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The story of the City of Peace is largely the story of continuous war; where there is not war, there is pestilence, famine and civil disturbance.

Richard Coke, Baghdad: The City of Peace, 1927       











List of Illustrations

INTEGRATED ILLUSTRATIONS

Figure 1. Reconstruction of Baghdad’s gates and city walls by the German archaeologist Ernst Herzfeld, reprinted from Jacob Lassner, The Topography of Baghdad in the Early Middle Ages, p. 210.

Figure 2. Julnar of the Sea, frontispiece illustration by David Coster from Antoine Galland, Les mille et une nuits: contes arabes, Vol. 7, 1707–14. (Reproduced by permission of the Master and Fellows of Trinity College Cambridge (G.24.52))

Figure 3. ‘The British flag over Bagdad’, from War Illustrated, 24 March 1917.

COLOUR PLATES

  1. Page from a Qu’ran by calligrapher Ibn al-Bawwab, Baghdad, c. 1000. (Copyright © The Trustees of the Chester Beatty Library, Dublin (CBL Is 1431, ff.9b-10a))

  2. Earthenware glazed dish, Iraq, ninth century. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. (Photograph: Bridgeman Art Library)

  3. Copper astrolabe, by Ahmad ibn Khalaf, Baghdad, ninth century. Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris. (Photograph: The Bridgeman Art Library)

  4. Tomb of Zumurrud Khatun, Baghdad, photographed in 1930s. (Photograph: Getty Images)

  5. Anatomical drawing of the eye, from Hunayn ibn Ishak, Ten Treaties on the Eye, copy made in Syria in 1197, after c. 860 original. National Library, Cairo. (Photograph: De Agostini Picture Library/G. Dagli Orti/The Bridgeman Art Library)

  6. Mustansiriya University, Baghdad. (Photograph: Agefotostock)

  7. Tamerlane’s troops present him with severed heads, miniature from a sixteenth-century manuscript of the Zafarnama. The British Library, London. (Photograph: Robana/Getty Images)

  8. Suleyman the Magnificent as a young man, illustration from Nakkas Osman, Semailname, 1579. Topkapi Palace Museum, Istanbul. (Photograph: The Bridgeman Art Library)

  9. Ottoman genealogy depicting Muhammad and the Rashidun, Baghdad, 1598. (Copyright © The Trustees of the Chester Beatty Library, Dublin (T 423.21b))

10. Illustration of a pharmacy, from an Arabic translation of Dioscorides, De Materia Medica, Baghdad, 1224. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. (Cora Timken Burnett Collection of Persian Miniatures and Other Persian Art Objects, Bequest of Cora Timken Burnett, 1956 (57.51.21). Photograph: Scala, Florence)

11. Harun al-Rashid and his barber, miniature from Nizami, Khamsa, late fifteenth century. The British Library, London. (Photograph: Robana/Getty Images)

12. Hulagu forces Mustasim to eat gold, illustration from ‘Books of the Marvels of the World’, by Rustichello da Pisa, Italian school, thirteenth century. Private collection. (Photograph: The Bridgeman Art Library)

13. The siege of Baghdad by the Mongol army of Hulagu in 1258, illustration from Rashid al-Din, Jami al Tawarikh, Persia, c. 1430s. Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris. (Photograph: The Bridgeman Art Library)

14. View of the River Tigris, illustration to a text by Nasir Bukhara ’i, from a fifteenth-century anthology of poetry by various authors, Northern Iran, 1468. The British Library, London. (Photograph: Robana/Getty Images)

15. Julius Köckert, Harun al-Rashid Receiving Envoys from Charlemagne, 786, oil painting, 1864. Maximilianeum Collection, Munich. (Photograph: akg-images)

16. A woman of Baghdad, illustration from Zenanname, 1776–7. The British Library, London. (Photograph: Robana/Getty Images)

17. ‘Women of Baghdad playing a Game Called Mankala’, watercolour by Rosset from Costumes orientaux, 1790. Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris. (OD–19–FOL, f.46)

18. ‘Bagdad and Bridge’, drawing by Captain James Fitzjames, RN, from Narratives of the Euphrates Expedition, 1868. Bodleian Library, University of Oxford. (203.e.131  plate LX, p.309)

19. Henry Pickersgill, James Silk Buckingham and his wife, 1816. Royal Geographical Society, London. (Photograph: The Bridgeman Art Library)

20. ‘Ground plan of the enciente of Baghdad, the capital of Irak-Mesopotamia, etc’, 1853–4, from Cmr Felix Jones and Lt. William Collingwood, Memoir on the Province of Baghdad, 1857. (Copyright © The British Library Board, India Office Map Collection (IOR/V/23/225 Sel 43e(i)))

21. Pontoon bridge over the Tigris, Baghdad, 1914.  (Photograph: Underwood & Underwood/National Geographic Creative)

22. The British Residency, Baghdad, 1917. (Copyright © Imperial War Museums (Q 25233))

23. Kufa with a European steamer, Baghdad, undated. (Photograph: Underwood & Underwood/National Geographic Creative)

24. General Maude’s troops entering Baghdad, 11 March 1917. Private collection. (Photograph: Leemage/The Bridgeman Art Library)

25. The coronation of King Faisal, 1921. (Photograph: St Anthony’s College, Oxford, Middle East Archive)

26. King Faisal I with Sir Sassoon Eskell on an official tour of duty in Baghdad, 1920s. (Photograph: Private collection)

27. Girls of the Alliance Israélite Universelle, Baghdad, c. 1890. (Photograph: Culture Club/Getty Images)

28. Gertrude Bell with colleagues and Arab ministers at the High Commission, Baghdad, c. 1923–4. (Gertrude Bell Photographic Archive, Newcastle University (Pers/B/22/O))

29. Guests at the King’s reception on the occasion of Iraq becoming a member of the League of Nations, 6 October 1932. (Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division Washington, DC)

30. Red Crescent fashion show, Baghdad, early 1950s. (Photograph by courtesy of Tamara Daghestani)

31. Poster for Babes in Bagdad, 1952.

32. Frank Lloyd Wright, Design for Central Baghdad, 1957. (The Frank Lloyd Wright Foundation Archives (The Museum of Modern Art/Avery Architectural & Fine Arts Library, Columbia University, New York) copyright © ARS, NY and DACS, London 2014)

33. Baghdad a few hours after the coup, 14 July 1958. (Photograph: PA Photos)

34. Abdul Karim Qasim holding a cabinet meeting, 1958. (Photograph: copyright © Burt Glinn/Magnum Photos)

35. The bodies of Jews hanged in Liberation Square, 27 January 1969. (Photograph: Bettmann/Corbis)

36. Saddam Hussein, 1982. (Photograph: Rex Features)

37. Iraqi soldiers carrying a victim during the Iran–Iraq War, Baghdad, 1981. (Photograph: PA Photos)

38. US soldiers enter the parade grounds during the battle for downtown Baghdad, April 2003. (Photograph: copyright © Christopher Anderson/Magnum Photos)

39. A US marine watches as a statue of Iraq’s President Saddam Hussein falls in central Baghdad, 9 April 2003. (Photograph: copyright © Goran Tomasevic/Reuters/Corbis)

40. Canon Andrew White. (Photograph: Dawood Andrews)

41. Emad Levy, 2003. (Photograph: Laurent van der Stockt/Gamma-Rapho/Getty Images)

42. Donny George at the Iraq Museum, Baghdad, 2003 (Photograph: © Steve McCurry/Magnum Photos)

43. Removal of a 1970s statue of al-Mansur, hit by a bomb explosion, Baghdad, October 2005. (Photograph: Reuters/Corbis)

44. Baghdadis relaxing in Al Zawra’s park, 2008. (Photograph: © Jerome Sessini/Magnum)

45. Booksellers on Mutanabbi Street, 2013. (Photograph: Justin Marozzi)

46. Aerial view of the shrine of Imam Musa al Kadhim, 2012. (Photograph: Reuters/Corbis)

47. People gather at the shrine of Abu Hanifa to mark the birthday of the Prophet Mohammed, 2009. (Photograph: Reuters/Corbis)

Every effort has been made to contact all copyright holders. The publishers will be happy to make good in future editions any errors or omissions brought to their attention.









List of Maps

  1. Baghdad and the Middle East

  2. The Round City

  3. Abbasid Baghdad

  4. Baghdad 1258–1534

  5. Ottoman Baghdad 1534–1914

  6. Baghdad during the First World War

  7. Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916

  8. Baghdad in the Second World War

  9. (Later) Twentieth-century Baghdad

10. Shia/Sunni sectarian cleansing of Baghdad 2003 and 2009









[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]










A Note on Spelling

Is it to be Mohammed, Muhammad or Mahomet? Should it be the Koran, Quran or Qur’an? Transliterating Arabic is fraught with danger, and can be a pedant’s paradise. There are various systems for ‘precise’ Arabic transliteration, but they are generally very complicated and have little to recommend them aesthetically. My aim has been to make things as simple and comprehensible as possible for the general reader. I do not wish to throw diacritical marks all over the text like confetti, a dot beneath an ‘s’ and an ‘h’ here, a line above an ‘i’ or an ‘a’ there, apostrophes and hyphens crowding in like unwelcome visitors. Asked to choose between Tārīkh al-‘Irāq bayna Iḥtilālayn (Abbas al Azzawi’s History of Iraq Between Two Occupations) and Tarikh al Iraq bayn al Ihtilayn, I choose the latter without hesitation.

For the most part I have not transliterated the guttural Arabic letter qaf or ق as ‘q’, preferring ‘k’ on the grounds that this will be more familiar to readers of English. The caliph some call Qaim therefore becomes Kaim; a qadi, or judge, becomes kadi and so on. But where usage is extremely familiar to readers, as with Iraq and Al Qaeda, I have retained the ‘q’ transliteration, so already I am guilty of inconsistency. Likewise with Baghdad itself (Bagdat to some seventeenth-century Englishmen, Bagdad well into the twentieth century for others), I have kept the standard ‘gh’ transliteration of the letter ghayn or غ. I have chosen to ignore altogether the problematic letter ’ayn or ع – virtually unpronounceable for those who do not know Arabic, and which tends to be variously rendered ‘a’, ‘aa’ or even ‘3’ – because what does an apostrophe, or for that matter ‘3’, really mean to the reader who does not know Arabic or the complexities of Arabic pronunciation? Arabic experts will surely know what is meant, and others will hardly notice its absence. So the caliph Ma’mun becomes simply Mamun and ’Iraq becomes Iraq. I prefer not to hyphenate the definite article, so I have Al Mansur and Al Amin rather than Al-Mansur and Al-Amin at the first mention, Mansur and Amin thereafter.

There are, I know, a number of other departures here from the most rigorous modern scholarly practice. Responding to a plea for clarity from the much put-upon editor of Seven Pillars of Wisdom T. E. Lawrence replied tartly: ‘There are some “scientific systems” of transliteration, helpful to people who know enough Arabic not to need helping, but a wash-out for the world. I spell my names anyhow, to show what rot the systems are.’ I would not dream of suggesting these systems are rot, but less brazenly I have followed his example. And, to answer the question with which I began, the Prophet is Mohammed and the holy book revealed to him by Allah is the Koran.
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Preface

The old man strokes his beard and shakes his head. He is a bookseller on Mutanabbi Street in the dusty heart of old Baghdad, yards away from the River Tigris. ‘The Iranians are controlling us again,’ he says, swatting flies from his piles of books. ‘We got rid of the Turks and the British, we got rid of the dictator Saddam, we got rid of the Americans, and now it’s the Iranians. They’re the ones running Iraq,* making trouble for us and causing divisions between Sunni and Shia. By God, some things never change.’

The old man’s hostility towards Iraq’s neighbour reflects the historical antagonism between largely Sunni Arabs and Shia Iranians. Conspiracies originating in Tehran are a common currency in this city of seven million. Yet what he does not say during his toothy harangue against the old enemy is that, had it not been for some concerted Iranian meddling and intriguing in Iraq 1,300 years ago, Baghdad, glory of the Islamic Empire, once the cultural lodestar of the world and centre of the greatest civilization on earth, not to mention the bookseller’s home for eight decades, might never have existed.

*

The revolution had been smouldering since around 719, when plotters in the holy Muslim town of Kufa on the banks of the Euphrates in what is now southern Iraq – today’s Iraq was divided into the eastern provinces of Jazira, Jibal, Azerbaijan, Armenia and Iraq – lit the first spark by sending a clandestine mission to Humayma, an unremarkable little village south of the Dead Sea in Jordan. Here, among the orchards and olive groves of a small country estate, a messenger disguised as a perfume-seller fanned the tiny flames of opposition to the Umayyad Dynasty, rulers of the Islamic Empire from their capital of Damascus, whispering rebellion into the ears of a distant descendant of the Prophet Mohammed’s family.

In time, further secret missions were dispatched from Kufa to Khorasan, then the easternmost corner of the Islamic world, a wide-skied region that today stretches across eastern Iran into Afghanistan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan. Khorasan, the western half of which was once the ancient region of Parthia, seat first of the Parthian Empire (247 BC–AD 24) then a province of the Persian, was a vast world of steppe studded with the rich and storied oasis cities of Samarkand, Bukhara, Nishapur, Herat, Balkh and Merv, its high-walled capital. Here too were the snow-covered mountain passes, and the waters of the Oxus and Herat Rivers, crashing down from the Pamirs and the Hindu Kush (known to later Arab geographers as the Stony Girdles of the Earth) to water the Kizil Kum (Red Sand) and Kara Kum (Black Sand) deserts. Captured by Alexander the Great in antiquity, Khorasan fell in 650 to the Arab armies from the Arabian peninsula blazing a trail of Islamic conquest. Over the next decades it became a melting-pot, with the Arab conquerors settling alongside the newly converted Turkish nomads, Iranian princes, dirt-poor peasants, prosperous Soghdian merchants and the masters of the Silk Road caravan trade. All were ruled by the Umayyad caliphs from distant Damascus.

After the Prophet Mohammed’s death in 632, a succession of four caliphs – Abu Bakr, Omar, Othman and Ali – led the emerging Islamic world until 661, when Muawia, brother-in-law of the Prophet and governor of Syria, seized power and established the hereditary Umayyad Dynasty, which traced its origins to Mecca. Through its expansion of Islamic dominions from its capital of Damascus, it came to rule one of the greatest empires the world had ever seen, extending from North Africa and the Iberian peninsula in the west to Central Asia and the borders of China and India in the east in a relentless procession of military conquests. But over time, opposition to the increasingly autocratic Umayyads grew within Khorasan, encouraged by reports of their astonishingly luxurious lifestyle and neglect of the faith brought by the secret missions from Kufa; here increasing dissent led to a number of armed revolts that were quickly crushed by Syrian troops. The rebels were backing a man described with calculated vagueness as a member of the Prophet Mohammed’s family. Oaths of allegiance were sworn to Al Rida min al Mohammed (An Acceptable Member of the House of the Prophet). This ruse, which was central to ‘the earliest and most subtle propagandist movement in political Islam’, was devised to widen the appeal of the rebellion to the Shiat Ali – or the Shia, to use the common abbreviation – the followers of Ali, cousin and son-in-law of Mohammed and the fourth caliph, murdered in 661.1

The Shia considered Ali the first caliph and his uncrowned descendants Mohammed’s rightful successors; while orthodox Muslims, or the Sunni, the Ahl al Sunnah wal Jamaah (The People of the Traditions of the Prophet and the Consensus of the Community), instead regarded Ali as the fourth caliph, and last of the Rashidun, or the ‘Rightly Guided Caliphs’. This difference was the very root of the Sunni–Shia schism. The Shia, both in Kufa and Khorasan, regarded themselves as the proper inheritors of Mohammed’s political and spiritual power. In other words they were, in their own minds at least, those who would most likely benefit from the overthrow of the Umayyads.

The Shia, who were particularly numerous in the Umayyad province of Iraq, regarded the Damascus-based dynasty as Sunni usurpers of a caliphate that should have been ruled by the descendants of Ali. But, in fact, the loyalty of the travelling revolutionaries, though they did not declare it publicly at this time, was to the Abbasids, descendants of the Prophet’s uncle Abbas. Although the Abbasid blood ties with the Prophet were flimsy by comparison with those of the House of Ali, their powers of organization had no equal.

In low voices the agents from Iraq promised an Islamic revival, a new dawn in which Arabs and non-Arabs would be equal and united as fellow Muslims, not divided according to the Umayyad tendency to favour the Arab tribes over all other races, irrespective of whether they had converted to the true faith. The message fell on fertile soil. The divisions between the southern Arabian Kalb tribes and the northern Arabian Kays tribes, rivalries that were bedevilling successions and causing bloodshed across the Islamic world, were already consuming the Umayyad Dynasty from within.

The Abbasid movement spread its message of revolution along the trade and pilgrimage routes to Khorasan through a discreet network of supporters who adopted roles that allowed them to travel without attracting undue suspicion: most were merchants and traders, or claimed to be so, riding along the old caravan routes. They were perfume-sellers and pedlars, artisans, saddle-makers, apothecaries and arrow-makers. Between them, the seventy or so Abbasid missionaries known today represented twenty-five tribes, the entire spectrum of the Arab tribes settled in Khorasan.

Over the following decades, hatred of the Umayyads and their perceived unjust rule grew, in Khorasan and in Iraq. By the 740s the dynasty that had proudly built the Umayyad Mosque of Damascus and the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem and had led Islam’s wars against infidel Byzantium was facing full-scale rebellion in the east. In 744 three caliphs came and went, and a fourth, Marwan II, was appointed amid the chaos. His partiality for the Kays tribes further alienated the Kalb tribes of Khorasan, driving greater numbers of them into the arms of the Abbasid plotters, to the alarm of Nasr, the Umayyad governor of Khorasan. ‘I see coals glowing amongst the embers, they want but little to burst into blaze,’ he wrote to Marwan, warning of impending disaster. ‘Fire springs from the rubbing of sticks, and warfare from the wagging of tongues.’2 On 15 June 747 the hitherto covert Abbasid insurgents revealed their true colours when they unfurled their black banners for the first time on the outskirts of Merv. Thousands flocked to take up arms.

The moral leader of this coalition of Shia, Khorasanian and Abbasid forces was Abu al Abbas, great-great-grandson of Abbas, the Prophet’s uncle. His military chief was Abu Muslim, a shadowy figure of unknown origin who won fame on the battlefield in a stirring series of victories over the Umayyads; and infamy off it, having reputedly killed 60,000 people in cold blood.3 Abu Muslim established himself first as the essential linchpin between Kufa and Khorasan, then as the Abbasid movement’s pre-eminent military leader, and early in 748 he made himself master of Merv and sent his armies west.

A year later a coup was engineered in Kufa, allowing the Abbasid revolutionaries to enter the city and take control. Even at this stage there was still no sign of the Abbasid family members, who had been ordered into hiding by Abu Salama, the temporizing head of the Kufa conspirators. Eventually, just as rumours were swirling that a member of the House of Ali was about to be appointed caliph, local people directed the same soldiers to the Abbasid safe house, where Abu al Abbas was found. In the autumn of 749, although the Umayyads had yet to be finally defeated, he was declared caliph, the Amir al Muminin, or Commander of the Faithful.

In January 750 the Umayyad army of Marwan II met Abbasid forces on the banks of the Great Zab River, a tributary of the Tigris in northern Iraq. With an army of 300,000, the Umayyads were said by the tenth-century Byzantine monk and chronicler Theophanes the Confessor to have outnumbered the Abbasids massively. Borrowing a battle tactic they had observed Umayyad forces use, the Abbasids formed a spear wall, crouching down on one knee with lances pointed directly at their enemy. Marwan’s cavalry charged confidently, but the wall held and countless cavalrymen were impaled on Abbasid lances. Of those who were left, many deserted and more took flight. ‘One man was seen pursuing a thousand, and two making ten thousand run,’ wrote Theophanes.4 Marwan had the pontoon bridge across the river cut adrift to prevent his soldiers fleeing the battlefield, a decision that condemned huge numbers of them to death by drowning in the waters of the Zab. The rout was soon complete.

Marwan fled across Iraq, then into Syria, finally into Egypt. Damascus fell in April 750, and the fugitive Umayyad caliph was finally hunted down to the Egyptian town of Busir in August. His head was sent back to Abu al Abbas, whose caliphal epithet or throne title was Al Saffa, Shedder of Blood. According to the ninth-century historian Mohammed ibn Jarir al Tabari, the fall of the Umayyad Dynasty was announced on the steps of the mosque in Kufa. The words were those of Daud, the brother of Abu al Abbas:


Praise be to God, with gratitude, gratitude and yet more gratitude! Praise to him who has caused our enemies to perish and brought to us our inheritance from Mohammed our Prophet, God’s blessing and peace be upon him! O ye people, now are the dark nights of the world put to flight, its covering lifted, now light breaks in the earth and the heavens, and the sun rises from the springs of day while the moon ascends from its appointed place … God has let you behold what you were awaiting and looking forward to. He has made manifest among you a caliph of the clan of Hashim, brightening thereby your faces and making you to prevail over the army of Syria, and transferring the sovereignty and the glory of Islam to you.5



In another version of a speech whose authenticity is difficult to establish, the fever-racked caliph struggles through his opening address after receiving the oath of allegiance and concludes with the warning, ‘Hold yourselves ready, for I am the pitiless blood-shedder and the destroying avenger.’6

The once-mighty Umayyad caliphate, which had pushed the frontiers of the Muslim Empire to the shores of the Atlantic in the west and the mountains of Afghanistan in the east, had been completely extinguished, and the Islamic world had a new leader.

Saffa lived up to his name admirably. He devoted most of his brief caliphate to hunting down and butchering the surviving male members of the Umayyad family with a dedication that was never less than obsessive. Only one managed to escape the slaughter and sloped off west to found the Umayyad amirate of Cordoba in the Iberian peninsula, a tiny sliver of the Muslim world. Al Makrizi, the fifteenth-century Egyptian historian, provides some grim detail of this vengeful campaign. Saffa ordered Umayyad tombs to be dug up and destroyed; exhumed corpses were ‘scourged with whips and then crucified’; skulls were used as target practice until smashed into pieces before the remaining Umayyad family body parts were gathered together and burnt to ashes.7

In 754, within four years of his triumph and still in his early thirties, the Shedder of Blood succumbed to smallpox. On his death, his brother Abu Jafar, who took the throne title of Al Mansur (The Victorious), was proclaimed caliph. The brevity of Saffa’s intensely violent reign belied his exceptionally long and glorious legacy, which lasted more than 500 years. The world-changing Abbasid Dynasty, whose extraordinary achievements are celebrated in the tatty volumes of Mutanabbi Street’s grumpy bookseller, had been born.
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The Caliph and His Capital: Mansur and the Foundation of Baghdad (750–75)


Baghdad, in the heart of Islam, is the city of well-being; in it are the talents of which men speak, and elegance and courtesy. Its winds are balmy and its science penetrating. In it are to be found the best of everything and all that is beautiful. From it comes everything worthy of consideration, and every elegance is drawn towards it. All hearts belong to it, all wars are against it and every hand is raised to defend it. It is too renowned to need description, more glorious than we could possibly portray it, and is indeed beyond praise.1

Mukaddasi, The Best Divisions for 
Knowledge of the Regions (tenth century)



The caliph needed a capital – a new city to become the permanent home of the Abbasid Empire and the headquarters of the Dar al Islam, the Muslim world, a dominion of more than five million square miles stretching from Morocco and the Iberian peninsula to Central Asia.

Until 762, rather like the original Arab tribes that had surged out of Arabia during the great conquests of the seventh century, the Abbasids had shifted from base to base like desert nomads. In the short time since they had displaced the Umayyads as leaders of the Islamic world in 750, they had already made use of four capitals. After a brief and unsatisfactory residence at Kasr ibn Hubayra on the Euphrates, halfway between Kufa and Baghdad, Mansur’s predecessor Saffa had built himself a hashimiya, or palace headquarters, next to the old Persian town of Anbar on the eastern side of the Euphrates, in what is today western Iraq. The local population there had not taken kindly to the name hashimiya, a reference to the Abbasid family’s ancestors, and defiantly had continued to refer to the place by its old name, Ibn Hubayra, taken from Yazid ibn Umar ibn Hubayra, the last Umayyad governor of Iraq. Saffa promptly moved to a new site opposite the castle.

Mansur the Victorious had built Madinat al Mansur, the City of Mansur, at Madinat ibn Hubayra, close – too close, in fact – to the rebellious and extremist Shia stronghold of Kufa. A bloody riot within his palace in 758, triggered by Persian fanatics who insisted on worshipping him as their god and then rose up against him when he dismissed them as heretics, must have gone a long way towards persuading him that the quest to find a more suitable base must continue.

To the west, the powerful residual loyalty of Damascus to the displaced Umayyad Dynasty made it out of the question as a potential capital. It was, besides, too far from Persia, which provided the bulwark of Abbasid military power, and too close to the Greek frontier, as the Byzantine incursions that had challenged Umayyad power during its final years had repeatedly demonstrated. After the heyday of Arab expansion in the seventh and eighth centuries, largely although not exclusively in the west, future Islamic conquests were more likely in the east, as was the assimilation of lands already won beyond the Oxus River, so it was in more central Mesopotamia, the Land between the Rivers, that the second Abbasid caliph directed his search. To preserve its independence, the new capital needed to be sufficiently removed from both Basra and Kufa, the two Arab cities that had been founded in Mesopotamia as garrisons for troops during the first century of the Arab conquests.

Mansur was not a man to delegate such an important task to his officials. He led the reconnaissance for his new capital himself, sailing up and down the Tigris from Jarjarya to Mosul, scouting for the most suitable site with his characteristic attention to detail. In itself there was nothing very original in such a search: settlement along this river, which together with the Euphrates once watered ancient Mesopotamia, had taken place from the earliest times. Mesopotamia was able to sustain empires thanks only to its prodigious fertility, remarked on wonderingly in the fifth century BC by the Greek historian Herodotus, who also noted the network of irrigation canals on which it depended.* This extensive and highly sophisticated system of water channels required regular maintenance.

In fact, though Mansur founded the city, settlement at Baghdad long pre-dated the Abbasid caliph. There are a number of hints and suggestions that a community existed here in ancient times, as one would expect of such a favourable location on the Tigris amid productive land. The mighty Assyrian king Tiglath-Pileser I, an Old Testament, slash-and-burn conqueror mentioned in the Book of Kings and the Book of Chronicles (he styled himself ‘powerful king, king of hosts, who has no rival, king of the four quarters (of the world)’), certainly campaigned in this area sometime around 1100 BC, and his son is reported to have captured a place called Baghdad, then of little consequence.2 A name very similar to Baghdad also appears in the geographical catalogues of the legendary Assyrian king Sardanapalus around the seventh century BC. In 1848 the distinguished orientalist Sir Henry Rawlinson, the then British political agent in Ottoman Arabia and later president of the Royal Geographical Society, discovered Babylonian bricks lining the western bank of the Tigris at Baghdad: these bore the royal stamp of another Old Testament anti-hero, Nebuchadnezzar, the Jew-slaying, temple-smashing, gold-loving despot of the sixth century BC. It is not clear, however, whether these had been moved to Baghdad after the Babylonian king’s reign, perhaps even by Mansur.

Twenty miles to the south of the future site of Baghdad (and close enough to appeal as a source of building materials for Mansur’s new city) lay the evocative ruins of Ctesiphon, the once magnificent imperial capital of the Parthian and later Sassanid Empires, an important city since the first century BC, whose ancient Persian kings had large royal parks and gardens a short sail to the north in the area that became Baghdad. Ctesiphon was built across the river from more ancient Seleucia, founded in the late fourth century BC, which had been one of the great cities of the world in Hellenistic and Roman times. The Arabs referred to the conurbation of Seleucia–Ctesiphon as Al Madain (The Cities). The almost unbroken string of towns and villages along the Tigris gave rise, many centuries later, to the Baghdadi expression that ‘A cock could hop from house to house, all the way to Basra.’3

A millennium after Nebuchadnezzar, there were communities of Nestorian monks living here, who appear in a number of the foundation legends of Baghdad.* During the seventh century, under the late Sassanid Empire, it was a thriving Iranian settlement with a monthly market, entering the annals of Arab history ingloriously in 634 when an army of the first caliph, Abu Bakr, swooped on Souk Baghdad (Baghdad Market), as it was then known, plundered every piece of gold and silver they could find before galloping off into the desert and leaving the devastated community to sink back into obscurity, until Mansur’s epoch-making arrival in 762. It was the first recorded instance of the violence, bloodshed and slaughter that would become tragically dominant features of the city’s life in the centuries to follow.

In choosing the Tigris over the Euphrates, Mansur proved himself a shrewd student of geography. First, the Euphrates was the westernmost limit of this spectacularly fertile land. Unlike the Tigris, which was surrounded by productive, irrigated land, the barren sands of Arabia swept right up to its western edge. It was the waters of the Euphrates, through a network of canals, some of which dated to Sumerian times from around 4000 BC, that irrigated the agricultural land between the two great rivers, leaving the waters of the Tigris to be used for the country to its east, along the length of modern Iraq from the Arabian desert and the gates of the Persian Gulf in the south to the snowy peaks of Kurdistan in the north. There was a further disadvantage to the Euphrates that would have impressed itself firmly on the Abbasid caliph’s mind: like the Tigris, its course has changed over the centuries, and at this time it disgorged into the murky shallows known as the Great Swamp a little north of Babylon; subsequently, it was impossible to navigate as far as the Persian Gulf (though today the confluence of the two rivers at Kurna, north-west of Basra, forms the Shatt al Arab, which empties into the Gulf). Though the Tigris also discharged its waters into the same swamp, it was nevertheless navigable to the southern coast via a series of channels. The benefits to commerce and communications were self-evident.

The ninth-century Arab geographer and historian Yakubi, who compiled The Book of Countries, emphasized Baghdad’s links to the outside world in suitably portentous comments attributed to Mansur:


Assuredly, this island [of land between the rivers], bounded on the east by the Tigris and on the west by the Euphrates, will prove to be the crossroads of the universe. Ships on the Tigris, coming from Wasit, Basra, Obolla, Ahwaz, Fars, Oman, Yamama, Bahrain and neighbouring countries, will land and drop anchor there. It is there that merchandise will arrive by way of the Tigris from Mosul, Azerbaijan and Armenia; that too will be the destination of products transported by ship on the Euphrates from Rakka, Syria, the borderlands of Asia Minor, Egypt and the Maghreb. This city will also be on the route of the peoples of Jebel, Isfahan and the provinces of Khorasan. By God I will build this capital and live in it all my life. It will be the residence of my descendants. It will certainly be the most prosperous city in the world.4

 	

Mukaddasi, the tenth-century Arab geographer and author of the charmingly titled The Best Divisions for Knowledge of the Regions, provided another retrospective endorsement of the site, reporting a wholehearted recommendation offered by one of the district notables to Mansur:

We consider it advisable that you settle [here] … Thus you will be surrounded by palms and be close to water. If, then, one of the districts should suffer from drought, or its cultivation be delayed, another would relieve the situation. Moreover, you are on the banks of al Sarat [a famous canal dating back to Persian times, part of the system of waterways linking the two great rivers], so that supplies can come to you by the vessels plying the Euphrates; the caravans from Egypt and Syria will come across the desert, goods of all different kinds from China will reach you by sea, and from the Byzantines and al Mosul by the Tigris. Again, you are in a place between rivers so that the enemy cannot reach you except by ship, or by bridge, by way of the Tigris or the Euphrates.5

 	

The Nestorian monks are supposed to have confirmed to Mansur that the area also enjoyed a favourable climate. Unlike much of the region, its summers were both comparatively cool (something difficult to imagine today, as the mercury inches towards a head-roasting 50 degrees in August) and dry, sparing the district the fatal ravages of fever and mosquito-borne malaria that were so common in Basra and along the Euphrates. Nights were pleasant. The Baghdadi tradition of families taking to the roof to sleep beneath the stars during the hot summer months, which continues to this day, is as old as the city itself.

*

The name Baghdad is probably Persian in origin. Yakut, the thirteenth-century Syrian author of the Geographical Dictionary and perhaps the greatest geographer of the Middle Ages, speculated that it derived from bagh, meaning garden, and dad, the name of the man who owned the garden. Alternatively, Bagh might have been the name of an idol, and dad a gift, so that the name referred to ‘The Gift of the Idol Bagh’. Writing in 1900, the orientalist Guy Le Strange, author of a painstaking study of Abbasid Baghdad, laid the matter to rest. ‘The true etymology … of the name would appear to be from the two ancient Persian words Bagh, “God”, and Dadh, meaning “founded” or “foundation” – whence Baghdad would have signified the city “Founded by God”.’6

Not surprisingly, Mansur had his own, very personal idea of what the city should be called: Madinat al Mansur, as its predecessor near Kufa had been. Yet, though the city Mansur founded would indeed be the home of his descendants and, for several centuries at least, ‘the most prosperous city in the world’, the grandiloquent title he gave it conspicuously failed to take hold. The city, or rather the people who flocked to settle there in one of the most astonishing and rapid urbanizations ever seen, preferred the name Madinat al Salam, the City of Peace, or Dar as Salam, House of Peace, a reference to the description of paradise in the Koran: ‘God invites you to the House of Peace. He guides whom He will to a straight path. Those that do good works shall have a good reward, and more besides. Neither blackness nor misery shall overcast their faces. They are the heirs of Paradise, wherein they shall abide forever.’7

The foundation of Baghdad, like that of many great cities, is enshrined in legend. There is one story related by the prolific historian Mohammed ibn Jarir al Tabari, ninth-century author of the monumental History of the Prophets and Kings (whose English translation runs into a dizzying thirty-eight volumes, or around 10,000 pages). In it, a Christian doctor in the Sarat quarter of Baghdad tells Mansur of a local tradition: a man called Miklas will found a city between the Tigris and Sarat Canal called Al Zawra, or the Crooked. This was one of Baghdad’s nicknames, and related to the bend on the river at which it sat, its round walls, its irregularly set gates, the fact that its main mosque was not correctly aligned to Mecca, or some combination of the above. ‘By God, I am that man!’ Mansur duly exclaimed. ‘I was called Miklas as a boy, and then the name fell into disuse!’8

In the early seventeenth-century travelogue Purchas His Pilgrimage, Samuel Purchas included a medieval tale claiming – in a sign of the times – a Christian origin for the city’s name: ‘Baghdad, which is also called Dar as-Salam, that is, the Citie of Peace, received the name of a Monke called Baghdad who … served a church builded in that Medow.’ Purchas, a God-fearing Christian clergyman, referred to Muslim Baghdad as ‘The Devil’s Jerusalem’.9 It is worth noting that Purchas’ prejudices would have had little or no resonance around a millennium earlier, when Christianity was already deeply rooted in this part of the world and Islam was only an emerging religion. The eastern spread of Christianity from its Middle Eastern homeland has often been underplayed by historians in favour of its expansion to the west. Yet had it not been for the tragic destruction of Jerusalem, Rome may never even have emerged as the capital of Western Christianity. And as Diarmaid MacCulloch has convincingly argued, ‘Still in the eighth century of the Christian era, the great new city of Baghdad would have been a more likely capital for worldwide Christianity than Rome.’10

*

A word of caution is needed when navigating these early chronicles, histories and geographies. The ancient Sunni–Shia divide, so central to the story of Baghdad, can colour both the histories and how they have been received over the centuries. Tabari’s work, which covered the period from creation to the year 915, is by some margin the most magisterial of the Abbasid sources, the foundation for the early history of Islam. However dry his text may be (and it should be said that he is hardly read for pleasure), all historians of the Abbasid caliphate have been indebted to this indefatigable independent scholar ever since it was published. The modern reader can only marvel at the sheer range of his sources and the extent of his research. Many would agree that his history was, in the words of a recent study, ‘traditionalist, moderate and catholic’; it was also largely sympathetic to the Abbasid caliphate without being marred by the customary panegyrics of a court historian. Yet some still detect a sectarian bias in a number of Tabari’s more colourful stories about the caliphs, not least those that involve sex, alcohol and murder.11 When considering the trustworthiness of these early chronicles, it is worth noting, for instance, that Yakubi’s history presented a distinctly Shia perspective on the caliphate; while the tenth-century historian Masudi (c. 896–c.
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1. Detail from an Abbasid Koran by the great calligrapher and illuminator Ibn al Bawab, Baghdad, c. 1000. During its Abbasid heyday Baghdad became the unrivalled centre of Arabic calligraphy. Ibn al Bawab, one of the most illustrious Arab calligraphers, perfected a number of elegant cursive scripts. His school of calligraphy lasted until Baghdad was sacked by the Mongols in 1258.
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2. ‘Sit at dinner tables as long as you can and converse to your hearts’ desire, for these are the boon times of your lives,’ wrote the tenth-century cookery writer Ibn Sayyar al Warrak. A ninth-century Abbasid blue and white dish with fish design and leafy spray.
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3. A tenth-century astrolabe, made in Baghdad by Ahmad ibn Khalaf, epitomising the sophistication and beauty of Abbasid science. Among its many uses was determining the precise direction of Mecca, towards which the faithful would direct their prayers. In the Abbasid Empire during the ninth and tenth centuries more discoveries were made in astronomy, mathematics and medicine than in any previous period of history.
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4. The striking tomb of Zumurrud Khatun, wife of the caliph Al Mustadi (reigned 1170–80) and mother of the caliph Al Nasir (reigned 1180–1225). Small holes cut into the dome produce a glowing light inside the vault.
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5. An anatomical drawing of the human eye by Hunayn ibn Ishak (808–73), doyen of Abbasid scientists and chief translator in Baghdad’s House of Wisdom.
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6. The gracious inner courtyard of Mustansiriya University, founded in 1233 by the penultimate Abbasid caliph Al Mustansir (reigned 1226–42), and one of the few remaining Abbasid monuments in Baghdad. Because most Abbasid buildings were constructed from sun-baked and kiln-fired mud bricks rather than stone, any that survive, including this one, have been heavily restored.
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7. Soldiers file before the Turkic warlord Tamerlane (1336–1405), presenting him with the severed heads of Baghdadis. According to the chronicles, Tamerlane had his army build 120 towers containing 90,000 skulls after taking Baghdad in 1401. From a sixteenth-century edition of Sharaf al Din Ali Yazdi’s Zafarnama (Book of Victory).
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8. The Ottoman Sultan Suleyman the Magnificent, the Lawgiver, Sultan of Sultans, Khan of Khans, Commander of the Faithful and Successor of the Prophet of the Lord of the Universe. Suleyman rode into Baghdad at the head of his army on 4 December 1534, ushering in nearly four centuries of Ottoman rule that lasted, with a brief Persian interregnum (1623–38), until 1917.
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9. A genealogy depicting the Prophet Mohammed and the Rashidun, the four ‘Rightly Guided Caliphs’ (as Sunnis refer to the first four caliphs), produced for Ottoman Turkish patrons in sixteenth-century Baghdad. Mohammed, his face veiled, is surrounded by the Rashidun, beneath his grandfather Abd al Mutalib. To the left is the pre-Islamic Persian king Anushirvan (reigned 531–579).
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10. A leaf from a 1224 Arabic translation of the first-century De Materia Medica (The Pharmacy) of Dioscorides. A wealth of medical, scientific and philosophical texts from the Ancient Greek and Roman worlds were translated into Arabic in Baghdad at the apogee of the Abbasid Empire.
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11. The eighth-century caliph Harun al Rashid, one of the central figures in The Arabian Nights, with his barber. Persian miniature from a fifteenth-century manuscript of Nizami’s Khamsa (Five Poems). In 1184 the Andalusian traveller Ibn Jubayr was told there were 2,000 public baths in Baghdad. In 1327 the great Moroccan traveller Ibn Battuta remarked approvingly on the city’s ‘numerous and excellently constructed’ baths.
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12. The Mongol conqueror Hulagu (1218–65), grandson of Genghis Khan, forces the last Abbasid caliph Al Mustasim to eat gold. This thirteenth-century illustration from Rustichello da Pisa’s Books of the Marvels of the World is based on Marco Polo’s colourful story of Mustasim’s execution.
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13. Hulagu’s scorched-earth sacking of Baghdad in 1258, the most shattering blow the Muslim world had ever suffered, brought five centuries of Abbasid rule to a bloody end. The Tigris was said to flow black from the ink of all the books hurled into the river.
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14. A fifteenth-century Persian miniature of the Tigris. Flooding, invariably followed by plague, was a regular and destructive feature of life in Baghdad, killing untold numbers of Baghdadis over the centuries. It was only brought under control with the construction of bunds and other flood defences in the first half of the twentieth century.
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15. Harun al Rashid receives envoys from Charlemagne in Baghdad, 786. The 1864 painting by the German artist Julius Köckert (1827–1918) is a classic example of European Orientalism, emphasizing the perceived exoticism and sensuousness of the Middle East.
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16. A Baghdadi woman wearing a black face veil, from the late eighteenth-century Zenanname (Book of Women).
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17. Baghdadi women playing the popular Middle Eastern game mankala, a watercolour from François-Marie Rosset’s Costumes Orientaux, published in 1790.





[image: image]
18. A nineteenth-century drawing of Baghdad from the Tigris by Lieutenant James Fitzjames of the Royal Navy, a member of Captain Francis Rawdon Chesney’s Euphrates Expedition of 1835–37.
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19. A portrait by Henry Pickersgill of the British traveller James Silk Buckingham and his wife in Arab costume. When Buckingham reached Baghdad in 1816 he reckoned the British Resident, Claudius Rich, was ‘the most powerful man’ in the city after the Ottoman pasha.
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20. Map of Baghdad drawn up by William Collingwood in 1853–54. The young midshipman was forced to resort to ‘all kinds of subterfuges’, including scribbling down bearings, measurements and paces on his shirt cuffs and tails, ‘to lull [Turkish] suspicion’.





[image: image]
21. A pontoon bridge over the Tigris, 1914. For almost 1,200 years, until the first fixed structure was commissioned by the British in 1932, pontoon bridges and boats were the only means of crossing between the east and west banks of the river.
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22. The British Residency in Baghdad, 1917. The prime riverside location and the monumental size of the embassy made a striking architectural statement of Britain’s position and influence in Iraq. Britain’s Iraq Mandate lasted from 1920 to 1932.
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23. Baghdadis paddling across the Tigris in a guffa, the traditional round vessel made from plaited reeds and waterproofed with bitumen. Viewed en masse on the river, they were likened by one writer in 1914 to ‘a thousand huge inverted tar bubbles’. In the background is a European steamship.
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24. British troops of the 4th Hampshire Regiment enter Baghdad through the Bab al Muadham Gate on 11 March 1917, ending four centuries of Turkish rule. ‘We shall, I trust, make it a great centre for Arab civilization and prosperity,’ wrote Gertrude Bell.
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25. The coronation of Iraq’s first monarch, King Faisal I, in Baghdad’s Saray al Kushla, Palace of the Military Barracks, 23 August 1921. Sir Percy Cox, British High Commissioner, is at extreme left, next to Sir Kinahan Cornwallis, the king’s advisor. General Sir Aylmer Haldane, the British Commanding Officer, stands to Faisal’s left. Behind the throne is Faisal’s ADC, Tawfik al Damluji, and on the far right is Mahmud al Gailani, the Prime Minister’s son.
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26. King Faisal I sitting next to Sir Sassoon Eskell (centre, with white beard and fez), the Iraqi Jewish statesman and financier in Baghdad, 1920s. In 1909 Eskell was one of six parliamentarians representing Baghdad in Istanbul and a decade later was one of the architects of the Iraqi state. In 1904, Baghdad’s Jews numbered around 40,000, a third of the city’s population. 
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27. The Alliance Israélite Universelle set up its first Jewish school in Baghdad in 1865. The Laura Kedourie School for Girls, pictured here, another Alliance project, opened its doors in 1911 and soon established itself as the leading school for Jewish girls in the city, under the direction of its formidable principal Madame Bassan. 
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28. Gertrude Bell in the British High Commission in Baghdad in 1924, surrounded by British colleagues and Iraqi ministers. Oriental secretary, Arabist, explorer, kingmaker, co-architect of modern Iraq, Bell was a formidable figure. ‘I know every Tribal Chief of any importance throughout the whole length and breadth of Iraq.’
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29. Iraqi bishops celebrate Iraq joining the League of Nations and the end of the British Mandate at a reception hosted by King Faisal I in the royal palace on 6 October 1932. Christians, like Jews, long predated Muslims in the ancient land of Mesopotamia.
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30. A Red Crescent fashion show in Baghdad’s Al Amana Hall, early 1950s. ‘Some of my younger friends are rather scandalized by it,’ said Tamara Daghestani, granddaughter of Field Marshal Mohammed Fadhil Pasha al Daghestani, acting governor of Baghdad. Note the absence of hijabs.
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31. A twentieth-century (1952) Hollywood take on the caliph and his harem. ‘We hardly recognize her with her clothes on,’ one reviewer wrote of its co-star Gypsy Rose Lee.
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32. The American architect Frank Lloyd Wright’s extraordinary design for central Baghdad, 1957. A 100-metre statue of Harun al Rashid rises from a spiral minaret modelled on Samarra’s ninth-century Great Mosque on the island he named ‘Edena’ (centre), southwest of a million-dollar complex containing an opera house, cultural centre and museums. At top left is Baghdad University and at bottom right a botanical garden.
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33. Jubilant crowds take to the streets of Baghdad on 14 July 1958, hours after the bloody military coup that overthrew the Iraqi monarchy and ushered in a new era of republican turbulence. The Baghdad mob has been a potent, unstable and often barbaric force in Iraqi politics since the foundation of the city.
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34. Major-General Abd al Karim Kassem, leader of the 1958 coup (bottom right), chairs a public Cabinet meeting shortly after the revolution. Having survived an assassination attempt involving the young Saddam Hussein in 1959, the nationalist Kassem was executed and replaced by his former revolutionary comrade and pan-Arabist Abdul Salam Aref in 1963.
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35. A ‘perfect, masterly, cold-blooded, wicked, diabolic’ display ‘to gratify the Baath Party’s lust for power’, wrote the Jewish eyewitness Max Sawdayee of the regime’s hanging of nine Jews in Liberation Square on 27 January 1969. ‘It shakes one to the bones. It shakes even one’s faith in humanity.’
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36. Saddam Hussein, President of the Republic of Iraq (1979–2003). Saddam was also Chairman of the Council of Ministers, Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces, Chairman of the Revolutionary Command Council, General Secretary of the Regional Command of the Arab Baath Socialist Party, Leader-Struggler, Knight of the Arab Nation, Hero of National Liberation, etc.
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37. Iraqi soldiers carry a wounded colleague in Baghdad during the Iraq–Iran War, 1981. Though most of the conflict was felt in the south, Baghdad still experienced the terror of rocket attacks and the grinding poverty brought on by the eight-year war. Henry Kissinger famously said of the conflict, ‘A pity they both can’t lose.’
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38. American soldiers of the 3rd Infantry Division enter the Crossed Swords parade grounds during the battle for Baghdad, April 2003. The ‘Victory Arch’ was formally opened to the public in 1989 by Saddam, the ‘Hero of Peace’, to commemorate Iraq’s ‘defeat’ of Iran. The dissident Kanan Makiya called it ‘Nuremberg and Las Vegas rolled into one.’
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39. U.S. Marine Corps Assaultman Kirk Dalrymple watches as a six-metre statue of Saddam Hussein is toppled in Firdus Square, central Baghdad, 9 April 2003. A British journalist described the event as ‘the most staged photo-opportunity since Iwo Jima’.
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40. ‘Christians that remained have been tortured, killed and kidnapped.’ Canon Andrew White, the Anglican ‘Vicar of Baghdad’, ministers to a mixed Chaldean, Assyrian, Orthodox and Armenian Catholic flock that has been savagely reduced by the raging violence of recent years. They speak Aramaic and Syriac, the most ancient of Christian languages.
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41. Emad Levy, the last Rabbi in Baghdad, 28 September 2003. Dating back to the Babylonian Captivity in the sixth century bc, the Jewish population of Iraq, one of the oldest and most significant Jewish communities in the world, has been hounded almost into extinction.
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42. ‘This is one of the greatest catastrophes in the history of Baghdad. It’s a crime against the heritage of mankind.’ The late Dr Donny George, director of Baghdad’s Iraq Museum, originally founded by Gertrude Bell, surveys the wreckage of the Assyrian Gallery in the aftermath of the looting of 8–12 April 2003.
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43. Baghdad municipal workers remove the statue of the Abbasid caliph Al Mansur, founder of Baghdad, after it was hit by a bomb in October 2005.
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44. Life continues: Baghdadis relax at the zoo in Al Zawra’s grand park, one of the city’s most popular places to visit at the weekend, 3 May 2008.
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45. ‘Cairo writes, Beirut prints and Baghdad reads,’ runs the Arab saying. On Fridays Baghdad’s bookworms head for Mutanabbi Street, named after the great tenth-century poet, with more than 200 metres of bookshops and stalls.
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46. The magnificent shrine of Imam Musa al Kadhim, one of Shia Islam’s twelve imams, and his grandson, Mohammed al Jawad, in the heart of Kadhimiya, the northwestern district of Baghdad. From its origin in the mid ninth century until the present day, the Kadhimain shrine has often been the flashpoint of riots pitting Sunni against Shia, the traditional sectarian faultline that has long bedeviled Iraq.
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47. Baghdadis gather to celebrate the birthday of the Prophet Mohammed at the shrine of Abu Hanifa, founder in the eighth century of the Hanafi school of Islamic law, the largest of the four principal Sunni schools, and a leading figure in the construction of Baghdad. Situated in the northeastern district of Adhamiya across the Tigris, it is the Sunni counterpart to the Kadhimain shrine.
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During the turmoil of recent years Baghdad’s ancient Christian community has also been decimated by violence and driven into exile. The late Dr Donny George, formerly director of the National Museum in Baghdad, gave me a private tour of one of the world’s greatest collections of antiquities, which was then closed to the public. The Aegis Foundation made a donation to help restore the building that houses the museum’s archives. George and his family were later threatened with death and hounded out of Iraq. He was appointed a Visiting Professor at Stony Brook University in the US in 2006, where he died five years later at the age of sixty. Georges Sada, former Air Vice Marshal in the Iraqi Air Force and author of Saddam’s Secrets: How an Iraqi General Defied and Survived Saddam Hussein, was an irrepressible companion, together with Canon Andrew White, the charismatic ‘Vicar of Baghdad’, who has seen so many of his flock cut down in recent years and whose uplifting work on inter-faith reconciliation in Iraq is fraught with danger.

Sincere thanks as ever to my splendid agent, Georgina Capel, a veritable factory of ideas who encouraged this history from the start. The formidable team at Penguin deserve a special tribute: Phillip Birch was the first to commission this book, Stuart Proffitt, Donna Poppy and David Watson were extraordinarily rigorous and sensitive editors, and Cecilia Mackay was tireless in tracking down the most elusive pictures to illustrate this volume so handsomely. Thanks also to Richard Duguid, Isabelle de Cat, Penelope Vogler, Shan Vahidy, Donald Futers and Kathleen McCulloch.

My darling Julia deserves far more than thanks for putting up with her husband living in Baghdad for extended periods, including over a year at the height of the post-war violence, with many more subsequent visits during the following years when the Iraqi capital was anything but the City of Peace. Telephone conversations regularly had to be abandoned as the International Zone siren announced incoming mortars or rockets, a stomach-hollowing prelude to multiple explosions. I thank her and our daughter Clemmie for their love, patience and encouragement.

Finally, this book would not have been possible without the constant support of Manaf al Damluji, a Baghdadi gentleman, diplomat and scholar whose family has suffered, like so many others, from the appalling violence that has afflicted Baghdad in recent years. Manaf has been an erudite and indefatigable guide to so many of the Arabic sources consulted here and a fount of wisdom in all things pertaining to the city he loves. In 2012, after eight years living in Amman as refugees, he and his wife were granted asylum in the US, where they now live together. It is to him that Baghdad: City of Peace, City of Blood is dedicated.
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