EXPERIENCE

Rga Ahmed isan Iragi livingin Britain

Broken Bridges

went to Baghdad last De-
« cember to spend Christ-
mas with my family. | have
been living in Britain since
1970, dmost haf of my life
has been spent here. We did
not know what the future
might hold and had to face
the possibility that we may
not see each other again.

My relatives and friends
lived in fear of nuclear at-
tack or bombardment by
chemica weapons. Every
discussion of the crisis fac-
ing Iraq ended with a sense
of doom. In public, people
tried to carry on with their
lives, while at home they
were starting to prepare for
what wasto come.

As | prepared to return to
Britain, several of my relat-
ives gave me copies of their
identity cards, the deeds for
their houses and even the
ownership documents for
their property. | was to keep
them safe and eventually give
them to anyonewho survived.
My sister buried al her valu-
ables, showing methe spot so
that | could tell her children
where they were in case she
was killed. Since then her
husband has died of a heart
attack, no doubt a result of
the stress caused by the end-
less bombing of Baghdad.

Even officids showed the
same kind of fatalism. As |
checked in at Bag?]hdad air-
port, | found that | had 100kg
of excess luggage. It was
mainly books that | was try-
ing to preserve. After hagg-
Iing with the airline officia
and trying to make sure that
| didn't have to pay the char-
ges with foreign currency,
the woman in charge sud-
denly said: "All right, an in
Iragi dinars!" She took only
16, about two pounds &t the
black market rate. When |
expressed surprise, she rep-
lied: 'Well, what would we do
with the money? We only
have two more days.’

There was a fedling of ex-
haustion from eight years of
wars, which the allies thought
would turn the people against
Saddam and lead the way to
surrender. But a friend, who
arrived from Baghdad in the
middle of February, in-
formed me that morale is
now high. Even those who
op| the rule of Saddam
and who would have wd-

comed anyone to topple him
are now defiant.

Iraq is Mesopotamia: the
land een two rivers, the
Tigris and the Euphrates. It
is the oldest country in the
world, where writing and the
whedl were invented. It is
the land of Babylonians and
Assyrians. But asfar asthe
government, politicians and
media in Britain are con-
cerned the war is only taking
place in the desert. We know
about the Desert Shield with
the Desert Rats and now it is
the Desert Storm. lraq is
only shown to be Saddam and
the desert; the people of Iraq
are without faces and voices.

The public ignorance of the
history and geograpr(?/, the
current problems and grie-
vances of the Arab world
hel psto explain the 75% sup-
port for the war. It may aso
explain the anti-Arab sent-
iment. My experience here
has been positive. My pro-
fessona friends, British,
Europeans and Americans,
who know the Middle East,
have been most supportive,
many are even apologetic.
But | heard only this morn-
ing the story of an Arab girl
whose parents have had to
remove her from school
because she was receiving
threatening messages.

The media do not help with
their obsessive references to
Iragi censorship. | wonder if
the journalists in Riyadh are
dlowed to report freey?
Have the allies shown any of
their casualties or dead? |
have yet to see an Iraqi jour-
nalist reporting from Saudi
Arabia | am astonished there
has been silence about the
anti-war demonstrations that
took place in most Arab cit-
ies from Morocco to Syria
This dismissal of the import-
ance of Arab opinion is
perplexing. The double stand-
ardis so obvious.

Some days ago | saw pic-
tures of the Baghdad suspen-
son bridge being destroyed.
| had seen many pictures of
attacks on the citg but some-
how seeing that bridge des-
troyed, it suddenly hit me
what is happening to Bagh-
dad. It was such a beautitul
bridge, surrounded by date
pam orchards, | used to
cross it amost every day on
my way to work. The bridge
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was like a symbol which sud-
denly made me realise what
is happening to that country.

There are times when |
think that this cannot bereal.
| am afraid that | may be
watching my own family and
friends being killed. Tonight
for the first time | was
deeply worried after seeing
the pictures of the attack on
acivilian shelter. | fed sure
that someone | know must
have beenin there. Until now
| have always thought that it
is such a big city with so
many people that my family
may be safe but tonight | am
afraid because this shelter
was in an area where they
are living. When | saw those
images and heard the Arabic
voices in the back-ground |
cried. | had to stop watching
because there was too much
emotion.

| am still learning the power
of national identity. When

Iraq first invaded Iran | was
against the war. | knew it
was wrong but as time went
on | found that despite my-
«df | was hoping that Iraq
would win. | suddenly disco-
vered what patriotism is and
how powerful it can be, even
when it is buried very deep
inside. Even though | was
against the war, those 'pa
triotic' feelings were there.
So | do not blame those
people here in Britain who
support the war and who
hope that the alies win. |
understand where such fee-
lings come from and the
strength they can have.

But this war is not smply
the result of Saddam'’s inva-
son of Kuwait. | am surethat
there has been much more
scheming involved and the
invason, which | have a-
ways opposed, was the op-
portunity for this action to be
unleashed.

MARXISM TODAY MARCH 1991



