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INTRODUCTION

y first thought, when George W. Bush announced
Mhis Axis of Evil, was ‘T want to go there.” Well, who
wouldn’t? He’d inadvertently created an adventurer’s travel
wish list: Iran, Iraq and North Korea, three countries that were
worse than bad; they were positively evil. The fact that Iran
and Iraq were sworn enemies who’d fought each other for eight
years didn’t seem to matter.

So I trekked around Mr Bush’s Axis of Evil and then, for
good measure, added six other countries that for assorted
reasons had been labelled ‘bad’ to create my 2007 book Bad
Lands. Afghanistan, home of the Taliban and temporary
residence of Osama bin Laden, was - pre-invasion at least -
clearly rotten to the core. Burma? Well, imprisoning a heroic

Nobel Peace Prize winner would earn any country a bad tag,



even before you ran the economy into the ground. Cuba was
clearly a wicked place: for fifty years every American president
had dedicated himself to getting rid of Fidel Castro and
imposing some regime change. Gaddafi, thoroughly evil and
with a Michael Jackson-like enthusiasm for theatrical outfits,
still ruled Libya at the time so his desert dictatorship deserved
a place on the list too. Saudi Arabia was a shoo-in: not only did
they oppress women, condemn most of us as infidels and chop
hands and heads off, but they also provided almost all of the
9/11 hijackers.

Finally I tossed in Albania, not because the poor Albanians
had been very bad to anybody apart from themselves, but
because it had been such a weird little locked-away place, with
a man - Enver Hoxha - who ticked that important box for
any ruthless and corrupt bad-land leader: having a big-time
personality cult. None of the friendly Albanians I met during
my travels were particularly worried about being lumped in
with a bunch of genuinely bad nations; their response seemed

to be, ‘call us bad, call us anything, just notice we’re here.

My travels through the bad lands turned out to be
interesting, educational and, perhaps surprisingly, enjoyable,
so a follow-up seemed an obvious plan. I'd even concluded the
first book with an extended list of other troubled places I could
have tagged on; a number of them feature in this book. ‘Bad’,
however, wasn’t the word I wanted. Apart from a little shonky
banking, Nauru wasn’t really bad; it was more misguided, silly,

credulous and exploited. “Troubled States’ is certainly accurate;
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they were all in trouble of some sort or another. ‘Failed States’
is also a precise, or perilously close to precise, definition for
some of them. ‘Weird Lands’ is pretty truthful too: in one way
or another visiting each of these countries turned out to be

a weird experience. Eventually ‘Dark Lands’ emerged, and

felt right: each had some distinctly dark shadows in its story,
which to a greater or lesser extent coloured the atmosphere of
the country today.

Mr Bush managed to sneak through once more with a
secondary theme. On 1 May 2003 he stood on the deck of the
nuclear-powered aircraft carrier USS Abraham Lincoln and
announced, ‘Mission accomplished.” As in any good opera,
the words were surtitled above him, across the ship’s ‘island’.
The invasion of Iraq had succeeded and democracy and peace
would inevitably follow (although those pesky weapons of mass
destruction had yet to be ferreted out).

He might as well have said, ‘Pandora’s box opened.” We'd
done it: we’d marched into Iraq, got all the way to Baghdad,
pulled down some statues, got rid of that mosaic of Bush Senior
at the entrance to the Al Rashid Hotel and had not only found
Pandora’s Box, hidden away in one of Saddam’s palaces, but
we’d levered the damn thing open.

Pandora, in Greek mythology, is the first woman, given a
box by Zeus, father of the Gods, with strict instructions not
to open it. (In fact it was a jar, but perhaps a box sounded
better.) Naturally Pandora opens it and quickly discovers that
her little gift contains all the evil in the world - and, once all
that trouble has escaped, there is no way of stuffing it back in.

Plenty of people had warned Bush, Blair and Howard not to
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invade Iraq - not to open that Pandora’s box - but they were
ignored. By May 2003, when he stood on the aircraft carrier,
Mr Bush hadn’t yet conducted an inventory of what, exactly,
had escaped and which impossible problems might need to
be overcome before the mission could really be accomplished.
Clearly, however, a box had been opened.

Just as Iraq turned out to be a Pandora’s box, full of
problems we’d rather not have to address, each of my new
dark land destinations also triggered memories of myths and
fairytales. The ancient Hydra found a new setting in the hills of
Pakistan; Rumpelstiltskin and King Midas echoed through the
mines of Papua New Guinea. The morals of each tale were clear
as I moved from country to country, some better heeded than
others. I’d set out to travel through dark lands, but they ended
up being fairytale lands too, which I suppose makes sense
when you consider how dark fairytales can be.

Well before the Iraq invasion I'd concluded that most of
modern life’s dangers and pitfalls could be neatly summed up
in fairytales. One of my favourite contemporary examples, The
Princess Bride, borrows a warning from recent history. ‘You
fool,” the Sicilian outlaw Vizzini announces to his rival. “You fell
victim to one of the classic blunders. The most famous of which
is: Never get involved in a land war in Asia.

We're regularly warned of the dangers of ignoring history’s
lessons, but why wait until we’re old enough to study history?
We tell our children fairytales to warn them about how life
works, the risks that lie in wait for them. Perhaps we too
should be listening a little more closely the next time someone

brings out Cinderella or Heracles.





