ongoing seizures in 

the global financial markets triggered in no small part by bad mortgage lending.  If only those 

profligate brokers who were so busy over the past several years could come to Iraq and throw 

some money at Najaf now – at least the recipients probably wouldn’t default on the payments. 

On the topic of housing, the chairman has one more anecdote before we go.  He tells how Najaf 

was visited by a delegation of businessmen from South Korea earlier this year, who proposed not 

only a series of expansive new housing projects to help meet the housing demand, but also a 

grandiose high-rise hotel to complement the city’s new airport.  And the Koreans generously 

offered to build these developments for a nominal fee, provided that the Najaf government took 

the token role of putting up all the capital and assuming all of the risk.  The chairman rolls his 

eyes as he recounts the story – Najaf may have been cut off from the outside world for twenty-

five years, but its inhabitants aren’t dumb, and they thanked the Koreans and promised to 

consider the offer before showing them the door.  The funny thing is, I can actually relate to the 

experience: At my previous urban development job in Detroit, my organization would get 

proposals all the time from enterprising (read: unscrupulous) “developers” who were all too 

ready to take risks with other peoples’ money.  Well, it’s reassuring to know that real estate is a 

dirty business the world over. 

On our way out, the chairman and his colleagues give us a brief tour of the rest of their facilities, 

including the new business development center (which the PRT is funding) that will provide 

training for new and existing small business owners.  All told, I’m thoroughly impressed by the 

Chamber’s operations and the professionalism and enthusiasm of its representatives.  At least 

here it would appear that the spirit of private enterprise is alive and well in Najaf. 

The second meeting takes place just a few days later, when Comrade Excitable accompanies me 

to a meeting with Fayed, the tourism sheikh I met right after I arrived in Najaf.  One of the 

outcomes of that initial meeting was an agreement to have the PRT fund the creation of a visitor 

center at the Provincial Council’s offices, where newcomers to Najaf could get information on 

places to see, stay, eat, and so forth.  Obviously that’s a must-have facility for any city that wants 

to host visitors, and it was supposed to be a quick, easy, and relatively cheap (i.e. $110,000) 

project that would make a high-profile impact.  In the four months since we gave it the green 

light, however, the visitor center has gone virtually nowhere.  At first we thought it was because 

Fayed was out of town and couldn’t coordinate things on the Iraqi side.  Eventually he got back, 

however, and still there was no progress, leading us to call for a face-to-face. 
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We arrive at the Provincial Council compound to much confusion, as the underlings inform us 

that Fayed hasn’t arrived yet.  They improvise and usher us into a room with the Council’s 

president, who’s as surprised to see us as we are him.  No one’s quite sure what to do, so we 

engage some awkward small talk before Fayed finally appears, disheveled and out of breath.  He 

takes a seat, adjusting his turban and pulling up his loose black shawl where it’s fallen off his 

shoulders.  After a brief round of pleasantries, the president excuses himself and leaves the rest 

of us to get down to business. 

When we ask about the status of the visitor center, Fayed immediately launches into a long-

winded monologue.  As our interpreter struggles mightily to keep up with the sheikh’s 

ramblings, my attention is distracted by a feeling of déjà vu.  Something in Fayed’s mannerisms 

seems strangely familiar.  I study the tubby sheikh from across the table.  He leans back 

comfortably, almost slovenly in his chair, his hands rising occasionally from their resting place 

on his belly to lazily underscore some point.  His eyes, on the other hand, are a blur of activity, 

furiously shifting back and forth between in an effort to keep watch on everyone in the room 

while still avoiding eye contact.  Most unnerving, however, is his voice: Fayed barely opens his 

lips to speak; his words emerge in such a rasping mumble that I’m amazed our interpreter can 

understand anything he’s saying.  The voice in particular reminds me strongly of something, yet 

I can’t quite figure out what it is.  I rack my brain for a couple of minutes, trying to recall…oh 

yes, that’s it.  Glancing across the table once more, I realize that the resemblance is perfect: 

whether he knows it or not, Fayed is doing an amazing impersonation of Don Corleone – a 

turban-wearing version of the Godfather.  I suppress an involuntary laugh. 

My amusement is quickly interrupted when the sheikh utters something that catches my 

attention.  Although his mumbled Arabic is doubly incomprehensible to me, I could have sworn I 

just heard an unmistakable English phrase in there…but no, it couldn’t be.  A minute later, 

though, he says it again, and I can scarcely believe my ears: “…blah blah blah cash money blah 

blah…”  I glance incredulously at our interpreter, and he nods to confirm that I’m not just 

hearing things.  Of all the English phrases that one might expect to hear from a Shi’ite religious 

sheikh in southern Iraq, “cash money” is not one of them.  I have to stifle another giggle – our 

dear Sheikh Fayed has gone from gangster to gangsta in the span of a minute.  My overactive 

imagination kicks in: suddenly he’s making a guest appearance in a Lil’ Wayne music video on 

BET, strutting around with a huge silver chain dangling from his neck and a diamond-studded 

grill in his front teeth.  Oh, little does he know it, but Sheikh “Cash Money” Fayed has just 

earned himself a new nickname. 

And it quickly becomes evident just what “cash money” he’s talking about.  Our interpreter says 

that Fayed wants us to simply give him in cash the $110,000 we’ve budgeted for the visitor 

center.  What the PRT actually agreed at the outset of the project was to provide the budgeted 

items in-kind – i.e. we would purchase the furniture, equipment, materials, and so forth and 

provide them directly to the Provincial Council.  Indeed, the State Department has contracted 
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with an organization called DAI expressly for this purpose: they employ local staff to make the 

in-kind purchases for these types of grants and confirm that the purchased items go where 

they’re supposed to.  The State Department brought in DAI specifically to manage these in-kind 

procurements for the PRTs around the country, in order to prevent the skimming (or outright 

embezzlement) that goes hand-in-hand with direct transfers of cash. 

Which is precisely what Fayed has in mind.  Despite his circumlocution, everyone in the room 

knows exactly what he’s getting at: he wants the money so he can collect his take, and evidently 

his delaying the project was an attempt to convince us that cash would be more expedient.  

Comrade Excitable and I wait politely for him to finish his interminable blathering, and then 

explain gently that giving him the cash is less preferable for either party than using the 

arrangement with DAI.  We try to couch the argument in positive terms, noting that having DAI 

purchase the items will save Fayed and his staff the trouble of doing it themselves. 

Unfazed, Fayed launches into a stream of arguments as to why giving him the money is 

absolutely necessary.  First he protests that he has already gone out and made commitments to 

local vendors to buy certain items from them.  If he backtracks on his word, he’ll bring dishonor 

on himself and the Provincial Council.  I’m tempted to retort that his rash promises are not our 

problem; instead, I suggest that it won’t be a big issue, as we can simply have DAI’s staff 

accompany Fayed to the vendors in question and make the purchases on his behalf.  Seeing that 

attack go nowhere, Fayed switches tactics and asks how we are going to pay the Provincial 

Council’s 10% management fee for overseeing the project.  I pull out a copy of the memorandum 

of agreement between the PRT and the Council – with Fayed’s signature prominently on it – and 

hand it to him, noting that there’s no such fee in the budget. 

Fayed fumbles with the document, sputters for a moment, and then falls back on the only 

alternative he has left – the nuclear option.  He tosses the papers back across the table and 

exclaims irritably that the arrangement is no longer suitable for the Provincial Council, and that 

we’re just going to have to scrap the agreement and start over.  And to think that a minute ago, 

this man was lecturing us on how his word was his honor.  Comrade Excitable quickly scribbles 

a note and hands it over to me – “Arab bluster.”  I have to agree.  Despite his posturing, Fayed 

holds none of the cards.  We all know that the Council would much rather have the visitor center 

than nothing at all, and cancelling the project would mean that Fayed would have some 

uncomfortable answering to do before his counterparts.  We wait for him to calm down and tell 

him that renegotiating the agreement won’t be necessary, as we’re ready to proceed with the 

project right now, and any reworking of the agreement would still include DAI.  We smile 

politely and underscore once again how the arrangement is really a win-win for the Council: 

They get their visitor center, and they’re spared the headaches and expenses of having to go out 

and procure everything on their own. 
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Fayed bares his teeth – a grimace masquerading as a smile.  Our naïve rebuttals must be 

infuriating for him; at least, I certainly hope they are.  Seeing that he’s getting nowhere, the 

sheikh relents and dismisses the entire affair with a wave of his hand.  Fantastic.  We cheerfully 

tell him that we’ll have DAI’s staff get in touch with him as soon as possible to start coordinating 

the purchases.  Frankly, I’m anything but convinced that the matter is resolved; somehow I 

suspect that our friendly sheikh will be back soon with another plan to get his share.  By now, 

though, I’m so fed up with his fraudulence that I’m just happy to leave. 

While I wish I could say that Fayed’s case is unique, unfortunately it seems to be the rule rather 

than the exception among the Iraqi government, or at least the portions of it that I’ve worked 

with.  Over the last several months, my requests for cooperation with Iraqi officials have met 

with anything from excuses to outright indifference.  Take for example the local representative 

of the Antiquities Ministry, with whom it took the better part of a month just to get an 

introductory appointment.  At the meeting he promised to give us a simple base map showing the 

locations of various archaeological and historic sites in the province.  Five weeks and a dozen 

follow-up calls later, we’re still waiting.  Then there’s the chief engineer for the Najaf Health 

Department, who asked us to provide several electrical transformers for clinics in poor urban 

neighborhoods.  I responded enthusiastically, saying we’d be eager to help.  Three months later, 

he still hasn’t even given me the locations of the clinics; the best I can guess is that the Sadrists 

in the department have convinced him not to work with Americans.  And the list goes on and on. 

Suffice to say, well, just what I said at the beginning: If Iraq ever manages to amount to 

something, it will be most certainly not due to the politicians, bureaucrats, and other denizens of 

the country’s government sector.  It will be entirely in spite of them. 

Tower of Babble 

Language is a funny thing, particularly when it comes to translations.  You may have heard of 

the phenomenon known as ‘Engrish’, the politically-incorrect term for the tortured pseudo-

translations that appear frequently in the advertising, fashion, and product design of certain East 

Asian countries.  (If the concept is new to you, just visit www.engrish.com for an 

introduction…but be prepared to wet your pants laughing.) 

Anyway, since coming to Iraq, I’ve discovered that this country has a similar phenomenon – 

‘Arablish’ if you will.  Iraqis have a remarkable enthusiasm for using English on everything from 

store signs to food packaging, and all sorts of fun meanings get lost and found in the translations.  

My initial encounter with Arablish happened on my very first day in Iraq.  As I stood waiting to 

collect my baggage in the Baghdad airport, I looked down at the shiny new entry visa that the 

immigration officer had just plastered in my passport.  I was charmed to see that my “Justi of 

Cations” for entering the country had been waived, and that if I planned to stay longer I would 
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need to “Contact Residance Orifice With In 10 Dayes.”  I’m not sure I want to find out where 

that is. 

Amusing little bits of Arablish crop up all over the place, even at Camp Endeavor.   There are 

relatively benign cases, like the “NOENTRY Until Farther Advise” sign that hangs on the door 

to the latrines every day while they’re being cleaned.  Some are more confusing, like this sign 

the maintenance staff taped to a broken shower: “DO NOT US!!! ANDER REAPER!”  What 

could this mean?  Ander Reaper sounds like Death’s Swedish cousin, but I’m not exactly sure 

what he’s not supposed to do to them (whoever they may be), as a verb seems to have gone 

missing.  Some Arablish is just downright scandalous, like the warning labels on our plastic 

dumpsters: “No hot butts or asses.”  Usage of Arablish even extends to the highest echelons of 

Iraqi government, or at least it used to.  Witness the message painted on the floor tiles of 

Saddam’s monumental viewing stand at the Baghdad Parade Ground, which simply reads “WEL 

CAME”. 

By far the best examples of Arablish come via email.  I don’t know what makes Iraqis butcher 

the English language in their electronic communications, but they do it with astonishing 

consistency.  Even highly educated Iraqis whose spoken English is flawless suddenly revert to 

the composition abilities of a four-year-old when they sit at a computer.  Take the following gem 

that recently appeared in my inbox: 

“Dear, 

The Department of Planning in the Ministry of Economic Planning and Development 

Cooperation Create a Committee the review instructions economic feasibility and technical 

studies for development projects No. (1) of the amended in 1948.  An official in the ministry said 

the aim behind determining Act is facilitate the establishment of development projects and 

achieve the goals required for the comprehensive development and to enable ministries and non-

related to the Ministry and the provinces and territories to adopt these studs to guide 

development projects according to specific frameworks and priorities guiding to conduct these 

projects.” 

Wow.  There’s enough convolution and double meaning in there to make James Joyce proud.  

Let’s try to decipher it piece by piece.  In the first sentence, Create and Committee are both 

capitalized, leaving us to interpret it as either (a) the verb and direct object of the sentence in 

question, or (b) the latter part of a compound noun with the hyphens omitted, i.e. the “Ministry 

of Economic Planning and Development Cooperation Create-a-Committee.”  Personally, I prefer 

the latter meaning, as the term “Create-a-Committee” perfectly embodies the arbitrary, self-

perpetuating nature of Iraqi bureaucracy...or any bureaucracy, for that matter.  So, what is our 

new Create-a-Committee’s purpose?  “The review instructions economic feasibility and technical 

studies.”  Or in other words, they’ll be pushing some papers around. 
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Moving on, we see that their target is “development projects No. (1) of the amended in 1948.”  

Notice that ‘projects’ is plural, even though there’s apparently only one, a subtle nuance that 

speaks volumes about Iraq’s government.  Are they working on a multitude of important 

projects?  But of course.  Are they helping themselves to the public coffers in order to fund those 

projects?  You’d better believe it.  Can we see a list of those important projects and the work 

being done on them?  Um, well, there are some complications to…that information is restricted 

to certain…er, we’ll get back to you.  And “the amended in 1948”?  Well, whatever it was that 

was amended, it sounds a bit out of date. 

As for the second sentence…well, just look at everything packed in there.  In that one sentence 

alone we’ve got development projects, comprehensive development, development projects again, 

specific frameworks, priorities, and even more projects.  And those verbs!  Facilitate, achieve, 

enable, adopt, guide, conduct – signs of great action, all of them!  I’m not quite sure about the 

studs that are being adopted, but it sounds like they’ll be busy at any rate.  By the end of the 

sentence you’re thoroughly convinced that great things are being done…but what exactly are 

they, again?  Ah well, it’s the thought that counts. 

If this all sounds a bit snide, believe me, I give the Iraqis credit for trying – English isn’t the 

easiest language to master.  And my Arabic leaves much to be desired, to say the least.  (It 

doesn’t help that the language CDs I bought just happen to teach the Egyptian dialect, causing 

Iraqis to look at me like I’m from the moon when I try it on them.)  If nothing else, these little 

linguistic treasures are a reminder of how amusing human communication often can be.  Now if 

you’ll excuse me, I have to go see if anybody’s left some hot butts in the dumpster. 

 



 

99 

 

[Merry Christmas from Iraq 

 

Date: Dec 24, 2008 1:31 PM 

 

Hello again from Iraq, everyone!  I do hope this note finds you and your loved ones doing well 

during the holiday season.  Although it took me entirely too long, I finally made time to sit down 

and hack out a couple more tales of the goings-on here at little old Camp Endeavor.  So as to 

give you the illusion that these are somewhat recent events, you'll see that I've omitted the dates 

from most of them - what are a few months here and there, anyway?  So here you are, my 

attempt at a stocking stuffer in written form.  Best wishes for a wonderful Christmas from the 

Cradle of Civilization.] 

 

What lies beneath 

As many people know, Iraq is an archaeological treasure trove.  Historic sites litter the country 

from north to south, spanning from the earliest periods of recorded history to more recent sites 

that are still older than any nation in the Western Hemisphere.  The only downside of this 

unmatched concentration of history is that in such a crowded playing field, there are bound to 

have some also-rans.  The presence of historical juggernauts like Babylon, Nineveh, and Ur 

means that dozens of other sites go overlooked – sites with thousands of years of history and 

untold hordes of antiquities, which in any other context would be phenomenal, yet they lie buried 

and largely forgotten in Iraq’s soil. 

The ancient city of Hirah is one of these also-rans.  According to what limited records of its 

history exist, Hirah was a moderately significant city in the later years of the pre-Islamic Middle 

East.  It served as the capital of the Lakhmid Dynasty, a kingdom that administered part of 

southern Iraq between the 4th and 9th Centuries AD – the first Arab kingdom outside the 

Arabian Peninsula.  The Lakhmids themselves were vassals of the more powerful Sasanian 

Empire, which covered what is now Iran during the early centuries of the Common Era.  The 

Lakhmids and their capital of Hirah were something of a buffer state between the Sasanians and 

their rivals: namely, the declining but still powerful Byzantine Empire to the west, and the threat 

of the expanding Arab tribes to the south. 

Despite this sandwiched and somewhat precarious location, Hirah flourished as a meeting point 

between these various cultures and became a renowned city in its time.  By the fifth century, 

Hirah’s rulers and much of its population had converted to Christianity, and the city became a 

prominent center within the Eastern Church’s Nestorian bloc.  Hirah hosted a number of early 

poets of the Arabic language, who described the city’s gardens, bath houses, and fabulous castles 

as a paradise on earth - one of them going so far as to claim that “One day in Hirah is better than 

a year of therapy.”  Indeed, traditions identify Hirah as the very cradle of the Arabic alphabet, 

from whence the calligraphic script spread across the Arabian Peninsula and later on throughout 
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the Middle East.  The Arab tribes eventually repaid that cultural debt by overrunning Hirah 

during the Islamic invasion of 633, an event that sent the city into terminal decline.  By the 10th 

Century, Hirah had effectively dropped off the map. 

All of which is very nice, you might say.  But what does this have to do with anything?  Well, in 

yet another twist perfectly in keeping with the bizarre place that is Iraq, I recently discovered that 

the ruins of ancient Hirah appear to be located approximately five hundred yards from my front 

door. 

And how did this find come about?  Rather by accident, of course.  As part of my efforts to help 

Najaf’s officials develop and diversify their tourism industry, for the past month or so I’ve been 

trying to catalogue the various cultural and historic sites throughout the province.  Evidently the 

Iraqis don’t have this most basic of information, or if they do, they’re unwilling to share it with 

us.  So one day I’m poring over a map of Najaf and its surroundings, looking for anything that 

might be labeled as culturally significant, when I notice a reference in the legend to something 

called the “Ruins of Ancient Hirah.”  Well, that sounds interesting.  When I locate the site on the 

map grid, however, my surprise is matched only by my confusion.  According to the map, those 

ruins should be located within spitting distance of the front gate of our own Camp Endeavor.  

That doesn’t quite jive - I certainly haven’t seen anything that looks like a pile of ancient ruins 

whenever we’ve come and gone from Endeavor, and the soldiers who were here when the camp 

was first being built don’t recall seeing any ruins in the vicinity. 

My curiosity piqued, I pull up some satellite photographs of our surroundings.  At first I can’t 

see anything other than the rocks and sand that make up our scenery.  But on closer inspection, 

sure enough, I can barely make out the faint outline of some rectilinear shapes in the ground, 

ghostly and almost invisible but unmistakably manmade, sitting less than a half-mile south of our 

camp.  I also notice another spot on the opposite side of our camp, just over a thousand yards to 

the north, where there are some unusual disturbances in the sand.  The aforementioned map 

didn’t show anything in that direction, raising my interest even further. 

So in an effort to find out just what (and where) this “Ancient Hirah” is supposed to be, I turn to 

that most accurate and reliable of all resources – the interwebs.  A website called the Circle of 

Ancient Iranian Studies fills in some details of Hirah’s historical background, and also locates its 

ruins “four miles east-southeast of the present-day city of Najaf” - sure enough, the precise 

environs of Camp Endeavor.  I also come across a mention of Hirah in the digitized archives of a 

certain Gertrude Bell, the English aristocrat who traveled extensively throughout the Middle East 

in the early 20th Century and was instrumental in the formation of the modern nation of Iraq.  In 

a letter from one of her trips through Mesopotamia dated 10 March 1911, Ms. Bell tersely 

summarizes her visit to the alleged site of Hirah: “Nothing remains but mounds.”  She recounts 

that her local guides inform her that the mounds are in fact the ruins of the castle within Hirah 

from which the Lakhmids ruled. 
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Now thoroughly intrigued, I track down contact information for half a dozen professors of Near 

Eastern archaeology and assail them with emails to see if they can tell me anything more.  

Amazingly, one of them actually replies, sending me an archaeological journal article from 1932, 

which outlines the findings of an Oxford expedition to Hirah the previous year.  According to the 

article, the ruin field of Hirah stretches a full two miles across and is marked by “little more than 

mounds and heaps of broken bricks.”  Although the expedition lasted only a month, the article 

notes that the digging uncovered a remarkable haul of antiquities, including the remains of 

several larger structures that the archaeologists identified as churches.  The expedition’s leaders 

felt they barely scratched the surface of Hirah’s hoard and its “illuminating insights into a period 

of history of which we know very little”; they conclude the article with the hope of soon 

continuing and expanding upon their work.  Evidently that hope never materialized, and the 

professor informs me that Hirah’s ruins have sat largely forgotten over the subsequent seventy-

five years. 

Armed now with multiple pieces of evidence that suggest our camp is located right next door to 

the thousand-year-old remains of an ancient civilization, there’s really only one thing left to do: 

Go out and take a look.  Ordinarily I would have just wandered over and done this much sooner.  

Here, however, that isn’t an option: Even though the alleged ruins are located literally within 

shouting distance, any trip outside our walls still requires a full military convoy.  Much as I 

appreciate the need for security when we go out, in this situation it seems a bit absurd. 

Nevertheless, early one morning we load up a couple of Humvees, roll out, bounce across the 

sand for a hot minute, and dismount...right next to what, by all appearances, is a perfectly 

unremarkable heap of sand.  Despite the warnings from both Ms. Bell and the Oxford crew, I 

was expecting something a bit more exciting, or even recognizable.  I climb to the top of the pile, 

hoping that the elevation will offer a more revealing view.  But no, it’s still nothing more than 

just a big mound - taller and larger than anything else in the vicinity, to be certain, but with not a 

whole lot else to distinguish it.  The rectilinear outlines that I observed in the satellite photos are 

nowhere to be seen; my only guess is that they must be subsurface features whose outlines are 

only visible from directly above.  Either that or the camp’s grapefruit juice is making me see 

things.  I pull out a couple of grainy black-and-white photos that Gertrude Bell took during her 

visit to Hirah, courtesy once again of her online archive, and hold them up to compare to the 

view in front of me.  Well, yeah, I guess it could be the same heap of sand…or maybe not.  If we 

had a team of archaeologists and some serious excavating equipment, I suppose we could find 

out whether this is the eroded remains of an ancient castle or merely another bump in the desert. 

Disappointed, we hop back into the Humvees and head over to far side of the camp, to the other 

site that I had noticed on the satellite photos.  After a couple of circuitous minutes trying to find 

the coordinates with my GPS device, we spot something in the sand and head towards it.  As 

soon as we pull up, I can tell this is going to be a lot more fun.  Dismounting and walking over, 

we see that somebody has peeled back about an acre of sand to reveal a honeycomb of squat 
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masonry walls a mere three feet below the surface.  It looks like an honest-to-goodness 

archaeological dig, at least to my untrained eyes.  The only thing I can surmise is that this might 

be one of the areas dug up by the Oxford team in 1931. 

Admittedly, that seems preposterous - certainly the archaeologists would have re-buried the site 

to prevent it from being looted, or else seventy years of blowing dust would have done the job 

for them.  But as bizarre as it seems, here in front of us are the exposed foundations of what is 

clearly part of an ancient town, somewhat strewn with sand and trash but in otherwise decent 

shape.  We poke around the ruins, taking care not to disturb anything.  In some places, interlaced 

stone pavers covering the floors of entire rooms have been remarkably well preserved, looking as 

if they had been laid just yesterday.  Even more astounding, the strange stones littering the sand 

around the site turn out on closer inspection to be thousands of fragments of pottery, strewn 

about like so much chaff.  Wow.  We snap some photos and circumnavigate the site a couple of 

times; it’s evident that the ruins stretch beyond what has been excavated, though how far is 

anybody’s guess.  Not a bad morning – it’s not every day that you come across the seventy-year-

old excavation of an ancient archaeological site. 

So it would appear that our humble Camp Endeavor just happens to sit right next to the ruins of 

Hirah, a civilization that played a not-insignificant role in the history and culture of the pre-

Islamic Middle East, not to mention incubating the alphabet now used by some 400 million 

Arabic speakers worldwide.  As for what to do with that information, I have no idea.  The site 

could, of course, become a huge tourist draw, assuming it were properly excavated, restored, and 

managed.  For now, though, it would be good to just get someone out here to do a basic 

archaeological investigation of the site, if nothing else to see how far it stretches.  It’s already a 

bit chagrining to realize that Endeavor might very well sit right on top of a portion of Hirah’s 

ruins.  Regrettably, we’re not likely to get much help from the local branch of the Iraqi 

Antiquities Ministry - which, as far as I can tell, is a one-man show.  Supposedly the Embassy up 

in Baghdad has launched a major cultural heritage project recently, so maybe they’ll be able to 

send some experts down here for at least a cursory visit.  For now, though, it looks like Hirah 

will hold its secrets a little longer. 

I have to admit, I wonder if any portion of our humble little camp will still be around in another 

thousand years.  If people one day start digging it up, I guess they’ll be pretty curious as to what 

kind of civilization this was that lived in trailers and surrounded themselves with ten-foot 

concrete walls. 

The more things change… 

Over the past couple of weeks we’ve had some comings and goings here at the PRT, with a 

couple of the staff finishing their tours and others arriving to join the team.  For starters, the 

biggest departure is that of Captain Chaos.  His leadership stint having come to an end, the State 
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Department is recalling him to Washington for a year of Arabic language training – at the end of 

which they’re planning to bring him back out to Najaf for another year at the helm of the PRT.  

Our general consensus is that the government would be better off sending him to a year of 

management school.  The Governor and a bunch of other local officials put on a splendid going-

away party for the Captain, going so far as to take him into town in an unmarked truck to see the 

Imam Ali Shrine and some of the other sights that we’re prohibited from visiting with the 

military. 

Around the time Captain Chaos leaves, we also manage to rid ourselves of Bilo, our perpetually 

inebriated do-nothing.  Indeed, refusing to renew Bilo’s contract is one of Captain Chaos’ last 

acts as team leader, and arguably the most decisive of his entire tenure.  In not one but two late-

night poker games during his last week with us, Bilo manages to guzzle himself to where he 

can’t even shuffle, leading us to wonder how he’ll manage to stay coherent enough to actually 

exit the country.  As if we needed any reassurance that his departure is a good thing, while 

distributing the items that he’s not going to take with him, he produces a couple of live 

fragmentation grenades that he was keeping in his trailer, “You know, just in case.”  In case of 

what?  In case hordes of angry natives assault the base?  Oh yes, I’m sure that in that remote 

event, our soldiers would be thrilled to have him come charging to their rescue, a grenade in one 

hand and a bottle in the other. 

Seeing Bilo go is thus quite a relief.  Yet we soon discover that he’s had the last laugh.  The day 

after he leaves, our satellite internet link inexplicably slows to a crawl.  When we contact the 

State Department’s technical support center, they inform us that they’ve cut our bandwidth as a 

punitive measure.  Punishment for what?  For hogging the satellite link and dragging down the 

connectivity of PRTs across the country over the past several months, they tell us.  When we 

protest that this must be a mistake, they send us charts of our internet traffic spiking off the scale, 

starting around five every morning and tapering off at about six in the evening – the same early-

to-bed, early-to-rise hours that Bilo was fond of keeping.  Evidently we were wrong about him, 

as he actually kept quite busy while he was here – busy downloading hundreds upon hundreds of 

movies, songs, and who knows what else.  Another stirring example of taxpayer dollars at work. 

Pleading our case to the State Department bureaucracy is thus the first task that greets our new 

team leader when he steps off the helicopter.  In the short few weeks that he’s been here, it’s 

already become quite apparent that no snarky nicknames will do: With his soft-spoken but no-

nonsense manner, he’s simply the Boss, and everyone knows it.  His resume is impressive, 

starting with service as a medic in Vietnam, continuing through a stretch in the Peace Corps, and 

covering most of the past fifteen years in various State Department postings around the Middle 

East.  Amazingly enough, this guy might actually know what he’s doing!  In everything but the 

attire department, that is – even for a fashion heathen like me, it’s painfully obvious that his 

designer sunglasses and $15 Wal-Mart tennis shoes will forever be at odds.  Then again, it’s not 

like we’re trying to impress anybody out here. 
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We’ve also picked up another Iraqi-American bilingual advisor, a Copt who tired of his previous 

job translating for the interrogators at Abu Ghraib and decided he wanted something a little more 

upbeat.  He’s garnered the nickname Frenchie, as he speaks English with such an out-raage-ouss 

accent that it’s hard to believe he’s not exaggerating – a legacy of some years he spent in 

Lebanon, I guess.  He’s pretty reserved most of the time, but when we get him talking, his stories 

are amazing.  In 1991, for example, he was working as a waiter in the infamous Ishtar Sheraton 

in Baghdad, and thus had a panoramic view from the hotel’s top-floor restaurant the night the 

bombs started falling.  When he learns about our little chess club, he mentions that he’s played 

once or twice.  Imagine my chagrin, then, when I sit down to a game with him and he runs me all 

over the board – a feat he repeats with everyone else.  If chess has an equivalent to the pool hall 

hustler, he’s it. 

That’s it for the staff changes for now.  We’re scheduled to get another senior member of the 

foreign service in a couple of weeks, who will be our public diplomacy officer.  I’m sure she’ll 

be thrilled to discover that she’s the only female on the base.  While we’re on the topic of staff, 

however, I should point out that my previous comparison of our Rule of Law advisor to a certain 

Disney character was somewhat inadequate.  Oh, he still acts as goofy as ever, mind you.  But in 

honor of his seemingly endless list of institution-building experiences in assorted Third World 

countries, and his daily bantering in Spanish with his trilingual Iraqi assistant, we’ve started 

calling him Señor Democracy.  Seriously, every time I talk with the guy, it seems like he’s got a 

story about yet another exotic (or destitute) place he’s worked, from Honduras to Croatia to 

Afghanistan to the Gaza Strip.  And when I ask what he was doing in all of these locales, his 

cryptically smiling answer is always the same: “Oh, building democracy.” 

I suppose it’s also appropriate to start referring to our political officer as Comrade Excitable – 

not only because of the KGB-like nature of his position, but also because I’ve learned that he has 

quite the flair for the post-Soviet sphere, having lived in Russia, Estonia, and Tajikistan.  

Ironically enough, his Russian actually comes in handy on several occasions, as some of the 

high-ranking Iraqis that we work with acquired the language during exchange programs with the 

Soviet Union during Saddam’s time. 

The rest of our cast of characters is still pretty much the same.  The Colonel is still his dignified, 

authoritative self.  The Cowboy is the state of Texas personified; he’s taken to sporting a K-Bar 

knife prominently on his belt, presumably in case any savages come storming over the walls.  

And the Hurricane is still very much a force of nature, throwing projects around like there’s no 

tomorrow.  Amazingly enough, we’ve learned that this isn’t his first tour of duty in Iraq.  A 

couple years back he evidently spent some time in Diwaniyah, the next province over, where his 

primary accomplishment involved spending the better part of sixty million dollars to set up a 

redundant, counterproductive, and thoroughly illegal parallel provincial government of local 

tribal sheikhs – a legacy that the folks in Diwaniyah are still trying to undo.  And yet the State 

Department didn’t hesitate to bring him back for another round. 
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Before I forget, there’s one more change around here that’s worth mentioning: The weather.  

Over the last couple of weeks the difference in climate has been remarkable.  It’s cooled off to 

the point where going outside is actually rather comfortable anytime other than high noon, and 

the evenings have become downright pleasant.  It’s even getting to be a little chilly when I wake 

up to use the latrines in the middle of the night.  All of which would be perfect…if it weren’t for 

the flies.  The cooler weather has brought them out in droves.  There are always at least half a 

dozen buzzing around inside the cafeteria, our office trailers, or pretty much anywhere else we 

go.  As soon as one gets swatted, another calmly moves in to take its place.  And they’re 

possessed of a malice I’ve never seen before in an insect: dive-bombing your face, circling 

maddeningly around your head, and then landing just out of arm’s reach, clearly and 

unmistakably taunting you.  They infuriate me to the point of violence. 

So I’ve started to fight back.  A typical confrontation goes as follows: I’m sitting in my office, 

minding my own business, when one of the vermin buzzes in and makes a pass at my nose.  I 

instinctively flail my arms in defense, then pause and wait for him to alight on my desk.  While 

he watches me with those horrid alien eyes, I slowly reach down for my weapon – a battery-

powered electric flyswatter the size of a tennis racket.  I ease it up into position ever so 

gently…wait for him to inch a little closer…then strike!  No – a miss!  He takes to the air and I 

leap over my desk in hot pursuit, chasing him up and down the hallway and swinging wildly all 

the while.  He makes a fatal error and darts into someone else’s office.  I quickly follow, 

slamming the door behind me – there’s no escape now.  Ignoring the unbelieving look of the 

office’s inhabitant, I scan the air for my prey.  There he is, circling frantically in the far corner.  I 

close in with the patient steps of an assassin, press the button and wait for the charge to build, 

and then swing.  There’s a spark and a resoundingly satisfying crackle – a direct hit!  I bellow a 

primeval victory cry as my charred quarry drops lifelessly to the floor.  Take that, cursed flying 

Mesopotamian demon spawn! 

Ah, I love this place. 
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[Thu, Feb 26, 2009 at 11:38 AM 

 

Subject: one last update from Iraq 

 

To: Hello everyone,  

 

As the subject line suggests, this here will be my last little email update from Iraq.  I'm sending 

this from a hotel in Amman on my way back to the States, where I'll have about a week before 

heading to the United Arab Emirates and a new job with the Abu Dhabi Urban Planning Council.  

Doubtless you'll be relieved that this email will thus be a bit briefer than my usual diatribes, but 

fear not - I've still managed to squeeze in a few moments of forehead-smacking disbelief and 

cynicism.  Please forgive the errors, though; I haven't had much time to proofread it. 

 

Let me simply take the opportunity to thank you for reading along and taking an interest in what 

I've been up to in Iraq.  I hope my emails have been as enjoyable for you to read as they've been 

for me to write.  And if your travels bring you to the Middle East anytime soon, do let me know.] 

 

 

Heavy Weather 

 

In looking back over some of my previous updates, I suppose I may have given the impression 

that Iraq is a barren wasteland that hasn’t seen precipitation since the days of Noah.  That’s not 

entirely true - it has, in fact, rained during the nine months that I’ve been here.  Twice, to be 

exact. 

 

The first rain came on an otherwise unremarkable afternoon at Camp Endeavor.  The Cowboy 

had informed us several days beforehand that his weather reports predicted a meeting of three 

separate fronts in the skies above southern Iraq that day: A cold front rolling down from the 

Black Sea, a hot front blowing in from the western desert, and a mixed front off the Gulf just for 

variety.  None of us rushed to break out the umbrellas, however – we’d had warnings of 

oncoming rain before, none of which turned out to be accurate. 

 

Around three in the afternoon, I’m sitting in my office when I hear a faint tapping noise over the 

whine of my air conditioner.  At first I’m puzzled, then I remember the Cowboy’s forecast.  I 

leave my office and open the trailer door for a look around, and I’m greeted by a fat drop of 

water that hits me square in the forehead. 

 

It’s rain - honest to goodness precipitation, such an unusual sight that I stand paralyzed by 

amazement for a moment or two.  Then I quickly poke my head back inside the trailer and yell 

for everyone else to come take a look.  The announcement that it’s raining causes people to spill 

outside like clowns from a clown car.  The water from above has a rather remarkable effect: 

Instantly it transforms a group of relatively highly-educated international development 

professionals into a bunch of laughing, goofing five-year-olds.  Comrade Excitement pulls his 

shirt over his head and runs around bare-chested.  For my part, I tip my head back and try to 

catch some of the fat droplets in my mouth.  This proves rather dumb: The rain, saturated as it is 
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with our perpetual dust, tastes like mud.  Still, it’s moist enough to lend the atmosphere the fresh 

aroma of a good squall. 

 

Once the rain’s entertainment value is finally exhausted, we head back inside...only to discover 

that it’s raining there as well.  All along the seam that runs down the ceiling of our trailer’s 

central hallway, water is leaking through the roof in a minor cascade.  Thus follows a frantic 

scramble for trash cans to position beneath our newfound indoor waterfall - an added feature that 

I don’t think was advertised by the trailer’s manufacturer.  Later that evening, a number of 

people across the camp return to their sleeping quarters to find them similarly deluged.  

Mercifully, mine is dry.  I suppose the military can be forgiven for not thinking of waterproofing 

when it ordered trailers for its bases in Iraq. 

 

The other spell of rainfall happens to sweep through the country while I’m up in Baghdad for an 

unanticipated stay at my company’s headquarters (which I’ll explain a couple of entries down).  

And what an event it turns out to be.  Early one evening I’m sitting in my trailer and reading 

when the now not-so-unfamiliar sound of raindrops starts pitter-pattering outside.  At first I pay 

little attention, but after about ten minutes the intensity starts picking up.  Then the noise changes 

pitch, sounding now like an army of gnomes is pounding miniature nails into the tin roof above 

my head.  I crack open the door and peer outside.  Amazingly, the rain has become hail - and not 

just any hail, but the driving, pelting, chase-you-inside kind.  Already little mounds of crushed 

ice are starting to pile up on the ground.  Remarkable - this is, after all, the same country that 

routinely gets 140-degree days for months on end. 

 

I slink back inside and wait for the hail to pass...only, it doesn’t.  As I sit in my suddenly very 

flimsy-feeling trailer, the noise of the hail falling turns into a racket and then a cacophony.  

Before long it sounds like the gnomes are emptying a giant dump truck full of golf balls onto my 

roof.  The minutes stretch into a half hour, then an hour, and still there’s no letup - if anything, 

the storm only seems to be worsening.  Then there’s a loud crash outside, and I peek through my 

window blinds to see the air conditioner on the trailer across from mine hanging limply from its 

mounting, its brackets having given way under the weight of the accumulated hail - seriously, 

I’m not making this up.  The noise gets even louder, and I start to seriously question whether my 

paper-thin roof might soon suffer the same end.  What a fate: To come all the way to Iraq only to 

be buried in a pile of ice cubes and crumpled tin. 

 

After a full hour and a half of this Biblical deluge, the battering outside suddenly diminishes.  In 

fifteen seconds it’s gone entirely, leaving behind a decidedly eerie calm.  I wait a few minutes to 

make sure the coast is clear, then gingerly crack open the door and step outside.  Skirting 

between the ice piles, I walk down to the end of the row of trailers, turn the corner, and stop cold 

in my tracks at the scene that greets me. 

 

As you may recall from one of my first entries, my company’s Baghdad headquarters is located 

on the grounds where Uday Hussein’s palace once stood.  Although Uday splurged millions of 

dollars on gold-plated toilets and bathroom fixtures, evidently he skimped a bit when it came 

time to pay for a sewer system.  At least that’s what I’m guessing, since the storm sewers have 

proven woefully inadequate to handle the downpour that just passed.  The entire headquarters 
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compound is thus flooded to a depth of anywhere from six inches to a foot.  It’s remarkable - a 

veritable Mesopotamian Venice.  What’s more, the flood has leached massive amounts of oil and 

who knows what else out of the ground, leaving a nice thick scum floating atop the water.  The 

stench is gagging, like walking between a refinery and a sewage treatment plant. 

 

I plug my nose and try to find a dry path across the compound.  It takes me a good fifteen 

minutes to cross our ten little acres, clambering over low walls and stretching to jump between 

patches of high ground.  On the way I pass the motor pool, where the protective sun canopies 

have collapsed onto the cars beneath mounds of accumulated hail.  When I finally reach the 

office building on the far side of the compound, the scene is even uglier.  The puny doorsills 

have proven no match for the rising tide, and thus the hallways and two-thirds of the offices on 

the ground floor have been inundated.  Desks, chairs, power strips - all of them are a half-foot 

deep in oil-slicked filth.  I feel particularly bad for the poor souls who left their computers on the 

floor: In every office I pass there’s at least one swamped minitower that will probably never boot 

again, and occasionally I can hear the watery warble of some short-circuited UPS.  

 

What an absolute mess.  Thankfully, I fly back to Endeavor the following morning and thus 

don’t have to stick around for the clean-up.  A couple days later, someone sends me an email 

about it.  Apparently it’s quite the fire sale - they have to get rid of computers, rugs, file cabinets, 

you name it.  Well, call it an early spring cleaning.  The next time I return to headquarters, 

however, I notice that the lingering stench of oil has proven a bit more difficult to exorcise. 

 

So let it not be said that Iraq never sees a good foot or two of precipitation in a given year.  Even 

if it does all happen to come at once. 

 

A Brief History of Najaf 

 

If you look up Najaf on a map of Iraq, you might think to yourself, hmm, that’s an odd place for 

a city.  Najaf occupies a rather peculiar location: With the exception of the clifflike escarpment 

on which the city is perched, which in turn runs from Lake Razaza some fifty miles north down 

into the trackless wastes that separate Iraq from Saudi Arabia, Najaf is not really situated near 

anything of geographical importance.  Indeed, Najaf’s historic urban core sits a good half-dozen 

miles from the westernmost branch of the Euphrates, far enough that the city is well outside the 

river’s fertile floodplain.  Najaf is thus accurately described as a dry, dusty, dirty place.  You 

might wonder why Najaf’s smaller sister city Kufa, which bumps right up against the Euphrates, 

hasn’t long ago eclipsed its neighbor to the west.  You might even wonder why Najaf wound up 

where it is in the first place. 

 

Well, wonder no more.  Thanks to a smattering of conversations I’ve had with the locals over the 

months that I’ve been here (not all of whose stories have been consistent), as well as my feeble 

attempts to read up on what paltry sources of historical information are available, I think I’ve 

pieced together something of a dime-store version of Najaf’s history, give or take a few critical 

events.  So with no further ado, here goes. 
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The founding of Najaf traces back to shortly after the origin of Islam in the 7th Century of the 

Common Era.  Muhammad, the religion’s founder, had a cousin named Ali who became 

something of Muhammad’s right-hand man, rising to prominence in the political and military 

affairs of the early Muslim community.  When Muhammad died in 632 CE, the decision was 

made to fill his place with a Caliph who would continue to exercise central authority over what 

was now the emerging Islamic Empire.  Ali eventually became the fourth such Caliph in 656.  In 

order to better manage the empire’s shifting borders, Ali moved his capital from the Arabian city 

of Medina to the southern Mesopotamian city of Kufa, which the expanding Arab tribes had 

recently founded to replace the newly-conquered kingdom of Hirah (with which some of you 

may be coincidentally familiar).  Unfortunately, Ali’s reign was interrupted after just five short 

years, when continued infighting among various Muslim factions led to his rather gruesome 

assassination at the tip of a poisoned sword. 

 

Ali, however, was evidently not blind to the threats around him.  Prior to his death he instructed 

his followers that, in the event he were killed, they should hide his burial place so that his 

enemies couldn’t desecrate it.  So it came to pass that several days after Ali’s assassination, his 

followers gathered up his body, loaded it onto a camel, and drove the lucky beast out into the 

desert under cover of darkness.  After a while the camel reached a point where it decided it had 

had enough of this nocturnal cadaver-carrying business, and simply sat down where it was.  

Whereupon Ali’s followers took down his body and buried it on the spot, leaving nothing but 

disturbed sand to mark the site. 

 

More than a century later, the famous Caliph Harun al-Rashid allegedly stumbled upon Ali’s 

burial site while hunting in the desert outside Kufa.  The story goes that he took aim at a gazelle 

that steadfastly refused to budge from its spot in spite of its clearly impending doom; when 

Rashid asked the locals to explain the gazelle’s behavior, they claimed it was standing on Ali’s 

burial ground.  How the locals managed to keep track of an unmarked grave beneath the ever-

shifting sands of the desert is a secret lost to the ages, I suppose.  At any rate, Rashid was 

impressed enough to have a shrine constructed on the site, around which a settlement grew up in 

short order.  The settlement soon gained the name Najaf...the meaning of which, to be honest, I 

haven’t the faintest idea. 

 

At any rate, while this was all going on, the factional disputes that had originally led up to Ali’s 

assassination eventually gave way to a full-fledged schism among the Muslims.  After the 

subsequent death of Ali’s younger son at the hands of a rival to the Caliphate, a substantial 

minority of Muslims circled their figurative wagons around the claim that only the direct 

descendants of Muhammad could rightfully follow him as successors.  This camp thus declared 

the first three Caliphs illegitimate and swore their allegiance to the deceased Ali - who, 

incidentally, had also married one of Muhammad’s daughters - and his bloodline.  Eventually the 

dispute widened to where to where the Shi’at Ali or ‘faction of Ali’ effectively became a 

distinctive minority branch of Islam, from whom today’s two hundred million or so Shi’ites trace 

their origin. 

 

As the (newly-rediscovered) burial place of the Shi’ite’s namesake, Najaf quickly became the 

effective epicenter of their faction, superior in importance to everywhere but Mecca and Medina.  
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The city began attracting droves of pilgrims mainly from the lands that are now Iraq and Iran, 

where the Shi’a were (and still are) greatest in number, and soon became host to Shi’ite clerical 

institutions and seminaries that remain the main sources of the faction’s doctrine to this day.  A 

tradition also started for Shi’ites who could afford it to be buried in Najaf near Ali’s shrine, 

giving birth to the Wadi as-Salaam or ‘Valley of Peace’ - which, over the centuries, has become 

arguably the world’s largest cemetery.  Najaf itself grew accordingly, eventually adding enough 

residents to justify construction of a city wall sometime during the early Ottoman period and 

thereby becoming one of the largest and most important cities in southern Iraq.   

 

At this point I’m obliged to interject that, as an urban planner, I have some reservations with the 

method of having a camel wander around the desert with a body on its back as the way to pick a 

location to found a prominent city.  Of course, I guess neither Ali’s followers nor Harun al-

Rashid actually foresaw that Najaf would be founded and grow into a major urban center as a 

result of their actions, but that’s what happened nevertheless.   

 

As a result of its rather unique locational origins, Najaf has endured something of a woeful 

history.  Sitting as it does out in the desert, Najaf is regularly buffeted by debilitating sandstorms 

that crop up almost anytime of year.  For centuries its peripheral location made it a favorite target 

of raiding Wahhabi tribes from the Arabian Desert to the south, for whom the presence of the 

Imam Ali Shrine only sweetened the deal.  (As you may be aware, the same Wahhabis eventually 

allied with the Saud family to form the state of Saudi Arabia.)  Even more critically, Najaf has 

been plagued throughout its history by its distance to the Euphrates and the resultant lack of any 

reliable local water supply.  Only in the early 1800s did the construction of a canal mitigate the 

city’s water woes at least partially by diverting a portion of the Euphrates.  As a result, the city 

steadily added even more people all the way up to the 1960s.  

 

And then came Saddam.  The years under his Baathist rule were not pretty for Najaf.  As the 

spiritual heart of Iraq’s restive Shi’a majority, Najaf was seen as little more than a breeding 

ground for threats to the dictator’s Sunni-dominated regime, and thus the city suffered a policy of 

intentional neglect and increasingly brutal persecution of its religious and political leadership.  

The major religious festivals that the city hosted throughout the year were outlawed, and the 

steady flow of millions of pilgrims slowed to a trickle.  After the abortive Shi’a uprising that 

followed the end of the Gulf War in 1991, Saddam bulldozed entire sections of Najaf and left its 

infrastructure and housing to crumble. 

 

This is the hole from which Najaf is now trying to climb its way out.  The city saw periods of 

brutal fighting in the years immediately following the fall of Saddam’s regime, which left a 

number of urban areas even more battered.  Since then, however, Najaf has enjoyed a sustained 

period of relative stability compared to the rest of the country, allowing the locals to slowly start 

rebuilding.  Najaf’s exiled leaders have returned from abroad, the pilgrims are coming in the 

millions once again, and the city is well on its way to reestablishing its significance not only for 

Iraq’s Shi’ites, but for the complex religious and political mixture of the entire country.  For 

example, Iraq’s Prime Minister and other noteworthy politicians now routinely swoop in for 

visits to seek the advice (and tacit approval) of the city’s clerical authorities.  In some ways, 

things have started looking up for Najaf. 
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At the same time, the city’s infrastructure is still a shambles.  The post-2003 influx of residents 

has exacerbated an already dire housing shortage.  And the local economy remains moribund, 

tied largely to a medieval agriculture sector and a few creaking state-owned factories.  As I’ve 

noted before, the local leaders are very keen to capitalize on the pilgrimage traffic to grow the 

nascent tourism industry, but they’ve got a long way to go.  The recent opening of the new Najaf 

International Airport will certainly help, but it will be a while before its full benefits are felt.  In 

the meantime, the city is kind of muddling along. 

 

And that, in short, is the history of Najaf...well, one version of it, anyway.  For me, the thing 

that’s a bummer in the midst of all of that is that it’s almost guaranteed that I (or any other 

member of the PRT) will get to see the most interesting parts of the city: The shrine, the maze-

like warren of medieval streets in the Old City that surrounds it, and the cemetery, to name a 

few.  The agreement between the American military and the Iraqi government is that the Old 

City is off-limits to American forces, and where they don’t go, we don’t go.  The irony is 

palpable: Here I’m charged with helping the locals develop their tourism industry, and the only 

glimpse I’ve caught of the local sights is the miniature snowglobe of the shrine sitting on my 

neighbor’s desk.  So it goes. 

 

 

Saturday 21 February - The Last Straws 

 

Well, it’s finally happened.  After some nine months here in Iraq, I’ve finally decided to throw in 

the towel and leave.  The immediate reason for my departure was the offer of a better job 

elsewhere, which I’ll get to in a minute.  In evaluating that offer, however, a series of recent 

events led me to think that going elsewhere, anywhere, would probably be a step in the right 

direction.  Actually, that’s not entirely true; the series of recent events led me to want to beat my 

head against a wall.  But you get the picture – I’ve been rather frustrated as of late.  Here’s what 

I’m talking about: 

 

Strike One: When the clock ticked past the last second of December 31, not only did it mark the 

start of a new year, it also was the point at which I and all of the contractors employed by the 

company RTI effectively became the unwanted stepchildren of reconstruction efforts in Iraq.  

Rather than simply extend RTI’s old contract that expired at the end of the year, the bureaucrats 

at the United States Agency for International Development (our contracting agency) saw an 

excellent opportunity to fix what wasn’t broke.  Under the new contract that they cobbled 

together, USAID still pays our bills, but now we’re technically under the authority of the State 

Department.  In theory this was supposed to streamline things and save everyone money, as we 

would now be equivalent to State Department employees and thus have access to the support and 

facilities they enjoy. 

 

In practice, it’s turned out to be a fiasco.  Having both USAID’s and State’s signatures on the 

contract means that each agency thinks that we RTI peons are the other’s responsibility.  USAID 

wasted no time in slashing our allowable expenses, meaning - among other changes - no more 

flying commercial airlines in and out of Baghdad.  From now on we have to take the midnight 
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convoy from the International Zone out to the airport and hop on one of the military’s early-

morning C-130 flights.   

 

The State Department, for its part, has made it manifestly clear that we are not their employees, 

and has taken every opportunity to put us through the ringer.  It’s not as though nobody saw that 

coming: Both USAID and State were trying to pass the buck while RTI’s higher-ups were 

negotiating the new contract with them late last year, which pushed the negotiations right into 

mid-December.  It got to the point where RTI recalled all of its in-country staff (present 

company included) back to headquarters in Baghdad shortly before Christmas, in preparation for 

possibly being sent home should the new contract not be ready on January 1.  In essence, they 

were calling the government’s bluff. 

 

Thus I got to spend a week and a half sitting up at the suddenly-overcrowded headquarters 

compound along with fifty-four of my colleagues while we did little besides stare at each other, 

play lots of poker, and make frequent DFAC runs.  While the bureaucrats continued to bicker, 

someone at State even gave us a name - the ‘RTI 55’ - destining us for infamy alongside other 

infamously benumbered groups such as the Chicago Seven and the Dirty Dozen.  Eventually the 

State Department grumblingly agreed to look after us, finally freeing us to return to the PRTs.  I 

took a helicopter flight back to Endeavor on Christmas Eve.  Had I been forced to spend 

Christmas up in the Baghdad clown locker, I would have disavowed any responsibility for my 

subsequent actions. 

 

Despite their promises, the State Department has dragged its feet every step of the way in 

implementing the new contract’s provisions.  For example, the new computer, phone, and body 

armor they were supposed to issue me?  Nope, still don’t have those.  The badge I was supposed 

to get to allow me access to the Embassy?  They gave me one for the Palace (i.e. the ‘old’ 

Embassy), which became useless a few days later when the ‘new’ Embassy compound officially 

opened and the Palace was turned back over to the Iraqis.  In fact, they’ve told us poor RTI saps 

not to even both trying to get into the Embassy when we come through Baghdad, as we’d need 

an escort the entire time we were on the compound - even to the bathroom. 

 

Suffice to say that while this ongoing debacle with our administering agencies hasn’t been a 

complete deal-killer for me, it’s been pretty disheartening to find out that evidently no one wants 

to be bothered with us here.  Moreover, it doesn’t give me a whole lot of reassurances as to the 

stability and longevity of our new contract, regardless of what it says. 

 

Strike Two: When I initially arrived in Najaf back in July, one of the first things I did was to 

meet with staff from the local Health Department to try to find out the condition of public health 

facilities throughout the province.  Although there are a pair of large, relatively well-equipped 

and functioning hospitals in downtown Najaf (courtesy in part of the US taxpayer), the officials 

pointed out that many of the smaller primary-care clinics in poorer neighborhoods and rural areas 

are barely functional for want of electricity.  The grid provides a woeful four to five hours of 

juice on a given day, and the Health Department simply doesn’t have the money to install backup 

generators at each of its myriad facilities. 
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It just so happened that, only a few days after I met with the health officials, our PRT was visited 

by a roving CERP team: A handful of soldiers responsible for putting together applications for 

funding from the Commander’s Emergency Response Program, the substantial vat of money that 

the military uses to carry out high-profile, immediate-impact infrastructure projects.  The team 

showed up more or less unannounced, and said they would only be with us a couple of days to 

help us assemble and submit any funding requests we might have. 

 

So I cooked up a project that, I must confess, I thought was rather slick.  I asked the Health 

Department for a list of the top ten clinics serving areas of dense population, where an 

improvement in the electricity supply would have the largest benefit.  Armed with that hastily-

assembled list, I put together a proposal to install an array of solar panels at each clinic as a 

backup power source during the grid outages.  While the electricity generated by the panels 

wouldn’t be enough to run every last appliance in the clinics (e.g. the power-sucking air 

conditioners), it would be sufficient to keep the important things on.  In addition to the 

immediate benefit of keeping the clinics running, I thought that the project would hopefully be 

an effective way to demonstrate to the Iraqis that they might want to at least think about solar 

power as an alternative to the ubiquitous use of diesel generators for their electrical needs.  After 

all, for a country that gets a nominal 330 days of sunshine per year (not counting the occasional 

weeklong sandstorm), it’s worth considering. 

 

At any rate, with the CERP team’s help we slapped together a funding request for submission to 

the higher command up in Baghdad.  The health officials went out and got coordinates for the 

clinics in question (thanks to the new handheld GPS device we bought them).  The head of the 

CERP team, a surly major who was perpetually launching tobacco juice into his regrettably 

transparent water-bottle-turned-spittoon, told me the project had a good chance of actually 

getting approved: The concept was straightforward enough that even the army could understand 

it, the benefits would be immediate, visible, and widespread, and altogether it made a lot more 

sense than a lot of the harebrained schemes he’d seen millions of taxpayer dollars thrown at.  So 

the CERP team put the application in the pipeline, and off it went and so did they. 

 

That was more than half a year ago.  In the interim, we’ve heard nothing about the status of our 

request - whether it had been approved or not, or indeed whether it had even been considered.  

Every now and then I’d hassle someone on the military side to see if they could find out 

something from Baghdad.  Each time, those inquiries fizzled.  Meanwhile, the health officials - 

who had become quite enamored of the idea - would contact me periodically to ask whether there 

had been any progress. 

 

Finally, a couple of weeks ago we managed to get a definitive answer on where the project stood.  

And the answer was: The project didn’t exist.  The military officially knew nothing about it - not 

a thing.  At some point after we submitted it, our proposal simply disappeared into the bowels of 

the Army’s internal bureaucracy, never to be heard from again.  Horrified, I realized that the 

CERP team hasn’t even left us with a copy of the project application we had worked so hard to 

assemble, meaning that even if we wanted to submit it again, we’d have to start from square one.  

In the meantime, we’d lost the better part of eight months. 
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Needless to say, this was a bit disheartening.  The Iraqis thought so too when I told them the 

news. 

 

Strike Three: As I believe I’ve mentioned before, one of the other initiatives I’ve been working 

on is an effort to establish a training institute for workers in Najaf’s hotels, restaurants, and other 

tourism-related businesses.  This has been one of the most requests we’ve received from the local 

elected officials and businessmen, who realize that [if] ever they’re ever going to actually 

compete with other Middle Eastern destinations for some serious tourist money, they’re going to 

have to improve the mediocre quality of the city’s hospitality establishments.  In addition to 

helping in this regard, a tourism training institute would boost local employment by providing a 

route for locals (particularly in the critical 18-30 age bracket) to enter the workforce in the 

fastest-growing sector of the local economy. 

 

For the better part of two months I’ve thus been working to put the various pieces in place for 

creating such an institute.  A capable local partner presented itself in the form of the Chamber of 

Commerce, and I put considerable time into negotiating the arrangements for the institute to be 

collocated on their premises.  I attempted (somewhat fruitlessly) to pull together curriculum 

materials from other hospitality schools for the institute to use as background information while 

it was first starting up.  I even put together a request for the military to see if we could arrange 

for a team of instructors from an American university to possibly come stay with the PRT for a 

couple of weeks to help train the first batch of instructors and help get the institute up and 

running - and amazingly enough, the military said yes.  And of course, I’ve spent hours slogging 

through the mealy-mouthed verbosity of writing up a grant request to the State Department fund 

that we use to pay for these type of projects (well, almost all of our projects, really).  These 

requests are normally little more than a formality that the Embassy rubber-stamps, but they’re a 

necessary formality nonetheless.  Even though I felt rather confident that the project would be 

funded, I always inserted into my discussions with the Iraqis the proviso that everything was 

contingent upon the Embassy’s approval. 

 

I suppose you might be able to guess what’s coming - and you’d be right, but probably not in the 

way you expected.  I finally finished up the last voluble section of the grant request and 

submitted it to the Embassy on a Saturday.  The next morning, I was a bit surprised to see an 

email from the Embassy in my inbox - wow, I thought, that was quick.  When I opened it, 

however, I saw that the email was addressed to all the PRTs across the country.  And it informed 

us somewhat sheepishly that the project fund - yes, the one that we use to pay for basically 

everything - had, ahem...run out of money. 

 

Just when I thought things couldn’t get any more laughable around here, I’m proven wrong yet 

again.  Honestly, it’s not very surprising - indeed, it’s perfectly consistent with the way the 

Embassy seems to run just about everything else it’s responsible for.  A reasonable person might 

presume that a pot of tens of millions of dollars might deserve a periodic checkup from someone 

among the Embassy’s several thousand less-than-fully-preoccupied staff, particularly when that 

pot is essentially the sole means for the frontline reconstruction teams around the country to 

accomplish anything of substance.  And if that pot were to start running low, a reasonable person 

might even presume that some communication about this would be forthcoming, something 
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along the lines of ‘If you’ve got anything you really want to get funded, now would be the time 

to submit it.’  Ah, but it seems that reasonable people are in short supply at the largest diplomatic 

mission in the world.  They just go to the cookie jar one morning and...whoops, no more cookies! 

 

This latest folly is equal parts galling and dismaying, not just because all the effort I put into the 

project now appears to be a complete waste.  It’s also a slap in the face to the Iraqis with whom 

I’ve been working.  As I said, I tried to temper our discussions with the disclaimer that nothing 

was final until we got the say-so from Baghdad.  That, however, hadn’t stopped them from 

getting their hopes up - and indeed, it hadn’t stopped them from making commitments to us that 

we are now rather pathetically unable to reciprocate. 

 

Beyond simply leaving my project in the dust, though, the newfound insolvency of the project 

fund leaves us and the rest of the PRTs around the country with essentially no money to get 

anything done.  Moreover, there’s no indication that any replenishment funds will be coming 

anytime soon (if ever), particularly in light of the growing economic crisis back home.  Frankly, 

I’m not really sure where that leaves us.  What are we supposed to do?  Are we now basically 

acting as unfunded consults to the Iraqis, offering them our ‘expert’ opinions and little else?  

Simply put, it makes me wonder whether the PRTs themselves might not start to be phased out 

before the end of the year, if not sooner. 

 

To sum this all up, things have been frustrating as of late.  Perhaps it’s no surprise, then, that 

when the government of Abu Dhabi dropped me a line out of the blue and asked whether I’d like 

to come help them plan the next twenty-five years of their city’s development, I was intrigued.  It 

certainly didn’t hurt that the job (a) sounds fascinating, (b) pays better, (c) isn’t contract-term 

limited, and (d) isn’t in Iraq.  Still, when they asked whether I could start right away, I hesitated.  

I had planned (even hoped) to stay in Iraq until at least May or June, and the prospect of leaving 

so suddenly made me feel like I’d be skipping out on a lot of unfinished business.  On second 

thought, though, recent events had inclined me to believe that even if I stayed until the end of the 

year or longer, I really don’t know how much, if anything, I’d be able to accomplish. 

 

So I called the Emirates and told them yes.  And that, as they say, was that.  My experience in 

Iraq been fascinating, challenging, and occasionally even enjoyable.  Would I do it again?  In a 

heartbeat.  But for now, it’s on to something new. 

 

 

### 
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