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  INTRODUCTION


  


  


  


  


  
    
      Genius is only the power of making continuous efforts. The line between success and failure is so fine that we scarcely know when we pass it, so fine that we are often
      on the line and do not know it. How many a man has thrown up his hands at a time when a little more effort, a little more patience, would have achieved success. As the tide goes clear out, so
      it comes clear in. In business sometimes, prospects may seem darkest when really they are on the turn. A little more persistence, a little more effort, and what seemed hopeless failure may turn
      to glorious success. There is no failure except in no longer trying. There is no defeat except from within, no really insurmountable barrier save our own inherent weakness of purpose.


      


      Elbert Hubbard, American writer and publisher, 18561915

    

  


  


  


  Since I first came across it in the early 1970s, this statement has had a profound effect on me. As I look back on my life, I see that time and time again I seemed just a
  hairs breadth away from personal disaster. I think of how my world was convulsed by the brutal Iraqi coup of 1958; of my incarceration in a Baath Party jail; of twice crossing the
  Atlantic with only a few dollars to my name to begin life again; of battling through the heat of a Saudi summer to raise support for the creation of a new investment firm in the Gulf; and of all
  the challenges and setbacks of running Investcorp once it was off the ground.


  Yet as I look back, I am also astonished at how the tide has always turned. I did not, of course, win all the battles I had to fight. Like everyone, I have had my share of disappointments and
  difficulties. But I never lost my focus, my hope and my determination to succeed. Even when I could not see a way through the obstacles, it was always possible  by luck, initiative or sheer
  persistence  to find a way around them and continue moving forward.


  Four words have sustained me throughout  principle, passion, resolve. The importance of all three has been ingrained in me all my life and these qualities have
  been at the core of my mission, both personally and professionally.


  I feel fortunate, today, that I can look back and feel deeply fulfilled by what I have been able to accomplish. After all the ups and downs, I have few regrets and no desire to think of what I
  might have done better. I have made it to my eighth decade with a clean name, a clear conscience and a world-class institution built on the principles I hold most dear. Life has brought me greater
  satisfaction than I ever thought was possible and for this I am profoundly grateful.


  So why am I now writing these chapters?


  The impetus comes from wishing I knew more about my parents and grandparents. Of course I have my memories and what Ive been told by other people, but I have nothing in writing that
  reveals their own perspective on lifes struggles and triumphs. Not to have left such a record was, I believe, a mistake and one I do not wish to repeat. I do know that my mother, father and
  grandfathers were people of rock-like principle (that much was impressed on me very early on), but I wish I knew more.


  In that spirit, I have sought to record my own experiences so that future generations, should they wish to know, will at least have a first-hand account. I would like them to know how fortunate
  I have been to have had such exciting opportunities in life. I also want them to understand my values and motivation and what it was that kept me strong when times were hard. In particular, I would
  like them to know that sticking to principle, even in the most painful and challenging circumstances, has paid off in the end.


  Of course I have not travelled alone. My life would have been very different  and immeasurably poorer  without so many loyal colleagues at Investcorp, the close relationship I have
  enjoyed with my four brothers and, most of all, the love and encouragement of my wife, Nada, and my two daughters, Rena and Serra. I am deeply thankful to them all.


  


  


  


  


  


  PART 1


  


  Family, education and early career
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    The greatest wealth is education. If you have


    


    the right education and the right skills ...


    


    if youre needed, respected and trusted ... youll


    


    do well wherever you go in the world.

  


  


  MY FATHER, AMIN KIRDAR


  


  


  


  


  


  1


  My Family
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  I was born on 28 October 1936 in Kirkuk, Iraq, in the same imposing house where my two grandfathers had lived and where both my parents had been
  born and spent their early years.


  The origins of the family have been traced back to the Qardars, an influential Turkmeni tribal family who lived in south-west Turkmenistan, close to the borders of present-day Iran. In 1604, a
  branch of the family led by Qardar Zada Omar Khan moved to Kirkuk to take advantage of its moderate weather, fertile land and good water supplies. The city has been the family home ever since.


  Kirkuk itself stands on the site of the ancient Assyrian capital of Arrapha and was occupied at different times by the Babylonians and Medes as well as the Assyrians. In modern times, it first
  came to the worlds attention when oil was discovered there in 1927. Extraction and export began in 1934 and the city became known as the countrys oil capital  the Texas of
  Iraq.


  Thanks to successive waves of immigrants throughout its history, Kirkuk was remarkable for the diversity of its population. With Jews, Christians, Shiites, Sunnis, Turkmen, Kurds and Arabs, it
  was a rich mosaic of peoples and cultures and more mixed than almost any other city in Iraq.


  The Kirdars were one of several prominent families in the city. These were not necessarily the richest families. Some of the merchants had more money than the old, established clans, but these
  particular families were regarded as the nobility. They were the local dignitaries and exercised a strong influence on the citys affairs.


  While the Arabic word ashraf means nobility, its not the same concept as the European aristocracy. For one thing, there were no official titles. It was recognised,
  nonetheless, that a place like Kirkuk would have three or four leading families and these would be household names. If, for example, a new governor were appointed by the central
  government, the first thing he would do on arriving in Kirkuk would be to pay his respects to these prominent families and seek their advice and support.


  My great-grandfather, Mustafa


  While the early generations of Kirdars in Kirkuk mainly engaged in agriculture, land-ownership and trade, the familys political prominence began with my
  great-grandfather, Haj Mustafa Kirdar, in the nineteenth century. Mustafa served as mayor of Kirkuk  the most prominent position in the city  for two consecutive terms. This would
  have been in the 1880s when Kirkuk was still part of the Ottoman Empire. Administratively it was part of the vilayet of Mosul, one of the three Ottoman states or provinces that later
  became Iraq  the others being Baghdad and Basra. All three were governed from the Ottoman capital, Istanbul.


  Mustafa is credited with establishing the first formal school for boys in Kirkuk. At his personal expense he also founded a mosque and arranged that every year a certain number of gifted young
  men should be admitted to its theological school. There they would be educated and trained to earn a living by reading the Koran at ceremonies such as weddings and funerals. This was
  Mustafas way of giving them a profession and helping them to become productive. Over 130 years after its founding, Im proud to say that the school still exists.


  Mustafa also established a foundation consisting of valuable real estate, the income from which would be used for the upkeep of the mosque and the theological school. Any surplus, he said, could
  be divided among his children, after allowing for an adequate reserve.


  Mustafa remained custodian of the mosque during his lifetime and was very particular about who should succeed him. The normal practice would be for the eldest son to take over, but Mustafa
  decreed that the one to replace him should be not necessarily the eldest but the most astute member of the family. So ever since, the custodian of the Qardarlar Mosque in Kirkuk has been elected by
  family members. This is expected to be for life, though the family retains the right to remove him if he fails in his duties. After Mustafa, the responsibility passed to his
  sons  first Mohammad Ali, then Mohammad Jamil. It was later transferred to my father and from him to my eldest brother, Nezir.


  The Qardarlar Mosque is the resting place of three generations of Kirdars  Mustafa, my two grandfathers and my father. I understand its now deteriorating and one of my ambitions is
  to go back to Kirkuk, commission an architect and have it rebuilt. As and when conditions allow, I would love to see this done.


  In passing, I should also mention Mustafas nephew, Mohammad Said Kirdar. Mohammad was a merchant whose main activity was exporting wool to Manchester in the UK. When his business became
  too big to be conducted from Kirkuk, he moved to Baghdad where he earned the title Chalabi in recognition of his leading role in the citys business community. He travelled
  frequently to Istanbul, Beirut and Haifa and was the first merchant from Iraq to visit London. A picture of him still exists, taken in 1910. Sadly, his business suffered a devastating blow when a
  cargo ship carrying his goods sank in the Mediterranean.


  My grandfathers, Mohammad Ali and Mohammad Jamil


  Mustafa had several sons, two of whom were my two grandfathers, Mohammad Ali born in 1871 and Mohammad Jamil who was a year younger.


  Mohammad Ali succeeded his father as mayor of Kirkuk at the age of thirty and served for three consecutive terms. Among his many achievements were the introduction of street lighting, organised
  garbage collection and street cleaning and the launch of Kirkuks first weekly newspaper. This was published by the municipality, the headquarters of which were built during his term in
  office. But perhaps his greatest achievement as mayor was to found the first school for girls in Kirkuk.


  In 1908, the Ottomans established an elected parliament for the whole of the empire, so introducing a more democratic form of government under the Sultan in Istanbul. Mohammad Ali was voted
  in as the member for Kirkuk, a prestigious position. In those days it was a long journey to Istanbul to attend the parliament, so he decided to settle there.


  Eight years later, Mohammad Ali changed the family name from Qardar to Kirdar. That same year, 1916, also saw the first recorded contact between the Kirkuk branch of the family and the original
  Turkmenistan Qardars when a group from Turkmenistan came and stayed in Kirkuk as the Kirdars guests.


  After World War I, the Ottoman government collapsed  having sided with the Germans against the Allies  and Iraq became a new nation under a British mandate. Faisal I was appointed
  King of Iraq in 1921 and a new parliament was created in Baghdad in 1926. Mohammad Ali, who had been MP for Kirkuk in Istanbul, now moved back to Iraq at King Faisals request to represent
  Kirkuk in the new parliament  though such was his loyalty to Kirkuk, he preferred to live there with his brother, Jamil, rather than in the capital. As one of the original Baghdad MPs,
  its fair to think of my grandfather as playing a part in the founding of modern Iraq.


  The tradition continued. After Mohammad Ali died in 1934, Jamil became the MP for Kirkuk. He was succeeded by my father who took over as MP in 1947. Eleven years later my eldest brother became
  the citys MP, serving for just two months before the violent coup of 1958.


  My two grandfathers were very different people.


  Mohammad Ali, my grandfather on my mothers side, was an outward-looking man and well known internationally and socially. As a member of the Ottoman parliament, he was the one who left
  Kirkuk, established himself in Istanbul (a distant, European-style city) and became the first member of the family from Kirkuk to have this kind of international experience. He even travelled to
  England on a state visit with a delegation of Ottoman MPs. I have a picture of him and the rest of the group in front of the Houses of Parliament with the British Foreign Secretary, Lord Balfour.
  He also visited Germany and Switzerland with the same delegation.


  Mohammad Ali died two years before I was born. But I know of him and I know his reputation as a popular leader.


  His brother, Mohammad Jamil (my fathers father), was a more introvert personality  financially minded, cost-conscious and much more of a businessman. While his
  brother travelled to Istanbul and Baghdad, he stayed in Kirkuk. His genius was buying land. He realised that as Kirkuk grew, it would need land, so his aim was to buy up real estate on all sides of
  the town. He used to buy tracts of desert with no roads or infrastructure and a lot of people thought he was crazy investing in this way. But his view was that Kirkuk would grow as a result of oil
  and that these investments would pay off. He also owned land and buildings in the centre of the city.


  The story goes that whenever Mohammad Jamil purchased any property, he would give half of it to his brother. There was close cooperation between the two brothers  the public figure and
  the smart businessman. There were other brothers, but these two were particularly close.


  Some of the land that Jamil bought has since been taken over by the government. Some, in Kirkuk itself, is still ours and might still be of value to the family if there is ever peace and
  security in Iraq.


  At a time when most people in Kirkuk and even Baghdad were using horse-drawn carriages for transport, Mohammad Jamil  ever the forward thinker  was unusual in having his own
  chauffeur-driven car. He bought a Chevrolet in 1937 and kept it until 1946 when he exchanged it for a brand-new Ford.


  The Turkish branch of the family


  Before talking about my immediate family, let me cover the branch of the Kirdar family that settled in Turkey.


  With the break-up of the Ottoman Empire, Turkey became an independent state under a new leader  Mustafa Kemal Ataturk. At that point, as Ive mentioned, Mohammad Ali Kirdar was
  asked by King Faisal to move back to the newly independent Iraq to continue representing Kirkuk in the parliament in Baghdad.


  This apparently prompted a great deal of discussion among the family members in Istanbul as to who wanted to return with Mohammad Ali and who wanted to stay in Turkey. Some members of the family
  chose to remain. The second generation, in particular, had now been educated in Turkey and become Turkish citizens. Most were now practising professionals, so there was little
  incentive for them to move back to Iraq.


  Thats why, to this day, there has been a Turkish branch of the family as well as the one in Iraq. If you go to Istanbul and pick up a telephone book, youll see a long list under
  Kirdar. While most of todays family members were born in Istanbul, they can nevertheless trace their origins to Kirkuk some two or three generations earlier.


  One prominent member of the Turkish branch was Dr Lutfi Kirdar, a nephew of my great-grandfather, Mustafa. Uncle Lutfi, as we called him, was a trained physician who studied in Vienna and
  specialised as an eye doctor. Under the encouragement of Kemal Ataturk, he later moved into public service. He served as Governor of Manisa and Izmir and was then promoted to the combined and
  highly prestigious position of Mayor and Governor of Istanbul. Until the founding of the Turkish Republic, Istanbul had been the capital of the Ottoman Empire for nearly five hundred years and it
  remained one of the most important cities in the Middle East. Holding office from 1939 to the early 1950s, Lutfi Kirdar created boulevards, parks, squares and cultural and athletics centres and
  helped to transform Istanbul into a modern, European-style city. Even during World War II when government funds were scarce, he was able to raise money by other means and make impressive advances
  in the city. Following these achievements, he was appointed Minister of Health for Turkey and transferred to the capital, Ankara.


  Lutfi Kirdar served his country with distinction and is commemorated in Istanbul with a statue and the Lutfi Kirdar Convention Centre. Of his two sons, Erdem became an architect while Uner
  studied law in Turkey, gained a PhD at Cambridge, pursued a career in the Turkish foreign service and rose to a senior position in the UN Development Programme. Slightly older than me, Uner was
  inspirational in his breadth of knowledge, his good humour and his sharp intellect. He and I bonded well. I regarded him as a role model and loved spending time with him.


  After Mohammad Alis return to Iraq, there continued to be links between the Turkish and Iraqi branches of the Kirdar family. In 1942, before I started at primary school, my mother took me
  and my younger brother, Fakhir, to Istanbul to attend the wedding of her brother, Dr Umid Kirdar. This lavish event was the talk of Istanbul. The celebrations lasted six months
  and involved an extravagant round of parties and excursions. We stayed in Uncle Lutfis official Governors mansion in the heart of the city and made numerous visits to his other
  residences. I remember we were driven from resort to resort and palace to palace in a motorcade of luxury cars and found each event more splendid than the last. It was a magical experience for a
  six-year-old and one that has stayed with me ever since.


  Later, I formed a close friendship with Dr Umid Kirdars daughter, Leyla. Although a few years younger than me, she was intellectually very mature and was always stimulating company. Like
  Uner, she was one of the cousins I particularly looked forward to seeing when we travelled to Turkey.


  Another meeting of the Turkish and Iraqi families occurred in 1955 when Iraq joined Turkey, Iran and Pakistan in a political alliance known as the Baghdad Pact. In the process, a Turkish
  parliamentary group came from Ankara to negotiate with the Iraqis. This group included Uncle Lutfi who was then a member of the Turkish parliament. At the same time, my father was part of the
  parliamentary group from Iraq, so the two cousins found themselves sitting on opposite sides of the table. They met again in their official capacities when a parliamentary group from Iraq travelled
  to Turkey.


  The six children of Mohammad Ali


  Mohammad Ali Kirdar had three sons and three daughters.


  The eldest son, Najeeb Kirdar, lived in Kirkuk all his life except for seventeen years spent in Istanbul. Though he started training to be a physician, he was forced to abandon his studies when
  he damaged and eventually lost the use of one of his eyes. Instead he devoted himself to looking after the family home in Kirkuk. Every Friday, unless he was away, he maintained the family
  tradition of holding open house for guests and well-wishers. People simply dropped in for coffee or tea and were entertained in a large room known as the majlis or place of
  sitting. He was famed for his generosity and hospitality and became, in time, the senior member of the family.


  Mohammad Alis second son was Sami. After studying in Paris and Brussels, Sami became a gifted architect and was much respected for his learning and sophistication. He
  was fluent in English, French, Turkish and Arabic and, in the 1930s, became the first Kirdar to own a Mercedes. After his architectural career, he represented Istanbul as a senator and wrote a
  weekly column in Le Figaro. His wife was an Oxford graduate and the daughter of a former Turkish Prime Minister.


  The third son was Dr Umid Kirdar whose spectacular wedding in Istanbul made such an impression on me in 1942. Educated at the American University of Beirut, much travelled in Europe and a man of
  cosmopolitan tastes, he became a distinguished gynaecologist in Istanbul. He owned homes on both sides of the Bosphorus  a winter home on the European side and a summer villa across the
  water in Asia.


  As for Mohammad Alis three daughters, the eldest, Ismet, married a wealthy Iraqi senator from Erbil. Her son, Dr Ihsan Dogramaci, became a Turkish legend. Having trained as a
  paediatrician at Harvard, he established two universities in Ankara and was appointed supreme overseer of all Turkeys universities. He devoted his last twenty-five years to the prestigious
  Bilkent University which he himself founded and helped to turn into a world-class institution. After a long and accomplished career, he died in 2010.


  Mohammad Alis second daughter, Hayriye, married a distant cousin  the above-mentioned Dr Lutfi Kirdar, whose achievements as Mayor and Governor of Istanbul remain a great source of
  pride for the family.


  The youngest daughter in the family was my mother, Nuzhet, born in 1908.


  My parents  Amin and Nuzhet


  Given the close relationship between Mohammad Ali and his brother, Jamil, it was not surprising that Nuzhet should eventually marry her first cousin  Jamils only
  son, Amin, born in 1901. In the Middle East at that time, arranged marriages between cousins were fairly common. The practice is less widespread today, but in those days it was perfectly normal
   especially among the leading families. Despite being cousins, my parents had grown in up in different countries  she in Turkey, he in Iraq  and
  didnt know each other before the marriage was arranged.


  Amin, my father, was among the first generation in Iraq to progress beyond high school to college. This meant he was much better educated than my grandfather, who never went to university. The
  Baghdad law school from which he graduated was one of the first colleges to be founded in Iraq and my father was one of its earlier students. Dating from the early 1900s, it was one of a number of
  excellent, international-standard schools that were heavily influenced by the British educational system.


  Unlike Mohammad Jamil, Amin was not a businessman and had little in the way of material ambitions. (That said, he did own a car, acquiring a Ford in 1947 and a Buick in 1955.) After he
  graduated, he decided not to work for his father but instead to go into the civil service. As well as serving in Baghdad, he was also, at different times, Chief Administrative Officer of Kifri and
  Sulaimaniya and Deputy Governor of Mosul. He became well known for his high principles of justice and integrity and was widely trusted and respected. Even those he ruled against would attest to his
  fairness.


  He was also a very generous man, often giving away money to charities and other good causes. Much of this we didnt know until after his death when people came forward and told us what
  hed done. Apparently hed sometimes slip notes into an envelope to help a needy student to pay his way through college. A humble, unassuming man, he invariably treated others with
  respect and kindness without ever seeking to draw attention to himself. As children, we absolutely revered him.


  Amin had a philosophical turn of mind and put a lot of emphasis on education  as did my mother. Both were convinced that a good education was paramount. My grandfather, Jamil, used to
  tell us how hed bought all this land to safeguard our future and my father, who treated him with great reverence, would never dream of contradicting him to his face. When he was alone with
  us, however, my father would often give us a different definition of wealth. The important thing is not material land, he used to say. The greatest wealth is education 
  what you know and what you do with it. If you have the right education and the right skills ... if youre needed, respected and trusted ... youll do well wherever
  you go in the world.


  To be needed, he would add, you must have a profession. To be respected, you must excel in that profession. To be trusted, you must always maintain your principles and
  standards.


  My fathers style was that everyone in the family should have their say, children included, before final decisions were made on domestic matters. That said, there was never any doubt that
  he was the boss and that the final word was his. He was also careful to instil a strong sense of Iraqi nationalism and a fierce loyalty to the country and the royal family. It was thanks to him
  that I later developed a keen interest in politics. Even when I was quite small, he would share his thoughts on political issues and discuss them with me in a surprisingly adult way.


  When I was about ten, my grandfather, Jamil, decided not to run again for parliament and my father resigned as Deputy Governor of Mosul to take over his role as MP for Kirkuk. He remained in
  that position until the last election before the 1958 coup when my brother persuaded him to stand down.


  My mother  intelligent, quick-witted, extrovert  was the more ambitious of the two. In contrast to small-town Kirkuk where Amin had grown up, she had been raised in modern,
  cosmopolitan Istanbul. I have a picture of my mother as a young girl playing the violin, a sign of the relatively sophisticated upbringing she must have had. Although she was born in Kirkuk, her
  fathers career in the Ottoman parliament meant that all her schooling was in Turkey. Not many people from Kirkuk had this kind of exposure to the wider world. Her own contribution to public
  life later included several years service on the executive committee of the United Iraqi Womens Society in Baghdad.


  Nuzhets return to Iraq to marry my father was a serious step backwards in terms of lifestyle. Iraq was a primitive place compared to Istanbul and life was hard for my mother at the start.
  In many of the places they lived, for example, there was still no electricity. But together they created a happy and supportive family life. Our upbringing was Turkish in etiquette, manners and
  behaviour. The house was always spotless and we as a family were invariably well dressed and groomed. Extra-sensitive on appearance, my parents insisted on perfect turnout as
  much as they emphasised principles and character. My mother, particularly, advocated the value of hard work and demanded high standards of achievement.


  My parents had a good marriage with a great deal of mutual respect. He admired her ambition, drive and forthrightness while she respected his wisdom, fairness and integrity. And both were
  internationally aware. They had enquiring minds and they loved reading. Their circle of friends included Christians and Jews, for example, and those were the surroundings in which we grew up. The
  fact that Investcorp today has thirty-eight different nationalities among its staff reflects my upbringing and my parents refusal to judge people on their colour, creed, nationality or
  religion.


  I owe both my parents an enormous debt of gratitude. I admired my father most of all for his strength of character, his sense of fairness and his unyielding principles  qualities
  perfectly complemented by the energy, ambition and hard work that my remarkably empowered mother brought to the marriage. I like to think that my brothers and I inherited the best characteristics
  of these two very different but highly complementary people.


  The family homes in Kirkuk


  Kirkuk, as Ive mentioned, had a very mixed population with Arabs, Kurds, Turkmen and others. So every Kirkuk family spoke Turkish and Arabic and some would also speak
  Kurdish and Assyrian. Schooling was in Arabic and the language at home was Turkish, so my brothers and I grew up bilingual.


  Built by my great-grandfather, Mustafa, in 1835, the family home in which I was born was a fine example of the traditional Kirkuk homestead with its ornately carved entrance arch and heavy,
  metal-studded wooden door leading in from the street. At the time it was one of the largest residences in the city, known locally as the Grand House of Haj Mustafa Kirdar or, in Turkish, the
  Qardarlar house. Although I dont remember much about it, I know that this grand old family home was more like a development than a single house and consisted of four separate
  quarters, each with its own courtyard and well.


  The main quarter  known as the harem  was the family residence and consisted of seven suites around a courtyard, each with its own facilities. The
  tradition was that as each member of the family got married, they took up residence in one of these suites. The next quarter consisted of reception halls, guests suites, servants
  accommodation and stables. Yet another was the kitchen court with special housing for the female servants, while the fourth belonged to my grandfather, Mustafa Kirdar. After his death it continued
  to be occupied by his eldest son, Mulla Tawfik.


  Eventually the house in Kirkuk became too old to be used in this way. Members of the family started leaving to set up their own, more modern homes and, by 1949, it was no longer occupied. Along
  with its surrounding property, it was later confiscated and demolished by the government as part of its efforts to obliterate the Turkmen heritage in Kirkuk.


  One of those who moved out was my grandfather, Jamil, who stopped living in the family home and built a new house on the other side of town in 1940. This was much more modern. Instead of a
  courtyard, it had a garden at the front, planted with enormous olive trees, and another at the back with orange and lemon trees. Thats where my parents stayed whenever they were in Kirkuk.
  Obviously we had to move wherever my fathers work took him and for a time the family was based in Baghdad. But in the holidays, we all went back to Kirkuk to the house among the olive trees.
  This was the place we considered home and where my brothers and I spent a large part of our childhood.


  I have happy memories of climbing those trees with my brothers and my cousin, Fikrat, pretending to be piloting aeroplanes. Fikrat, the son of my mothers eldest brother, Najeeb, is the
  same age as me and was my best friend as a boy. Whenever our family was in Kirkuk, we saw each other almost every day and were often joined by Fikrats sister, Nermeen. The three of us
  virtually grew up together and the bonds continued when we all later moved to the USA.


  Someone else who shared our grandfathers home in Kirkuk was Guzin Neftci, a niece of my step-grandmother. A talented and highly intelligent young lady, Guzin spoke fluent Arabic as well
  as the family language of Turkish and was an avid reader of Arabic novels. Each year on the fifth day of Ramadan  the day that Jamil Kirdar celebrated his birthday
   Guzin would write a short speech for me to deliver in his honour. This earned me enormous credit with the family patriarch. We were all hugely impressed by Guzins wit. To us she was
  a sister, a dynamo of modernity, fun and excitement. Although she didnt share the Kirdar name, she embodied the spirit of the family more than anyone else I know.


  Another childhood friend, this time in Baghdad, was family member Najeed Kirdar. The multi-talented Najeed was full of life and enjoyed having a good time. These traits were obviously inherited
  from his father, Fathi Safwat Kirdar, who was also uncle to both my parents. Fathi Safat Kirdar was an extraordinary man and an outstanding artist and sculptor. He loved company and would always
  keep us amused with his wit and laughter. He attracted people like a magnet and was undoubtedly the most popular man in the family.


  My brothers


  My mother always wanted a daughter, which possibly explains why she and Amin ended up with five sons  myself and my four brothers. They did at one time have a baby girl,
  but she died as an infant.


  Of the five boys, I was the only one born in Kirkuk. Nezir, the eldest, was born in Baghdad. The second, Edib, was born in Izmir in Turkey. I was the third and my two younger brothers, Fakhir
  and Jamil, were both born in Baghdad.


  The Kirdar brothers have followed very different paths in life.


  Like me, Nezir studied at Baghdad College, then went on to Robert College in Istanbul. Here he distinguished himself by being elected president of the student body  a major achievement
  for a foreign student from Iraq. He then did a post-graduate course in engineering in England before coming back to Iraq and setting up his own contracting firm. Of all the brothers, Nezir was the
  only one who was able to establish his career and to benefit from the Kirdar name and connections before the landscape was changed by the 1958 coup. In 1956 he was chosen from a large number of
  Iraqi candidates to become the first from his country to visit the USA on an Eisenhower Fellowship and was received at the Oval Office, along with the other Fellows, by
  President Eisenhower himself. On his return, he persuaded my father not to run for parliament in the May 1958 elections but to let him run instead. He gained the seat and became an MP at a
  remarkably young age.


  During this period, Nezir had been gradually gaining the friendship and confidence of a prominent politician, Dr Fadhel al-Jamali, and on one occasion invited him to stay at our house to meet
  up-and-coming Kirkuk professionals and potential leaders. Although my parents were proud of Nezirs political success, my father, in particular, was aware of the risks involved and urged him
  to be more cautious in pursuing his political ambitions. In the end, events overtook him. Two months after he entered parliament, his aspirations were wrecked by the July 1958 coup.


  Nezir then left Iraq and lived in Lebanon. Ever the Iraqi patriot, he continued to watch developments and was eager to get back to his home country as quickly as he could. When things became
  more settled, he returned at the end of 1959 and got himself elected to the board of the Iraqi Industrial Union. During the dark years of military rule, his status as a former MP and his links with
  the USA worked against him. He was accused of having foreign affiliations and found himself in and out of jail for a period of three years. He was a brave man, however, and stayed on in Iraq to
  continue running his business. He eventually left when Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait in 1990 and now lives in Istanbul.


  Growing up, I always felt a special respect for Nezir. Intelligent, confident and persuasive, he was an excellent communicator and a natural leader. Combined with his energy and ambition, these
  qualities help to explain his rapid rise in pre-revolutionary Iraq. But he also had his shortcomings. He tended to believe that sheer determination could overcome any obstacle and was over-disposed
  to take risks. He did not tolerate disagreement and was not one to accept advice or criticism. He also had a quick temper, especially when facing opposition. At the same time he was generous to a
  fault, attached no value to material gain and would always offer help to anyone who needed it. I remember him as a gracious, caring and considerate elder brother 
  indeed, more of a father who always wanted me to have the best of everything.


  Edib, the next eldest, also moved from Baghdad College to Robert College, where he studied engineering. He later became a water and irrigation specialist in Arizona. He took up US citizenship
  and spent his entire career with the Salt River Project that supplies the State of Arizona with water and electricity. Edib is organised, conscientious, sensitive and considerate. Hes
  cautious in his expenses and lifestyle and averse to too much risk and adventure (unlike Nezir). He takes his US citizenship extremely seriously and is strongly conservative in his political views.
  Now retired, he and his Turkish wife, Zeynep, divide their time between Istanbul and their home in Arizona.


  The fourth son, Fakhir, was more business-oriented. He studied business administration at Arizona State University and, for a short time, we were business partners together in Iraq. When I left
  Iraq in 1969, Fakhir stayed behind to shut down the office and later got a job with the Iraq Petroleum Company in Kirkuk. As the government continued clamping down and life in Iraq became
  intolerable, Fakhir also left the country. He and his family spent a few months in Switzerland, then emigrated to the USA and settled in Washington DC. Ever the entrepreneur, he was determined to
  establish his own business and ran a bakery in Washington until his sudden and untimely death in August 2009.


  Of all my brothers, I felt that Fakhir was the closest. Separated in age by just three years, we always enjoyed a strong bond of respect and admiration. Fakhir was wise and balanced, financially
  astute and totally dependable in his business and personal affairs. Married to our cousin, Nazan (daughter of Dr Umid Kirdar, mentioned earlier), he was also a strong and loving family man. His
  legacy includes three fine and successful children, two boys and a girl, who have all now graduated from American universities.


  Jamil, the youngest, has followed yet a different path. Now based in Boston, hes a cardiologist at the Veterans Affairs Medical Center and in this capacity is affiliated to Harvard
  Medical School. Ive always admired Jamil for his energy and intelligence. He has a wonderful sense of humour and an appetite for thinking and debating, all of which makes him great company
  whenever we get together.


  Although our parents are no longer alive, we brothers have remained in close contact. Every summer, all the brothers and their wives come and spend a week with me at our
  home in the South of France. This closeness is remarkable, even by Middle Eastern standards, and it speaks volumes for the influence of our parents and the mutual love and trust they instilled in
  their sons.


  Links with the Hashemites


  Much of the story that follows is linked to the fortunes of the Hashemite family. Directly descended from the Prophet Mohammed, the Hashemites have been kings and princes of
  many of the countries of the Middle East since the fall of the Ottoman Empire. My own familys connections with the Hashemites stretch back to the early twentieth century.


  Modern Iraq was created by King Faisal I who had worked closely with British officers including T.E. Lawrence in the Arab campaign against the Ottomans in World War I. He was initially offered
  the throne of Syria but the Syrians and French rejected him. He was then offered Iraq. Here he fared better and was confirmed as King in a referendum on 23 August 1921.


  As the first ruler of modern Iraq, King Faisal I ruled from 1921 until his death in 1933. Under his able and visionary leadership, Iraq made gigantic strides in transforming itself from a
  backward, tribal community into a modern state. His twelve-year rule laid the foundations for free enterprise, social welfare and a modern infrastructure. He made education a priority, opening
  schools and sending successful students to the best universities in the West. Above all, he created a sense of Iraqi national unity  the constitution stating that all Iraqis were equal
  in rights, opportunities and responsibilities, irrespective of their differences in origin, religion or language. During his reign, no passport, birth certificate or other official
  identification made any reference to a citizens ethnic or religious background. For the first time, Sunni, Shia, Kurds, Christians, Arabs, Turkmen and Jews were proud to call themselves
  Iraqis.


  As MP for Kirkuk, my grandfather, Mohammad Ali, naturally had dealings with King Faisal I  as did my other grandfather, Mohammad Jamil, though there, I think, the
  relationship was more formal.


  King Faisal I had one son, Ghazi, who enjoyed the good life. He collected cars, loved to drive them fast and surrounded himself with a similarly inclined crowd of young officers. He ruled for
  six years after King Faisal I died, but was killed in 1939 when one of his high-speed cars crashed into an electricity pole.


  Ghazi had one child, Faisal, who was just four years old when his father died. Obviously he was too young to succeed to the throne, so his fathers cousin, Prince Abdul Ilah, became regent
  of Iraq. (As well as being Ghazis cousin, Prince Abdul Ilah was also his brother-in-law in that his sister was Ghazis wife and mother of the young Faisal.) Prince Abdul Ilah served as
  regent from 1939 to 1953 when Faisal II turned eighteen and was able to become king in his own right. Even after that date, he remained an important figure in Iraq, retaining the title of Crown
  Prince (until King Faisal should produce an heir) and continuing to act as mentor to the young monarch.


  In the same way that my grandfathers knew King Faisal I through their parliamentary connections, my fathers role as MP during this period brought him into cordial contact with Prince
  Abdul Ilah. I myself remember Prince Abdul Ilah as a gracious and kindly man who used to talk to me in Turkish. He was the perfect gentleman  Westernised, sophisticated, fluent in several
  languages and always immaculately dressed in suits from Savile Row. All this was very different to the rough Bedouin character of the earlier Hashemites and it caused a certain amount of resentment
  among ordinary Iraqis.


  King Faisal I had a half-brother, Zaid, whose son, Raad bin Zaid, is a cousin of the late King Hussein and currently lives in Jordan. I first met Raad when I was very young and my mother used to
  go and visit Queen Aliyah, mother of King Faisal II, at Zuhur Palace in Baghdad. This would happen two or three times a year and was always a major occasion. I would go with her, dressed in my very
  best outfit, and would play with the young King (he was just a year older than me) as well as with Raad, who also lived at the palace.


  On one of these visits, I remember Prince Abdul Ilah complimenting me on my command of Turkish. Youre an impressive young lad, he said. Why is this? Wondering
  what to say in response, I remembered a conversation Id recently had with my mother. Noticing that I was darker-skinned than my three brothers (this was before Jamil was
  born), Id asked her why this was so. The reason, she said, was that I was more impressive. So thats what I told the Crown Prince: Im an impressive boy
  because Im darker than my brothers. He was very amused at my explanation and kept reminding me of it as I grew up.


  My own relationship with the Hashemites really begins with these visits to the palace. Later, Raad and I were students together at Saadoun Primary School in Baghdad. We then went different ways
   he to Victoria College in Egypt and then to Cambridge while I went to Baghdad College and later Robert College in Istanbul. As a result we lost contact for several years. Now, however,
  weve re-established contact and remain good friends.


  I remember my early links with the Hashemites with great affection  which made it so much more of a shock when the Iraqi branch of the family was all but destroyed a few years later.
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  My Education
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  My parents believed in giving their sons the best education they possibly could. My mother, of course, had received her early education in Istanbul
  while my father had benefited from the schooling system set up by the British when the new Iraqi state was formed under King Faisal I. The law school he attended in Baghdad was created as part of
  this process. Later, in the 1930s, a first-class medical school was established to the same standard as the London School of Medicine with teachers brought in from Britain. Education was high on
  the governments list of priorities.


  My parents had a clear vision of the route they wanted us to take. The majority of my six years of primary education were at Saadoun School where most of Baghdads elite, including members
  of the royal family, sent their children. At the end of our primary education, my four brothers and I were sent to the Jesuit-run Baghdad College. After this, my fathers intention was to
  send us to one of the American universities in the Middle East. In those days of poor communications (there were still no reliable telephone links between Iraq and the outside world), I think he
  preferred us to be not too far away and able to return to Iraq for holidays during our undergraduate years.


  On this criterion, the choices were the American University in Beirut or Robert College in Istanbul. Given that we spoke Turkish and had family links with Istanbul, he opted for the latter.
  Nezir and Edib both followed that route and graduated in engineering from Robert College. I, too, ended up at Robert but was not able to complete my final year for reasons I will explain later.


  Saadoun School


  For the sake of my education, my parents chose to live most of the time in Baghdad so that I could go to the best primary school in the city  what the Americans call a
  grade school. This was Saadoun School, an elite institution set up by the government as a so-called exemplary school, i.e. one that would be an example to other schools.
  Indeed its full name was Saadoun Exemplary School. As such it was well funded and had the best teachers.


  Saadoun gave me a great start and I was very happy there. During the six years of my primary education, I didnt spend the whole time at Saadoun because my fathers duties as a
  public administrator sometimes took him to different places and the family moved with him. In years one, two and four I went to schools in Kifri, Sulaimaniya and Mosul. But for the rest of the
  time, my primary schooling was at Saadoun.


  The language at the school was Arabic, though we learned some English as a foreign language. We also studied geography, history and so forth. I eventually graduated from Saadoun with the highest
  grades in my class.


  One event in particular sticks in my memory. It must have been in my second year at Saadoun that the teacher asked us all to bring a new notebook to school the following day to begin a special
  project. When I mentioned this to Nezir, he gave me a brand-new yellow pad of the kind used at Baghdad College where he was then studying. A yellow notebook was totally unknown elsewhere in Iraq
  and Nezir thought it would mark me out as different. He was right. When we produced our pads the following day, one of my classmates burst out laughing. Look! he shrieked.
  Nemirs dipped his book in mango pickle! Everyone else laughed as well, much to my embarrassment.


  I know Nezir meant well, but his gesture misfired. Strangely, though, Ive had a liking for yellow pads ever since. Those who know me will confirm that most of my thinking is done with the
  help of yellow, lined notebooks that I fill with copious notes and diagrams. Indeed, my first handwritten notes for this book were drafted on hundreds of yellow pages!


  At the end of our time at Saadoun, some of us went on to Baghdad College and others to Victoria College in Egypt.


  Baghdad College, 19501955


  For me the choice was Baghdad College, a Catholic secondary school founded in the late 1930s and run by American Jesuit fathers from Boston. Here the instruction was in English
  and Arabic.


  Because we were a conservative family, it came as a shock to my grandfather, Jamil, when Amin and Nuzhet announced they intended to send their sons to this Catholic Jesuit school that
  theyd heard was excellent.


  How can you do this? said Jamil. Those Jesuits could influence their religion.


  No, no, said my father. Theyll learn about spirituality and that all religions are good. Theyll learn discipline. Theyll learn languages. Theyll
  learn about the world and become more international in their scope, interests and outlook.


  In the end, my grandfathers opposition to the choice of a Catholic school did not last beyond the first of my brothers, Nezir. He must have come round to the idea because he actually paid
  our school fees, both at Baghdad College and later at Robert College.


  Sending their sons to a Catholic school was a major breakthrough for my parents. For a conservative family in Kirkuk, it was a courageous, forward-looking move and was certainly unconventional.
  We were the first and only family from Kirkuk to take this step and, as a result, we Kirdars had the best education of any of the leading families in the city. Eventually all five brothers went to
  Baghdad College.


  When I started at Baghdad College at the age of thirteen, my parents were still in Kirkuk. Consequently my second cousin, Najdat Safwat, a successful young official at the Ministry of Foreign
  Affairs, drove me to the capital for the start of my first term. I boarded there for two years, after which the family moved to Baghdad and I was able to live at home. I did not enjoy the
  experience of boarding, so this was a welcome change.


  Despite my dislike of boarding, Baghdad College was a great school. It exposed us to the world, and the Jesuit fathers were dedicated, excellent, honest people for whom I
  have the highest regard. It was not a specifically Catholic education. There was one session of religious instruction every day, but only for the Christians; Muslim students were excused. The
  school followed the Iraqi secondary school syllabus. The fathers taught us chemistry, physics and so on in English, and also prepared us for the government exams in Arabic.


  Unfortunately, I didnt benefit from the school as much as I should have done. I was not a good student and my grades were never as high as they had been at Saadoun. Due to my mediocre
  performance in year one (possibly the result of being homesick as a boarder), I fell behind at the start and wasnt able to recover academically in the years that followed. I also missed
  several weeks of school in my third year when I fell seriously ill with pneumonia. According to one of my reports, mine was not a good performance, neither in the classroom nor in
  athletics. I missed out on two things in particular. One was not making better use of the teaching that was available. The other was not taking part in sports, something the Jesuit fathers
  very much encouraged. In retrospect, I should have put more effort into both and I regret not doing so. The fact is, I didnt try any of the sports I enjoy now, even though my father wanted
  us to play and encouraged us in games like tennis, basketball, football and baseball.


  For whatever reason  maybe I was just a late developer  those were not years in which I blossomed. Why, I dont know. It just wasnt a period in which I showed much
  initiative or distinction. It was beneficial, but in hindsight I could have benefited more. To my fathers disappointment, none of my brothers did particularly well at Baghdad College
  either.


  Growing involvement in politics at Baghdad College


  One thing that did start to interest me at Baghdad College was politics. Perhaps thats not surprising, because these were critical years in Iraq.


  Let me give some background.


  Ive already mentioned the countrys promising start under King Faisal I. One of the chief architects of Iraqs development was Nuri al-Said who served
  under every monarch from 1921 to 1958 and who, as Prime Minister, secured the countrys independence from Britain in 1930 and took it into membership of the League of Nations in 1932. One of
  his other great achievements was negotiating a 50/50 revenue-sharing agreement with foreign oil companies that came into effect in 1952 and massively boosted the national coffers. Given this
  windfall, Nuri al-Said wisely proposed that the government budget should continue unchanged and that the incremental income be placed in the hands of a professional, non-political development
  board. Under this arrangement, a full 70 per cent of Iraqs oil revenues were devoted to economic development. In the years that followed, Iraq made massive strides in developing its industry
  and infrastructure. Dams, hospitals, schools, roads and housing developments sprang up everywhere and Iraq began to resemble a massive construction site.


  With its policy of supporting the market economy and free enterprise, the government believed that Iraqs interests would be best served by siding with the West. Convinced of the rightness
  of his course and with little interest in courting popularity, Nuri al-Said saw no reason to bend to the growing tide of pro-Soviet, anti-Western sentiment within the country. It was this tide that
  eventually destroyed him.


  The end of World War II left America and its allies with enormous influence in the Middle East. The Soviet Union, meanwhile, had its own interests to pursue. One problem it faced was the fact
  that it was geographically closed in. It had no outlet to the warmer waters of the Mediterranean or indeed to the Middle East  the source of much of the worlds oil and gas and now
  totally the domain of the West.


  The Soviets therefore had an interest in penetrating the Middle East and discrediting the pro-Western governments then in place. One way to achieve this would be to reach out to the ordinary
  people and encourage them to turn against their political masters. With high levels of poverty in most Middle Eastern countries, they knew it would not be difficult to stir up opposition to the
  status quo.


  Their opportunity came with the Nasser revolution in Egypt in 1952. Nasser was a hot-headed nationalist, intent on turning Egypt into a regional power and getting rid of the
  King and the colonialists. At the same time, the Soviets regarded Nasser as a useful ally. He wasnt a Communist and clearly would never become one, but they saw that Nasser could be
  exploited to serve their common interests. If they could help him to turn Egypt against the British, they could, at the same time, further their own interests in the region.


  Egypt, of course, was simply a staging-post in the longer-term Soviet plan to gain access to the worlds sources of energy. At the time, the biggest producers of oil were Iraq, Iran and
  Saudi Arabia. The Gulf States were so firmly under British control as to offer no realistic opportunities. The prime targets, then, were Iran and Iraq. Together with Nasser, the Soviets began
  conducting a ferocious propaganda war with the aim of destabilising both, particularly Iraq. This onslaught was far more sophisticated and effective than anything the Iraqis could muster in
  response.


  You could also say that the Iraqi government under Prime Minister Nuri al-Said was too complacent. Its emphasis was on internal economic development rather than regional power struggles and Nuri
  al-Saids pragmatic style of leadership failed to capture the public imagination in the way that Nasser was able to do. Naively, perhaps, he assumed that Western support and alliances with
  like-minded states such as Turkey, Iran and Pakistan would be sufficient defence against the machinations of Nasser and the Soviets.


  By failing to respond in kind, the Iraqi regime began to lose the hearts and minds of its own population  especially young people of my own generation. Although Communists were considered
  traitors and were actively prosecuted by the pro-Western government, their numbers grew. But now, added to the mix of Communists and socialists, was a growing Nasserite voice. As in Egypt, these
  people wanted nationalism, not Communism, but they saw the Soviets as allies in achieving that objective.


  This was the atmosphere that was building up during my years at Baghdad College. At that time, even at high school level, there was a strong and growing anti-government, anti-West sentiment,
  fuelled by Communist parties throughout the Middle East. In this highly charged environment, I was one of the odd ones out. I was pro-royalist, pro-Western, pro-economic development, pro-free
  enterprise. I believed that Iraq was on the right track and that we didnt need the Soviets to rescue us. The best course, in my view, was to maintain our pro-Western
  approach and continue building and modernising the country.


  I began to develop a passion for politics, often staying up late into the night to debate my point of view with my fellow students. In my last year at Baghdad College, I remember taking the day
  off from school and going to parliament with my father. I sat in the upper balcony for four hours, watching the debate on the Baghdad Pact. The year was 1955. Recognising the threat from Nasser and
  the Soviets, the Iraqi government had decided to join forces with pro-Western, non-Arab countries in the region  Iran, Turkey and Pakistan  and form the Baghdad Pact as a means of
  protecting its borders. The day the Pact was ratified by parliament  a cold, February morning, as I recall  I was there to witness it.


  Nezirs engagement and wedding


  While I was still at school, my elder brother, Nezir, became engaged to Nezhun, daughter of Muzaffar Ahmed, the Governor of Basra. According to Iraqi custom, an engagement was a
  legal transaction conducted by a judge who confirmed the assent of both parties and oversaw the signing of a certificate. It normally took place at the brides home and was followed by family
  celebrations.


  Nezirs engagement took place at the Governors official residence in Basra on 19 March 1954. With my parents and brothers, I flew to Basra for the event  my first-ever visit
  to the city. Basra, the second largest city in Iraq, lies at the southern tip of the country where the Rivers Tigris and Euphrates meet to form the Shatt al-Arab waterway that eventually flows into
  the Arabian Gulf. With its palm trees and broad river flowing through the centre, Basra was totally different to Kirkuk and I loved every moment of the trip.


  The engagement festivities lasted three days and included an all-day cruise on the Governors yacht from Basra city to the Gulf. I remember standing at the rail and watching the shoreline
   Iraq on one bank, Iran and the oil town of Abadan gliding by on the other. With everyone in party mood, the engagement was a wonderful event.


  The wedding itself took place a few months later on 17 June 1954 at the exclusive Mansour Club in Baghdad. This spectacular event was attended by the cream of Baghdad
  society including Sabah al-Said, the son of the Prime Minister, Nuri al-Said. After the wedding celebrations, Nezir and Nezhun left for their honeymoon in Europe.


  Renewed contact with King Faisal II


  In my latter years at Baghdad College, I also renewed my acquaintance with King Faisal II.


  After our brief contacts when we played together as children, King Faisal II went on to the UK to continue his schooling at Harrow and I lost contact with him. The next time I saw him was on 2
  May 1953, the day he turned eighteen and assumed the monarchy in his own right.


  The day was marked by a magnificent ceremony in Baghdad. Dressed in the white, plumed uniform of a field marshal with a sword at his side, the young King rode in an open state landau drawn by
  six white stallions to the majlis or parliament. Beside him was his uncle, Abdul Ilah, impressively dressed in the same dazzling white uniform. Cheering crowds filled the streets 
  among them a sixteen-year-old Saddam Hussein who later told King Hussein of Jordan that although he had no sympathy for the monarchy, he was intrigued and fascinated by the character and
  bearing of the young King.


  Arriving at the parliament building, Faisal II took his oath of kingship at the stroke of 8 a.m. before a distinguished gathering of senators, princes, sheikhs and delegates from thirty-three
  countries, including the Duke of Gloucester representing Queen Elizabeth II. As he swore to safeguard the constitution and independence of Iraq, a 101-gun salute announced the succession of
  Iraqs third king and the cheering in the streets reached a crescendo. After the swearing in, the head of the senate assured the King of the nations loyalty  an ironic twist,
  considering what happened just five years later.


  As Member of Parliament for Kirkuk, my father participated in the formal celebrations. Meanwhile I stood with my mother and brothers on the balcony of Nezirs office overlooking Hafiz
  al-Qadi Square and watched as a colourful parade processed down the citys main thoroughfare, Al Rasheed Street. I remember it included a firework display, a pageant of
  Middle Eastern history and two Rolls-Royce Phantom IVs, specially built for the celebration. The King watched from a reviewing stand, then moved on to the horse races and ended the day with a
  glittering reception at the palace.


  Five hundred miles to the west, King Faisals cousin, Hussein, was taking part in an equally spectacular ceremony in Amman as he became the third king of Jordan. Although a few months
  younger than his Iraqi cousin, he was considered to have reached eighteen by the Islamic calendar and succeeded as king on the same day. At the time, few would have predicted that the reign of the
  young King Hussein would long outlast the monarchy in Iraq.


  My next contact with the King was in 1954 at his summer home in the attractive mountain resort of Sarsang in the north of Iraq. My mother had been in the habit of visiting King Faisals
  mother at Zuhur Palace in Baghdad, but the queen had since died of cancer. Visiting Sarsang with my father, my mother took the opportunity to go and see the Kings aunts. I was still at
  school, of course, but this was during the holidays and I and my brother, Fakhir, were able to meet King Faisal for the first time since childhood. My father also visited the young King
  separately.


  The following year, 1955  my last year at Baghdad College  I saw King Faisal more frequently. The King had a group of twenty or so friends and acquaintances from Baghdads
  leading families whom he used to invite in rotation to go and spend a few hours with him. The call would come: The King would like to see you on such-and-such a date. So youd
  go and maybe play tennis with him (or in my case watch him play tennis as I wasnt a player myself ) or simply sit and talk and play records. Following his mothers death, King Faisal
  had moved out of Zuhur Palace and was now living with his uncle, Prince Abdul Ilah, in the nearby Rihab Palace. However, the original palace had a private cinema, so sometimes, following afternoon
  tea, King Faisal would drive me from Rihab Palace to Zuhur Palace and wed watch a Hollywood film. Then wed come back, have dinner together and Id leave.


  Recently, in Amman in Jordan, I visited a museum that housed the cars owned by the royal family. One of them was the very same Aston Martin in which King Faisal used to
  drive me to and from Zuhur Palace in the 1950s.


  In this way, I must have seen King Faisal two or three times during the year. Still being at school in 1955, I was somewhat younger than most of his circle of friends. Nearly all the others were
  back from university and old enough for adult activities like going hunting with the King, which I was not able to do. As a result, I was not as close to him as some of the others who saw him more
  frequently and spent more time with him.


  Robert College, Istanbul, 19551958


  At the end of high school, after spending the summer with my parents in the Kalamis district of Istanbul, I followed my two elder brothers to the American-run Robert College in
  Istanbul. Founded in 1863, Robert College was well known as an engineering school and that was the subject that Nezir and Edib both studied. I, too, applied to do engineering.


  Edib had graduated in June 1955 and I moved into his old room in September of that year. Rented from a family that was not particularly well-off, it was situated at the top of a wooden house and
  had a floor that shook when you walked across it. The heating came from a wood-burning stove and in winter, when the fire was out, the room was freezing. But it did have splendid views. One window
  faced the college and another larger one overlooked the Bosphorus.


  Although I studied engineering for my first two years, I have to admit that I never really enjoyed the subject. What I did find, however, was that my passion for public service intensified as
  the political atmosphere became more and more charged. And just as at Baghdad College, my views were at odds with those of most of my fellow students.


  There were 150 students from the Arab world at Robert College, including 40 from Iraq. Of the 150, only three shared my political views  Nijyar Shemdin, Louis Jabbar and Najdat Nafi. We
  four were vigorously opposed by the rest of the student body, particularly my friend Faruq Ziada whom I admired and respected but argued furiously against. Some of the students
  supported the Baath Party  a word I hadnt heard until I came to Istanbul. Some were Communists or nationalists and the majority were Nasserites. The Suez Crisis occurred in
  1956, the year after I came to Robert College, and it marked the high point of Nassers influence and popularity. From Morocco to Oman, the mass of ordinary people celebrated his triumph over
  the British, French and Israelis. The man was fted as a hero and virtually worshipped as the saviour of the Arab nation.


  Not by me, however. I was now becoming much firmer in my own political views and much more vocal in expressing them. I continued to believe that the current Iraqi policy was the right one,
  despite being increasingly unpopular with the Iraqi people. I thought the government was correct in being pro-Western, pro-free enterprise, anti-Nasser, anti-Baath and anti-Communist. I
  supported the view that we needed to focus on economic development. The governments aim was to make Iraq a first-world nation within twenty years and this, I believed, was the right vision
  for the country.


  So my years at Robert College were dominated by politics. Absorbed in political debate, I had no time for sports and sometimes struggled even to keep up with my studies. I became more and more
  an activist, advocating views that were extremely unpopular and which were fiercely opposed by most of the students. I knew I had to be convinced to stand my ground  and I was.


  Summer 1956  Europe


  Politics, however, did not consume all my time at Robert College. During these years, I also had my first opportunity to travel outside the Middle East.


  It was June 1956. I had just finished my first year of engineering and had not enjoyed it. (A year later I decided I was not an engineer at heart and switched to Economics and Liberal Arts.) The
  good news, however, was that my mother and father
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