The last oasis

A man roars from behind me ‘Jallah!’ (‘let’s go’) and pushes a heavy wooden handcart past me. Merchants shout from their small shops and I hear the hammering of the copper market a little further on. I stop at the entrance of Abu Mustafa’s teahouse. On the ground in front of the teahouse sits an old, gray-haired shoe-polisher. He sucks at his water pipe and hands out slippers to customers going in, allowing them to leave with neatly polished shoes. He greets me with a silent smile and I quickly slip inside.
Baghdad, the ancient city of trade, is still very much alive, even though fear, sorrow and death are always just a few steps away. I’m impressed by its vibe, every time I go out and roam the streets of Kerada or walk down the old souq on Rasheed Street to visit my favorite teahouse. I stumbled upon Abu Mustafa’s teahouse by accident; during a previous visit I found it a magical oasis of peace in a violent, hectic city.

The 850-year-old building links the old market of Rasheed Street with the mosque, right on the river Tigris. White wooden benches bearing colorful woven rugs fill the space. The high ceiling was once made of wood, but was replaced by light yellow bricks during the Iran-Iraq war. Sunlight enters through two windows in the roof. It’s completely quiet. I smell charcoal, mixed with the sweet smells of apple, mint and tobacco. The teahouse, the chaigana as Iraqis call it, seems to be a place that exists beyond time.

Whenever I’m there, I imagine myself to be the bold explorer Gertrude Bell (1868-1926) who lived in Baghdad a century ago as Oriental Secretary to the British government. Bell was a colleague of Lawrence of Arabia, and helped to draw up the borders of modern-day Iraq.
The British and the French divided much of the Middle East after the fall of the Ottoman Empire, at the end of World War I. Syria went to France. The Brits got a remaining stretch of land, inhabited by Sunni and Shia Arabs and Kurds and assembled it into one country, Iraq. It would be a buffer against the expansionism of Persia (now Iran), Syria and Turkey. Bell advocated self-determination for the new country, but its oil wealth had already been discovered, and Iraq was placed under British mandate. The Saudi prince Faisal bin Hussein, who had helped the Brits defeat the Ottoman Empire, was crowned the first king of Iraq. Gertrude Bell stayed on as a mediator between the British and Arab governments, and guide to King Faisal. She remained in Baghdad and advised the king until her death, a few years later, at the age of 57. 

“If it was up to me!,” says 83-year-old Shap Bunia Obeidy, wearing a cap and leaning on his cane, “I would build an empire as in the days of King Faisal II. Look at our agriculture for example. We used to export products, now we depend on imports.” 

Shap Bunia had his own factories in Iraq and Beirut under Saddam, but mobs looted them in 2003. “Ali Baba,” he says, referring to the robber from Scheherazade’s One Thousand and One Nights, a tale that took place in this city. “They stole a half million dinars from me!” He talks with a loud voice and raises a long curved finger to stress his words. “2003 made me very sad. I saw my country going crazy, people thought only of themselves.” Shap Bunia still lives, with his son, in one of Baghdad’s old palaces, the former home of King Faisal II, who ruled Iraq from 1935 until 1958, when he was overthrown in a coup by Abd al-Karim Qasim.

“Tea, Abu Mustafa!,” shouts Ghalil, the 75-year-old cousin of Shap Bunia. Ghalil is an old straight-backed army officer in a white dishdasha, a traditional Arab dress; a long shirt that falls down to the heels. 

Abu Mustafa nods and shuffles back with sweet tea in small glasses. Shap Bunia asks, “Has my uncle been here today, Abu Mustafa?”
“No, not yet.”
Shap Bunia: “I don’t want tea. Do you have any juice?”

Abu Mustafa trots back with a can of Seven Up. “Abu” means father; men who become fathers are from then on called “father of”, as a sign of respect. Abu Mustafa is a humble man in his fifties. He has a dark gray mustache and a dark gray shirt. 

On one of my first visits, I asked him: “Did any bombs go off here?”
“No, not here,” he said, shaking his head. “Only there, at the beginning of the market, and there, at the end of the market.” He pointed his finger to the right, then left. “Here it is safe.” Before the invasion, Abu Mustafa worked as a technician at a military air base. He lost his job when governor Paul Bremer III fired all top four echelons of the Baath party and the army in 2003. For a while, Abu Mustafa worked as a taxi driver, but he found the atmosphere in the city too aggressive. “One day I saw a car driver sound his horn at a bus driver. The bus driver got out with a pistol in his hand and started threatening him.” No, he didn’t like the new Iraq. One day he was in the teahouse and heard the Tunisian operator saying he wanted to escape the violence of Baghdad and go back home. Abu Mustafa didn’t hesitate for a second, he paid $2,000 and that gave him the right to run the teahouse. That was five years ago. 
When Abu Mustafa serves you your chai, he grabs a white wooden stool, places that in front of you and puts the small glasses of istikan (sweet tea) there. Abu Mustafa has banned loud televisions or noisy air conditioners from his chaigana, as well as the equally clamorous generators that turned up everywhere else after 2003. He insists on keeping the place as it was. “Sunni and Shia still come together here; they’re still talking to each other,” says Abu Mustafa. When power shifted from the Sunni minority to the Shia majority, after 2003, it gave oxygen to the old Sunni-Shia rift. Baghdad’s neighborhoods became more and more divided, during a fierce sectarian war between 2005 and 2008. But Abu Mustafa’s chaigana and the Rasheed Souq have remained a little oasis where all groups can still meet.

In the kitchen in the back, Abu Mustafa and his son Mustafa are burning charcoal for the nirgellas, the water pipes. When they come in at five thirty in the morning, they put a kettle with tea on the wood stove. Market sellers come here early, before Baghdad’s many checkpoints clog the city. 

At ten the retirees arrive, who now live with their children. Some have been coming to the teahouse for over sixty years. On a bench at the back of the teahouse a man in his thirties leans with his head against the wall, sleeping. Son Mustafa brings two water pipes to two young men in the corner. The men silently inhale and listen to the old men.
“They’re all gypsies,” says Shap Bunia. “If I put you into the ministry, you’re smart.”
“No, I’m a donkey,” the man opposite him confesses.
“No, you’re smart. Anyway, they imported tea in 2008 that is still in storage. It all spoils,” says Shap Bunia, referring to the stocks for the food packages that the government still distributes monthly to all Iraqi families. “It’s as Imam Ali said: ask the people with a full stomach to do good, not people with an empty stomach. A man from a wealthy family will make decisions that are good for the country. But the poor folks who are in control now are just thinking about filling their own pockets.”
It isn’t just old men’s talk about how the past was so much better: sadly enough, Iraq nowadays is among the most corrupt countries in the world. On the list of Transparency International, Iraq is only surpassed by failed states like Ethiopia, Afghanistan and Burma. Multiple political hotshots now fight a vicious battle for power and money, and in that climate, corruption emerged like weeds. It has made the Iraqis disappointed in the system of democracy. A female law student I once interviewed in Tikrit even smilingly told me: “Ah, democracy… it’s just another word for corruption”. 

“The problem is not the government,” says his old friend Kassim Kasir, who’s 89, a bold man with a big nose and a tanned skin who’s sitting diagonally opposite him. “It’s the officials who put the laws in their pockets.”
Kassim Kasir turns to me and says: “Before, we whispered. Today we talk out loud.” 

He sighs; if he could make a wish, it would be that everyone was able to forgive.

Shap Bunia adds, “Iraqis eat anger, sleep anger, shit anger. And everywhere they go they mumble, ‘There is no god but Allah and Muhammad is his prophet’, as if they expect to die any moment.” He means that people seek refuge in their religion. And they base their lives on short-term decisions. It’s as if all the violence made them stop believing in a future. His motto is, he says: “Run away from evil and sing if you’re afraid of the dark.”
A boy comes in with a tray of bread pretzels on his head and shouts, “Hasemit.” A bird chirps. The old men go home, it’s almost two o’clock. The souq will soon close, and now that the market doesn’t reopen in the afternoon, it is better not to be here too late on in the day. 
Abu Mustafa and his son pick up the empty glasses and wash them. As Mustafa goes into the kitchen, Abu Mustafa sits down next to me and talks. “I like being here,” he says. “This place reminds me of the past. Many of my friends have died in the war with Iran or the U.S. I’ve come here ever since I was sixteen, when I was selling fresh juices on the market.” Abu Mustafa married after forty, when the war with Iran ended. He didn’t dare to do so any earlier. “Suppose I should die on the battlefield? What would become of my wife and children?” 
He likes serving the old men. When one of them doesn’t show up for a week, he will call him and ask how he is. “The old men are special to me. They have a lot of life experience. They’re good people. Good talkers also, I like to listen to their conversations. They’ll never hurt anyone. It calms me to hear them. I feel like I am serving my father.”
When I’m back in Baghdad three months later with Marieke, Ramadan is almost coming to an end. I call Abu Mustafa but get no answer. Marieke and I decide to just go to the teahouse. A teahouse that has existed for 850 years will surely not disappear so quickly. At the door the gray-haired shoe polisher greets me with a silent smile. But the door of the teahouse is closed. A white sheet hangs in front of the glass window. Where is everybody? The clothes seller opposite the entrance says Abu Mustafa is gone. Where he is or when he’ll come back, no one seems to know. I call Abu Mustafa’s number again but get no response. I feel panic setting in. I stand in front of the door, vacillating. Did the Sunni-Shia rift reach the chaigana after all?

I decide to see if the door will open. It does. On the bench by the door, where Abu Mustafa normally squeezes behind his counter, I see three teenage boys in black Adidas tracksuits with scarves around their necks. The white wooden benches are piled carelessly in a corner, the floor before the entrance to the mosque is broken and there is a big heap of sand. I look at the boys in dismay. 

The boys explain that they were hired to do some construction work in the teahouse. Water flows through the 850-year-old wall that connects it with the mosque. It’s disturbing to find out that even they can’t reach Abu Mustafa. They don’t know where he is or when he will return. I see three kittens crawl out from under a wooden bench. They are no bigger than rats, and they’re taking their first tottering steps.

A few days later, Abu Mustafa calls himself. He is back and he’s eager to see me again. We meet the next day. The teahouse is still closed. Inside we find Abu Mustafa talking to the young construction workers. The ruins are still the same. It doesn’t appear that the boys have done anything in the intervening days. In Saddam’s time, most people worked directly or indirectly for the government, at the overstaffed directorates or at one of the many hugely overpopulated, government-owned factories. The work ethic is still poor, and doing as little as possible is held in high esteem. A job with working hours that stretch beyond nine to two is considered a long day, and a very demanding job. The general notion is that there’s an abundance of oil, and so the government should provide for everyone, as Saddam Hussein’s Baath party promised them all those years.

Ramadan is nearing its end. “I know,” says Abu Mustafa. “They’re not making a lot of progress. The problem is, it’s so hot. And the boys are also observing Ramadan.” Builders fasting in tropical temperatures, I can’t suppress a smile. But what will happen when at the end of Ramadan the old men flock back to the chaigana to find it closed?


The kittens crawl back under the cupboard. “Their mother just gave birth to them here and walked away,” says Abu Mustafa. “Of course they’ll stay here. Where else can they go?” – his typical Iraqi hospitality even extends to a litter of stray kittens. Abu Mustafa suggested that we venture outside; in spite of the soaring heat, the ruins are depressing him.
We walk to the book market on Mutanabbi Street, named after a famous 10th century poet. Beyond the bronze statue we descend the stairs to the quay on the Tigris. A bridge leads to the wooden deck from which small motor boats come and go with their passengers. We find a small bench. Without waiting to be asked, a soldier connects two wires of an unlikely air cooler, which softly blows cool air in our direction. And so we sit in the shade, next to the water and even get a breath of cool air.
“Shap Bunia has recently been very tired, he joins us less and less often.” Abu Mustafa sighs. He misses his friends. “Those old men, they know what is good for Iraq. They know how to proceed. Like a father and mother who know what is good for their child.” Their words are gold to him; seeing them gives him hope for the future. “The future is not clear. The government is weak. Iraq needs a strong leader. If a family has no strong father, the family members will lose each other. A strong father keeps things together.”

“Ramadan is tiring,” he says shaking his head. “I want to open again as soon as Ramadan is over. But the guys are not making any progress.” Will the old men still be there when the tearoom opens again? And will none of his customers make the trip to his teahouse in vain? 
The next time I visit Baghdad, it’s two months later and Marieke has already moved on to another assignment in Malawi. Abu Mustafa is not there either. He’s gone to the ministry to collect his pension, says Kassim Kasir. He sits at the entrance behind the counter and receives 250 dinar bills (some 25 cents US). He throws them carelessly into the half-open drawer of the old wooden desk. He welcomes me with a bright smile. “Shap Bunia is doing well,” he says. 
A week after the teahouse was re-opened, Abu Mustafa called him and asked him to come back to his teahouse with his friends. They’d gathered in the nearby teahouse Shabander, a famous meeting point in Baghdad for philosophers and intellectuals. Kassim Kasir promised to bring all his friends back to Abu Mustafa’s chaigana. He likes it here. He sees his old friends from the market and hears what is going on. “And you enjoy seeing Abu Mustafa?” I inquire. But Kassim Kasir prefers to talk about his decades-old friendship with the wealthy Bunia, a famous family in Iraq. I try again to steer the conversation towards Abu Mustafa. Kassim Kasir nimbly avoids the subject – one does not talk about servants. 

Paulien Bakker 

2

