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PROLOGUE

THE SHATTERED TAIL OF A BOEING 747 SAT IN INGLORIOUS isolation on the runway of Kuwait airport in February 1991 amid the celebrations over the liberation of Kuwait by George H. W. Bush’s Desert Storm.

The image went round the world, a reminder of the grim fate of many of those caught up in Saddam Hussein’s invasion six months earlier.

In the wider shot, you can see the crumpled fuselage of Flight 149, which flew from Heathrow to Kuwait at the start of the invasion and never returned.

The picture was released with a story that quoted military sources. The 747, it said, was destroyed by the Iraqis as they fled in haste before the might of Stormin’ Norman Schwarzkopf and his allied armor and air power.

No one seems to have asked why the Iraqis, who looted everything of value that they could get their hands on, down to lightbulbs and bathroom faucets, would destroy such a valuable propaganda prize rather than simply fly it to Iraq.

The answer is that the Iraqis did not destroy the plane. The BA 747 was destroyed by American fighter planes at the request of the British.

Why, then, blame the destruction on the Iraqis when the sad image of the shattered wing of Flight 149 was shown round the world? Was it to hide the embarrassment of an “own goal” or was it to cover up something else?

I was working on the news desk of The Independent on Sunday in London when the photo was released and I added it to my growing file on the mystery, a mystery that had begun with a simple phone call.

In August 1990 I had become interested in persistent rumors about Flight 149, after it landed in Kuwait as the country was invaded by Iraqi troops.

All the passengers and crew had been taken hostage and were at the mercy of Saddam Hussein.

The British Foreign Office put out reassuring messages that the passengers were not in any danger. In fact, it was said, they were on a sort of unexpected holiday, drinking cocktails in the sunshine by the pool at luxury hotels.

My caller, a contact, begged to differ. There is something not right about all this, he said, you should investigate. So began a long search for the real story.

The world of 1990 was one in which it was easier to hide the truth. There were no mobile phones to photograph or livestream events, no social media to contradict official statements. It was a world before Putin and Trump, in which it was still possible to believe that Western democracies would not go to war on the basis of misused intelligence, or that leaders would not lie every day to their citizens.

The investigation that led to this book involved over three hundred interviews in the United States, United Kingdom, France, Germany, Denmark, Canada, India, Malaysia, Australia, New Zealand, Iraq, and Kuwait. I have had access to previously confidential documentation; the remarkable, unpublished diaries of American and British hostages; and talked to survivors and grieving relatives, lawyers and government officials, politicians and human rights campaigners, soldiers and spies.

Along the way I have sat in a living room listening to a young woman describe how she repeatedly tried to take her life because she never recovered from her ordeal in captivity; heard a former flight attendant talk of his lifelong battle with crippling fear that ultimately ended his career; heard harrowing tales of rapes, assaults, mock executions, and near starvation conditions; engaged with CIA sources, who, out of conscience, helped me with classified documents; and interviewed soldiers at the heart of the most secret part of the British government who risked their livelihoods and their freedom to reveal the truth behind Flight 149.

This is their story.







1

INVASION

THE BRITISH AIRWAYS BOEING 747 WAS CALLED CONISTON WATER. Maureen Chappell noticed the name as she stood in line to board the plane and it disturbed her. She was a frequent flier and she seldom bothered to notice the names of aircraft, but this one struck her as odd. She knew that Coniston Water was the lake in Cumbria where great British hero Donald Campbell, the holder of world speed records on land and water, was killed when his boat, Bluebird, flipped over during a 300-mph run. It was a story of disaster and death. Strange name for a plane, she thought. Her daughter Jennifer noticed the name, too, as the family entered the plane’s front cabin. She was too young to remember Campbell but somehow the name stuck with her as she found her way to her seat. For some reason, it made her feel uncomfortable.

The Chappell family—husband John, wife Maureen, and children John, fourteen, and Jennifer, twelve—were traveling in business class. John was returning with his wife to India, where he was an electronics systems adviser to the Indian navy. The children were on vacation from boarding school. Jennifer was looking forward to a big party to celebrate her upcoming thirteenth birthday. All her friends in India had been invited. Apart from that, she and John Jr. felt the way they normally did on these long-haul trips: tired, hot, and bored.

It was early evening at Heathrow, on Wednesday, August 1, 1990, and flight BA149 was headed for Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, via Kuwait and Madras. Departure had already been delayed for two hours. Apparently a fault had been found in the auxiliary power unit, a small engine in the tail that provided air-conditioning. The delay seemed to put everyone—passengers and crew—on edge. The 747 they were waiting to board, registration number G-AWND, was one of the oldest in the British Airways fleet, having been built in Seattle some nineteen years earlier. It was also rumored to have had a rather checkered history—an unhappy Jamaican, spurned by his lover, had apparently walked up to the plane as it sat on the tarmac and killed himself by jumping into one of the still-rotating jet engines.
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THREE THOUSAND MILES away in the desert just north of the Kuwait border, the Medina and Hammurabi armored divisions of Iraq’s spearhead Republican Guard were turning over the engines of their battle tanks, keeping them warm in the cool Arabian night. The divisions were equipped with Soviet-made, state-of-the-art T-72 tanks, as well as older T-54s and T-62s. They also had huge mobile 155mm howitzers that could fire seven shells a minute over a distance of nineteen miles.

The Republican Guard troops were the pride of Saddam Hussein’s regime, and the men were confident as they went about their last-minute weapons checks. Recruited mainly from Tikrit, the power base of Saddam, they were the best-paid and best-fed troops in the Iraqi army. Now they were to be the cutting edge of Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait, the dictator’s way of settling a long-running dispute between the two countries over the lucrative oil fields that straddled their common border.

The Guards were well prepared: they had detailed maps of Kuwaiti positions and the movement of patrols around key buildings. They were briefed at 4 p.m. local time—five hours before Flight 149 finally took off. The Kuwaiti government was about to change, the officers told their men. Iraq was setting up a new government.

The Iraqi intentions had been clear for months. Back in March, in a speech at the Arab League summit, Saddam launched a savage attack on Kuwait, accusing it of waging economic war against his country and slanting its oil drills to steal oil from Iraqi fields in the border area. In the following months, the government-run Iraqi press made it clear that it would accept nothing less than total capitulation; no peace was possible unless Kuwait agreed that it had stolen oil worth US$2.4 billion. By mid-July, the Republican Guard, observed by American satellites, was undertaking large-scale military exercises. On July 21 the Defense Intelligence Agency—the Pentagon’s spies—estimated that Iraq had enough tanks and troops at the border with Kuwait to order an attack at any moment. Four days later, CIA director William Webster briefed President George H. W. Bush, telling him the Iraqis were likely to invade. On the same day, the US ambassador to Iraq, April Glaspie, met with Saddam. Acting on instructions from Washington, she told Saddam that the United States regarded the dispute as an Arab matter and that they had no intention of intervening. Saddam took that as a signal to proceed.

His target, Kuwait, was a rich country, one that tended to mind its own business and steer clear of the bloody disputes that preoccupied much of the rest of the Middle East. Most people in the West would have struggled to find it on a map.

Kuwait, nestled between Iran and Saudi Arabia with a coastline on the Persian Gulf, was a country of immigrants. Of its population of two million, only about eight hundred thousand were Kuwaitis. The rest were foreign workers, including four hundred thousand Palestinians and Jordanians and large numbers of Indians, Pakistanis, Bangladeshis, and Filipinos. Only about 1.5 million of Kuwait’s population of two million were in the country on August 1. The rest had escaped the summer heat and were on holiday in cooler climes abroad. Those remaining included about fifteen thousand Westerners; for many of them, Kuwait was a paradise. The pay was good; Westerners could earn up to 50 percent more than back home and it was tax free. The warmth of the weather on the golden beaches of the Gulf was matched by the warmth of the Kuwaitis, who were particularly friendly and tolerant toward their non-Muslim guests. The restrictions on things like alcohol were loosely enforced, if at all. The shopping was good—the latest fashions always available—and it was an easy place to get around, flat with excellent roads: an hour’s drive in any direction got you right across the country. For families it was a particularly fine place to live. There were swimming pools, Western-style amusement rides, and waterskiing and windsurfing at the beach.

Between the Iraqi tanks and Kuwait was the Mutla Ridge, the only part of Kuwait that noticeably rises above the desert. Five miles from the border, its height masked the tanks from the prying eyes of Kuwaiti radar. But anyone who had paid attention to that morning’s news, and who believed what they were hearing, knew that the Iraqis were out there somewhere in the desert night.
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CLIVE EARTHY, the cabin services director on the Flight 149, heard the news just after he left his home for the afternoon drive to the airport. Earthy had flown long haul for more than twenty years and he was used to dealing with on-board dramas—passengers freaking out, drunkenness, fights, even sudden deaths. He had flown through some vicious storms and landed in places that he would not choose to visit for a holiday. He was widely thought to be the best senior purser in the fleet.

Though Earthy was known at the airline for his calm and cheerful disposition, the radio report filled him with a sense of foreboding as he sat in traffic on the M3 motorway. Iraqi troops were on the border with Kuwait, and some reports even had them across the border already. Peace talks to settle the bitter dispute between Iraq and Kuwait were not going well. The Foreign Office had issued a statement. The British embassy in Kuwait was advising British nationals to keep their heads down. There was a contingency plan to evacuate them in the event of an emergency, the spokesman said, but it was not felt that the situation yet required the plan to be put into effect.

In Kuwait City, at the British embassy, journalists were briefed that afternoon. John Raine, the information officer, told visiting journalists that even if the Iraqi army did cross the border, they would remain in the northern half of the country. Little fighting was expected and the city was not under threat. Several journalists decided there was no big story to be had so they booked flights home.

The embassy then closed for the Arab weekend, Thursday and Friday. But that night staffing levels were higher than usual. Ambassador Michael Weston was joined by his deputy and also a third man, Tony Paice, who was best known in Kuwait’s diplomatic community as the station chief for the SIS, the Secret Intelligence Service, Britain’s overseas spy agency, more popularly known as MI6.

The US embassy in Kuwait was also closed for the weekend, the staff having left in the afternoon, but there was a low-level state of alert. Senior diplomats were told not to go anywhere that they could not be reached by phone. US ambassador Nathaniel Howell had told the duty officer to inform him of any new developments but not to be too worried about reports of troop movements.

In Washington, analysts at the Defense Intelligence Agency pored over the latest satellite photographs. The most recent fly-by showed that Iraqi army camps, home to one hundred thousand troops just twenty-four hours earlier, were now empty. All that could be seen were hundreds of tank tracks in the sand, all heading in one direction—toward Kuwait. The DIA chiefs ordered the staff to go to Watchcon One, the highest alert level, for the first time in its history. It anticipated war.
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AT LONDON AIRPORT, there were 367 passengers and 18 crew on board Flight 149 as it waited for clearance from the Heathrow control tower. They were American, British, French, Indian, Malaysian, Italian, Spanish, German, and Australian, as well as one Canadian and two New Zealanders. Eleven of the passengers were children. Two of the passengers, Daphne and Henry Halkyard, were unhappy about being on the plane. The retired couple, in their sixties, were on their way back to New Zealand, to their home in the riverside town of Warkworth in the North Island, after a holiday in Greece. Both were British born but they had lived in New Zealand for over thirty years and thus considered themselves real Kiwis. But they were dual passport holders and for convenience they had decided to travel on their old British passports, passports that allowed visa-free access to more countries. Henry had served in the army in the Middle East. He had not enjoyed the experience and had no desire to return there. He was alarmed to discover that the flight was scheduled to land in Kuwait, for refueling and a change of crew. The Halkyards also heard the news about Iraqi troop movements and they expressed their worries forcefully to the British Airways check-in staff and anyone else from the airline they could find. But no one seemed to be listening.

The Chappells also had questions when they checked in. John asked whether there would be any delay because of the Kuwait situation. He was stunned when the response was “What situation? What’s happening out there?” “Surely you read the newspapers?” asked John. “I know nothing about any delay,” a British Airways staffer replied.

Gabriel Chardin, a thirty-five-year-old engineer employed by the French atomic energy authority, was en route first to Malaysia and then a connecting flight to Singapore, where he was to attend an official party to celebrate the twenty-fifth birthday of that nation-state. When Chardin arrived at Heathrow, he received two unwelcome surprises: the flight had been delayed, and it still was going to land in Kuwait City. Chardin went to the BA desk and was reassured. He should not worry—if there was any problem the plane would be diverted to the United Arab Emirates, the plane had enough fuel for any extra distance, there was nothing to worry about.

As Chardin sat in the departure lounge, he thought about his ticket. He had paid for it himself. It was expensive. His luggage was already on the plane. He talked to an American passenger nearby who was also wondering whether or not to board the flight. The American had also asked questions at the BA desk, and he, too, had been reassured. After all it is British Airways… they know what they are doing… we should not be worried, Chardin thought to himself. He and his fellow passenger decided they would fly. As the flight waited for takeoff, Clive Earthy, the senior purser, talked to the pilot, Captain Richard Brunyate, about the landing in Kuwait. Brunyate, forty-two, was one of the airline’s top pilots, with twenty years’ experience, and had become a 747 captain a year earlier. He had a real understanding of, and feeling for, the Middle East, and not just because he had flown there frequently. He spent eight years of his childhood living in Baghdad, where his father, Jack, was a businessman, and Richard himself had later worked for a company run by Palestinians in Lebanon.

Brunyate told Earthy that he had been having a heated discussion with BA’s management at Heathrow. When he had arrived at the airport, having also heard the news of Iraqi troops on the border, he had asked BA management for a special security briefing. Told there wasn’t one, he insisted on more information. Heathrow management said they had also taken soundings at the Foreign Office and that the flight could safely proceed.

Aware that some of the passengers were anxious about what they had heard on the news, Earthy made an announcement over the plane’s PA system. “We have been assured that it is safe to fly to Kuwait,” he told them. That was the government advice but “if there are any problems, the plane will be diverted.” Up and down the aisles, the passengers breathed sighs of relief. Some even clapped. They were grateful for the reassurance and eager now to get on with their journeys.

Just before the plane’s doors closed there were two sets of late arrivals. First was a high-ranking member of the Kuwaiti royal family, Brigadier Sheikh Fahad al-Ahmad al-Sabah, who arrived with his bodyguards and settled into first class. He fulfilled two important roles. As minister of sport he looked after the country’s football team, a job that made him one of the most popular figures in the royal family. He was also a key figure in Kuwait’s intelligence service. He had just returned from a meeting in Washington with the CIA, a meeting in which he had outlined the threat to his country from Iraq and also discussed the likely American response if Saddam invaded.

A number of passengers noted the second group of late arrivals. Paul Merlet—a wealthy French anesthetist traveling to Malaysia with his wife, Monique, and children, Philippe, twenty, and Karine, seventeen, for a family holiday—was sitting halfway down the plane. He saw nine or ten muscular, clean-cut young men walk past him and take seats at the rear of the aircraft. None of them spoke. He first thought they were oil workers. Edward Hammett from Essex, who occupied a window seat near the back of the plane, was one of three engineers from a contract company traveling to India to work on an offshore oil rig. Hammett planned to sleep for most of the flight. He had to start work as soon as he reached India. As he made himself comfortable just before takeoff, in his preferred window seat, he saw the group of young men coming down the aisle. They had crew cuts and looked extremely fit. Hammett thought they had a military bearing.

Flight 149 finally took off at 7:04 p.m. UK time, 9:04 p.m. in Kuwait. Everything proceeded smoothly. Captain Brunyate phoned down to Clive Earthy several times to update him on the news from Kuwait. He was reassuring. He was keeping in touch with London via high frequency radio, with the line kept open so that any new information could be sent through to the 747 immediately.

In the cabin, the passengers started to relax after Earthy’s announcement. The cabin crew moved around the plane, taking drink orders. Gabriel Chardin thought they seemed to be more generous with the alcohol than usual.

Jan Bhatt, an Indian-born American engineer, was happy to be on board. He was looking forward to the flight because at the end of it would be India and a reunion with his family. Bhatt was not a particularly healthy man—he suffered from both high blood pressure and diabetes, but he had brought all his medicines with him. They were in his bag in the hold of the plane.

Earthy went through the cabin handing out landing cards for Kuwait. When he reached the group of young men, the late arrivals, he was surprised that they appeared to be uninterested in the cards. “We don’t have time for them,” one said. “But you will need them when you land,” Earthy insisted. The men casually took the cards, giving no indication they would have any use for them.
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MEANWHILE, BACK ON THE BORDER, the Republican Guard was on the move. The Hammurabi Division headed down the well-paved Abdaly highway toward Kuwait. Further west, the Medina Division churned through the sands toward the Rumaila oil field. Iraqi Special Forces in helicopters headed over the Arabian Gulf bound for Kuwait City. A large Iraqi naval force, including Soviet-built Osa fast-attack craft armed with anti-ship missiles and machine guns, had left the Umm Qasr naval base near the Kuwait border and was making 20 knots in calm seas toward the three main ports on the Kuwait mainland.

Near the border between Kuwait and Iraq, American technicians manning a radar observation post noticed something unusual. (The men were civilians, under contract to the Kuwaiti government, and they worked for USLOK, the US military’s Liaison Office Kuwait.) Their mission was to keep an eye on anything that happened in the border region, and their presence was a gesture of support from Washington to Kuwait. They were sitting in an air-conditioned control van just south of the Mutla Ridge. Several hundred feet above them, attached to the van by cable, flew a small blimp carrying a Westinghouse APG-66 radar, which could see for thirty miles in any direction. On the monitoring screens something had appeared that looked like a giant iron pipe, several kilometers long and wide.

In fact it was Iraqi armaments, cresting the Mutla Ridge—tanks and support vehicles as far as the eye could see, completely filling the screens.

The technicians sent a flash report to headquarters and the duty officer phoned his boss, Colonel John Mooneyham, the chief of USLOK, at his apartment in Kuwait City. “Are you sure they are tanks?” Mooneyham asked. The response was “yes” accompanied by a lot of choice Anglo-Saxon words. Mooneyham quickly agreed to raise the alarm. He ordered the men to cut their blimp loose, abandon their post, and race back down the highway to Kuwait City.

Back in the city, at 1:45 a.m. local time, what was to be the last aircraft to leave Kuwait took off, a Swissair flight to Geneva. On board were the wife and young son of BA’s Kuwait manager, Laurie O’Toole. Somewhat surprisingly, O’Toole was sending his family back to Geneva just two days after they had returned to Kuwait from a holiday.

Meanwhile, as Captain Brunyate flew across the Mediterranean, he passed flight BA148 going in the opposite direction. Everything at Kuwait airport was normal, was the message from pilot to pilot.

But hundreds of miles to the east, in Middle East airspace, other Kuwait-bound flights were being turned away, warned that Kuwait airport was closed “for security reasons.”

The Kuwaiti armed forces, however, were not on full alert. They had been stood down for weeks to avoid provoking the Iraqis during the peace talks. There was no increase in patrolling or security to match the latest Iraqi troop movements. Many senior officers had in fact just taken their annual holidays abroad.

Jamail Sultan Saleem was part of just a small overnight guard at the main Kuwaiti naval base at al-Jilaya. Saleem was half-British and had done his military training in England. Three Iraqi gunboats carrying marines entered the base in the early hours of August 2, after slipping through the channel between Bubiyan Island and the mainland. Saleem and his guards spotted the intruders in the harbor and opened fire with heavy machine guns, destroying two of the Iraqi craft at the waterline. But the Iraqis managed to land men on the beach, about two hundred in all, and they brought heavy mortars. For two hours Saleem and his small group held the much-larger force at bay. Defying odds of more than twenty to one, they kept the Iraqis pinned down, and the deadly mortars out of range. Finally the Iraqi marines managed to establish firing positions on the beach, and they launched a barrage of high explosives in the direction of the Kuwaiti positions. Saleem died along with his men, blown apart as the shells landed.

At the Dasman Palace, Kuwait’s royal family was told that an invasion had started. Emir Sheikh Jaber al-Ahmad al-Sabah, the country’s ruler, had an escape plan prepared. He and his extended family, which comprised most of the country’s key officials, piled into a convoy of Mercedes and Range Rovers and headed south for the border, and the safe haven of Saudi Arabia.

In their hurried departure, they neglected to issue any orders for the defense of their country, so there was no official alert to the Kuwaiti armed forces that an invasion was under way. The Iraqi forces met little resistance as they smashed across the border and headed rapidly south. One Kuwaiti unit, the 35th armored brigade, using old British-made Chieftain tanks, made a heroic stand on the road to Kuwait City, defending the access to the capital and its airport. Outnumbered, outgunned, and surrounded, they held the Hammurabi Division at bay for several hours until their ammunition ran out. They were all captured or killed.

British prime minister Margaret Thatcher was in Aspen, the exclusive ski resort in Colorado, in the American Rockies. She had left Heathrow on the morning of August 1 and was due to meet President George Bush for talks at the Aspen Institute Conference, a high-powered think tank. The president was due to open the three-day conference, Mrs. Thatcher to close it. She had gone to the United States despite intelligence reports that Iraq had sent troops to the border.

At 3 a.m. Kuwait time, early evening in Colorado, her foreign policy adviser, Charles Powell, phoned to tell her the Iraqis had invaded. Thatcher immediately ordered two warships from Mombasa, in Kenya, and Penang, in Malaysia, to head for the Gulf, about a week’s sailing time away. The one British ship already in the Gulf, HMS York in Dubai, was alerted. A dialogue then began between London and Washington, which was already digesting urgent advisories from the CIA and the Pentagon that an invasion had begun.

Earlier, some Pentagon analysts had suggested that if the Iraqis did invade it might just be a limited attack to reclaim the disputed border region. Others predicted that the Iraqis’ real interest was Kuwait’s northern oil fields, possession of which would leave Saddam in control of one quarter of the world’s oil supply. Yet others had argued that Saddam was just bluffing. But satellite photos now unmistakably showed the Republican Guard’s Hammurabi Division heading straight down the main highway to Kuwait City.
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ABOARD FLIGHT 149, Paul Merlet, the French anesthetist, watched Sky News, which was broadcasting pictures of Iraqi troops on the border with Kuwait. Merlet pointed this out to the cabin crew, who told him not to worry. Flight 149 flew on, only an hour away now from its first refuel, at Kuwait International Airport.

At 4:13 a.m. local time, on August 2, BA Flight 149 touched down in Kuwait City for the planned refueling stop and crew changeover before heading on to Madras. Passengers looked out the windows as the plane landed to the south of the capital and could see nothing in the darkness but the lights of the city. Moments after, the plane came to a standstill.

When the door was opened Clive Earthy was greeted by a man in an officer’s uniform who told him he had come to collect some of the passengers.1 The man was clearly in a hurry—You are late, we need to get them off quickly, he told Earthy. Earthy assumed he was talking about the Kuwaiti VIP and his guards but no, the officer wanted the group of young military-looking men who had boarded the plane just before it departed. They were summoned from the back of the aircraft and left as quickly and quietly as they had arrived. After they left the airport, the rest of the passengers would never see any of them again.

Most of the remaining travelers chose not to disembark and dozed as the cleaners boarded the plane. But the Kuwaiti intelligence chief and his four bodyguards did leave. So, too, did George Saloom, an American banker from San Diego traveling with his wife, Deborah, and son, Preston. He was due to take up a new job with a local bank and start a new life for his family. His youngest son, Nathan, had remained behind in the United States for medical treatment. The Salooms had found their flight a little nerve-racking. They were in first class and had noticed the intelligence chief and what seemed to be his bodyguards. The man spent much of the flight pacing about, smoking and receiving updates on the flight from the cockpit.

When the plane landed, the clearly agitated Kuwaiti VIP and his colleagues were first off. The Salooms followed. They cleared immigration, which seemed quicker and quieter than usual. The immigration official had just one question: “What are you doing here?”

Outside the terminal, a driver waited for the family. As they left the airport and headed north toward the city they heard a loud noise. It sounded like thunder—or an explosion. They asked the driver what it was. He didn’t speak much English but he shrugged his shoulders and said not to worry. The radio was on, broadcasting nonstop news in Arabic. The driver seemed nervous but he kept saying to the Salooms in broken English, “Don’t worry, don’t worry.” The route to the hotel seemed circuitous; they passed several intersections where soldiers were sitting in trucks or jeeps. There was another loud bang in the distance, this time even more like an explosion. A few minutes later as they drove up to their hotel, the Meridien, they heard two loud explosions. As they hurried through to the check-in desk inside the lobby, a burst of automatic fire sprayed the street outside the hotel’s front door. They turned around to see armed troops surrounding them.
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THE KUWAITI CLEANERS who were supposed to be preparing the flight for the next leg of its journey seemed nervous and were irritating India-bound engineer Edward Hammett. At the back of the 747, Hammett noticed that they were not really getting on with their job. He wanted to sleep; instead he was annoyed to see the cleaners racing up and down the aisles, every so often stopping and talking among themselves in small groups, muttering in low voices so that the passengers could not hear.

Up in business class, John Chappell Jr. noticed the cleaners behaving strangely. “These guys did not want to be on the plane. They weren’t doing the job properly and couldn’t do it fast enough. I thought, This is all a bit odd… And as they were making their way off the plane, that’s when Jenny nudged me to look out of the window.”

As twelve-year-old Jennifer Chappell stared out at the darkened airport from her window seat, three fighter planes had suddenly come into view, flying very fast and very low. Jennifer then saw something drop from the bottom of one of them. For a brief second she thought she might be witnessing a midair collision. Then there was a loud bang. The whole 231-foot length of the British Airways 747 shook violently. Chaos ensued. People jumped up from their seats, jostled each other, tried to run, shouted. Get out! Get out! Get out, out of the aisle, move! Get out of the plane!

Edward Hammett was dozing at the back of the plane when he heard the shouts. “The next thing I knew, some of the cabin crew were rushing down the aisle yelling ‘get off get off get off get off.’” He could see flashes outside, and then someone announced over the plane’s PA that the airport was under attack and the passengers needed to make an emergency evacuation. In the rush, Hammett’s shoes and books got knocked under a seat and he had to leave the plane in his socks.

Inside the terminal, where he had gone to stretch his legs, Gabriel Chardin, the French engineer, was told by a visibly nervous fellow passenger, “War must have been declared but they don’t want to tell us.” As she spoke, a two-hour delay in their onward flight was announced over the airport PA system.

Almost immediately the airport manager came running into the terminal, shouting loudly that the airport was now closed. With that he turned on his heel and sprinted straight out of the terminal building. The bewildered passengers had no time to figure out what was happening. Seconds later, bombs started to fall.

Chardin saw two MiG jets fly past the windows, a high-speed blur, but so close that he could clearly make out the markings on the wings. “There was a very bright white light: the planes were shooting at the control tower. Bombs were falling and exploding.” Quickly he crouched down in case the terminal windows blew out.

On board Flight 149, one of the stewardesses yelled at people to leave their personal possessions and just get off the plane, but people were still pulling their bags out of the overhead lockers. She swore at them, “Move, for fuck’s sake, leave your gear!” But she herself was standing in the middle of the aisle and no one could get past. She completely blocked the exit for business-class passengers. John Chappell tapped her on the shoulder and told her in no uncertain terms to get out of the way. His children, John and Jennifer, just grabbed what they could and ran. They raced down the air bridge and into the terminal and didn’t stop until they found someone in a British Airways uniform, steward George Parris. They stood next to him as they waited for their parents. It was a while before Jennifer realized that she had left her asthma inhalers on the plane.

As the other passengers struggled to get off, the plane shook violently, its long wings flexing as explosions went off around the airport, knocking people off their feet. The 747 had just been filled with aviation fuel—fifty-seven thousand gallons of it. The plane was a sitting duck as the Iraqis strafed the runway, and one hit could turn it into a giant bomb.

Maureen Chappell smelled a whiff of cordite as she got off the plane. When she found her daughter, Jennifer said desperately, “Mum… oh my God. They are bombing the plane, Mum!” Maureen tried to calm her daughter down. “It’s going to be all right,” she soothed Jennifer, “don’t worry.”

Seconds later another passenger burst in, hysterical, sobbing, saying over and over again, “We are all going to be killed. They are bombing the runway.”

Maureen turned to the woman and spoke sharply. “I would rather you didn’t say that in front of my daughter. I am trying to calm her down. We don’t know what is going to happen.”

But Jennifer said, “It’s okay, Mum, I saw it happen. I know what’s going on.”

Inside the terminal, passengers and crew mingled in confusion. John Chappell, who had served in the military, told his children to stay away from its enormous glass windows and to get under chairs if there was an explosion. To calm their nerves, and his, he produced a pack of playing cards and the family played several rounds of Snap.

The dull thud of bombs exploding close by mixed with the sounds of jet aircraft swooping overhead. In the distance, tanks and infantry could be seen moving around the airfield. The spearhead of the Iraqi forces, the Hammurabi Division, was surrounding the airport, moving in from the seventh ring road around the city. MiG jets had just attacked the nearby Kuwaiti air force headquarters. The passengers were stranded on a battlefield.

The passengers from Flight 149—and the relief crew who were to fly the plane on to Madras—watched helplessly as the Iraqis took control. Young John Chappell didn’t think they would be leaving soon at all. He had noticed something strange about the Kuwaiti guards still in the terminal: all their gun holsters were empty. They had been disarmed.

According to the departure board, all flights were canceled. Flight 149 was the sole arrival.

Normally the terminal would have been heaving with passengers and staff during this stopover, but apart from those who had come off the flight, and those waiting to board it, there was no one else in sight. A rumor started that there had been a coup and that the Kuwaiti government had been overthrown. There was no mention of a hostile invasion. Someone even suggested there might be a transfer to the nearby Airport Hotel to await the next departure “as soon as possible.”

The evacuation from the plane itself was rapid but mostly orderly. It had taken about three minutes. The first attack had been aimed at the other side of the airport, the military side, where Iraqi jets had cratered the runways and taxiways to prevent the Kuwaiti air force from taking off. But then the sounds of war grew closer to the main departure area. The thud of mortars and artillery shells and the rattle of small-arms fire drowned out conversation. Edward Hammett told the British Airways staff that it was crazy for everyone to stand so near the windows. “This is daft. All these passengers and all these kids. If anyone drops a bomb outside there are going to be hundreds and hundreds of casualties because there are huge sheets of glass right in front of us.”

He felt the BA staff were more concerned about themselves than the passengers. The lack of organization made him angry. People were gathering in small groups, but no one was taking charge. Various people were trying to take head counts but Hammett thought to himself, No one really knows who is here. The ground staff at the airport seemed not to grasp the gravity of the situation. The passenger list had been left on the plane, one staff member said.
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THE BRITISH CONSUL in Kuwait City, Larry Banks, had been called at home and ordered to return to the embassy. As he drove along he could hear jet aircraft overhead. Suddenly a Kuwaiti police car blocked his path. The officers refused to let him through. At the end of the road, he could see a gun battle going on—intense crossfire as some Iraqi infiltrators exchanged fire with the guards at the Dasman Palace. Banks tried to go around another way but he was stopped again, this time by a soldier who ordered him out of his car at gunpoint. The diplomat didn’t know at the time whether the soldier was Kuwaiti or Iraqi, but he had an automatic weapon and he seemed ready to use it. Banks was manhandled as he was hustled down toward the beach outside the embassy to join several hundred other civilians who had also been caught on their way to work.

There was intense gunfire. The Iraqis were shooting at cars that refused to stop and at boats in the bay. Rounds zipped over Banks’s head and he saw his car, still up on the road, disintegrating as it was hit by a volley of bullets. The British consul raced around the beach, picking up rocks and building a wall to shelter behind. He dug deep into the sand with his hands, crouched behind the makeshift barrier, and waited.

Brigadier Sheikh Fahad al-Ahmad al-Sabah and his bodyguards arrived at the Dasman Palace gate just after the emir’s departure. Seconds later, he was dead. Killed defending the palace, pistol in hand, according to some; hit in the head by a stray bullet while sitting in his car went another story. All over the city, and in the desert to the north, hundreds of his countrymen were also dying.

Boston-born dentist Robert Morris had been at a US embassy drinks reception. The embassy staff and marines present appeared to have no idea about the imminent invasion. Bored by the diplomats, Morris left early and returned to his apartment only to be rudely awakened just before dawn by a blast that rocked the apartment block: a shell had exploded just across the road. Later that morning, Morris’s eighth-floor apartment became a gathering point for friends and acquaintances of all nationalities from elsewhere in the block trying to get a better look at the fighting. It was a perfect location for viewing: it offered an elevated, central perspective. Some of the spectators identified the soldiers in the streets below as Iraqi.

There was some discussion about leaving quickly across the southern border into Saudi Arabia. Some people called their families but Morris called the Boston Globe, his hometown paper, first and gave a running commentary on an air strike on a palace on the Gulf Road. Then he got through to his wife, Jill, and explained what was happening.

Morris and the others tried phoning the US embassy to find out what the recommended course of action was, but the line was dead. The Americans were angry that they had had no warning of the invasion, yet the emir, and possibly others, had clearly known about it. Within four hours of the explosion, Iraqi troops entered the apartment block and inspected everyone’s ID cards. It was terrifying. The neighbors had spent the morning wondering if they were going to be shot at or bombed, and now they were face-to-face with Iraqi soldiers. A Muslim occupant of the block was chastised for associating with foreign infidels. The “infidels” awaited their fate.
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CLIFF LINDLEY WAS woken in the early morning at his villa in the suburb of Mushrif by the sound of jet aircraft overhead. He was not pleased. He lay in bed until his alarm went off at 5 a.m. Then he ate his cornflakes and read the English-language Arab Times, whose headlines all concerned the breakdown of the peace talks between Iraq and Kuwait.

Lindley, from the British Midlands, had been in Kuwait for three years as a development engineer for Kuwait Airways. His workplace was a block of offices inside the international airport. As he drove to work he noticed there were few cars on the road. But it was early morning and the start of the Arab weekend so he was not alarmed. There also seemed to be a lot of desert sand swirling in the air, which struck him as strange since there was no wind. When he entered the airport car park, he found it empty. He walked into the suite of offices and they were empty, too. Not one of his colleagues had turned up for work. As he sat at his desk wondering what on earth had happened, his phone rang. It was an old Kuwaiti friend. “The Iraqis are here, the runway has been bombed, you had better get out of there,” his friend said, speaking rapidly. “They came about midnight. They are all over the place.”

Lindley thanked his friend, hung up, and went to the window and looked out toward the airfield, where he could see machine-gun emplacements and armored vehicles. He thought the soldiers were Kuwaiti. They could easily keep the Iraqis at bay for a while, he told himself; there was plenty of time. He was not unduly worried. He planned to get some money, stock up on water, and return to his villa to wait it out. His wife, Wendy, was on holiday back in the UK with their two sons, but his twenty-one-year-old daughter, Jane, was still in Kuwait, where she worked.

As he headed home he discovered that most of the cash-dispensing machines at the banks were shut. He finally found an active one close to the city center but he had to wait in line. There was a queue at the petrol station, too. Lindley began to feel anxious and decided to make his way to the local co-op to stock up on food. Hundreds of people were already lining up there, but with their usual hospitality the Kuwaitis let the Westerner through to the front.

As Lindley resumed his homeward journey he could see soldiers everywhere. He waved and cheered. “Go get the bastards,” he shouted, giving them a V-for-victory salute with his fingers. But as he drove past, he realized to his horror that he was yelling at the Iraqi army. He kept going, not daring to turn around.

At the US embassy, it was clear the invasion force had reached the city. A gun battle was raging outside the compound walls. The embassy staff were frantically phoning American nationals to tell them to keep their heads down. They also began to destroy classified material on computer disks and hard drives. With no time to shred all the paper documents, they built a fire in the embassy yard to burn them. They even burned all the money from the safe, and they burned the evacuation plan.

Reports came through that the Kuwaitis were being defeated and that some British army officers had been picked up and were being beaten and tortured. Some US embassy personnel who had wives and children wanted to make a run for the border. But Ambassador Howell ordered them to stay. There were no calls from the British embassy to its citizens living in Kuwait.

At the airport the Iraqis had taken charge. They decided to load everyone onto buses and to take them from the terminal to the Airport Hotel, a ten-minute-ride away. There was no water or food at the terminal. The buses were driven by British Airways staff but escorted by the Iraqis, with a jeep in front of the convoy and a truck full of troops behind. The mood was quiet, subdued. The Iraqis were polite. None of the passengers were hassled.

When the first buses arrived at the hotel and the passengers got out, they noticed the Iraqi army was already there: armed soldiers in desert camouflage and black berets. Some officers wore the red beret of the Republican Guard. Through the dining room windows others could be seen enjoying a leisurely breakfast. It looked as if they were on holiday rather than in the process of invading another country. The passengers and crew had to wait until the meal was finished.

Young John and Jennifer Chappell, who were both hungry by now, pressed their faces up against the windows and watched as the Iraqis ate. One group of senior officers appeared to be having a strategy session at the breakfast table. They were moving salt and pepper shakers around the table, back and forth, and studying each move. They noticed the children watching them but they didn’t seem to mind. They looked confident and relaxed.

Inside the hotel there was some jostling as over four hundred people lined up to find a room. Many were unlucky but John Chappell managed to flash his British passport and was allocated two rooms, one for him and Maureen and one for the children.

The children were in awe of the hotel lobby. It was like an Aladdin’s cave, full of shiny glass cases displaying gold Rolex watches and state-of-the-art televisions and stereos. For a moment, Jennifer hoped that a bomb would go off and break the cases, so that they could help themselves to some of the treasures. She fancied a nice watch; her brother had his eye on a new Nintendo game.

John Chappell was allowed to send a telex to his boss in Glasgow, but he was told to be very careful about what he said.
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