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Three cars bedecked in flowers
and ribbons swerve around blast
walls and honk through police
checkpoints, before screeching
to a halt outside a Baghdad hotel.
A brass band runs up to a shin-
ing sedan as the bride, struggling
with her gown, emerges.
Confetti and rosebuds are show-

ered over Maysa Monem and her
new husband as women ululate

while inside the Sheraton’s
ballroom, 300 friends and family
wait, along with a luxurious, 10-
layer wedding cake.
The long stretch ofrelative calm

in Baghdad is sparking a mar-
riage boom.

Couples who put their lives
on hold amid Iraq’s turmoil are
rushing to make up for lost time.
Not only do more people appear
to be hitching up, newlyweds are
throwing lavish wedding parties
like those that were once a main-
stay of the Baghdad social scene.
During the darkest days of Iraq’s

sectarian violence in 2006-07,
when Shiite militias and Sunni
insurgents were killing members
of the rival sects, many couples
put off marriages. Families were

too busy mourning deaths or just
dealing with the worries of day-
to-day life in a war zone. And
with Baghdad people hunkered
down in fear, just finding a po-
tential spouse became more dif-
ficult.

Weddings did go on, but they
were small, quiet affairs to avoid
notice. Wedding parties were a
favorite target for suicide bomb-
ers.

Now with violence down 70
percent from a year ago, the
freeze on personal lives is thaw-
ing. While comprehensive statis-
tics aren’t available, reports from
a few local authorities suggest
weddings have jumped dramati-
cally.

Abdullah says the hotel now hosts
about 20 weddings a month.

Big weddings are just one of
many signs of life on the rebound
in Baghdad amid the calm. Peo-
ple no longer cower at home after
nightfall. Restaurants stay open
later and nightclubs have sprouted
in more secular districts. Couples
hold hands on Abu Nawas Street,
a popular promenade along the
Tigris River that had been aban-
doned amid the violence after the
2003 U.S. invasion.
At the Sheraton, Abdullah re-

calls a newlywed couple scram-
bling out of their honeymoon
suite, wrapped only in bedsheets,
when the hotel and the next-door
Palestine Hotel were attacked in
a suicide bombing in 2005.

Security remains a concern.
With U.S. troops set to pull out
of Baghdad and other cities by
the end of June, the blast walls
zigzagging through the capital
will come down, leaving hotels
like the Sheraton more exposed.
There has also been a series of
deadly blasts in Iraq recently,
most targeting security forces
north ofBaghdad.

“But war or peace, the young
are young, they want to get mar-
ried,” said Monem Abdul-Rahim,
the father of the newly married
Maysa.

people from all over Baghdad
to come. This wasn’t possible
before,” he said, referring to the
days when moving about in the
capital was a risky venture. “Life
is goodtoday. Tomorrow it could
get bad again.”

In the Sheraton ballroom last
week, Maysa, a 24-year-old gov-
ernment clerk, and her husband,
Rahim Nouri, a 23-year-old tech-
nician at a newspaper, sat on
fake Louis XV armchairs on a
stage before a huge heart-shaped
wreath.

Shiite imam Ahmed Hirz Al-
Yasiri says he certifies marriages
for up to 20 couples a day in the
Shiite district of Sadr City, twice
the rate over the past three years.
Ali al-Ukaili, a judge in a Bagh-
dad municipal court, says he gets
up to 100 marriage applications a
day, compared to 70 only a short
time ago, an increase he attributes
to the greater security.

And newlyweds again want
to make a splash. Hotel and so-
cial club owners are rushing to
meet demand, and ballrooms are
booked months in advance, at up
to $6,900 a night a fortune in
Iraq. Sheraton manager Mustafa

The reception’s climactic mo-
ment was the cake, done up with
papier-mache gold flowers and
plastic swans and slathered in
white-and-pink icing courtesy
of one of Baghdad’s best-known
pastry shops. The couple cut the
cake with a ceremonial sword,
then toasted each other with
champagne glasses filled with
Pepsi, in line with Islam’s ban on
alcohol.

“We have been able to invite

Of course, Baghdad’s troubles
intruded: The lights suddenly
went out during the bride and
groom’s solo dance, one of daily
power outages that plague the
capital. The couple paused un-
til the hotel generator kicked in.
Then the music came backon, and
the male guests intertwined their
arms and broke into a chobee, a
traditional Iraqi dance.

Senate confirms new Iraq

is here, violence is down: Time to marry
Weddings are even more elabo-

rate farther down the street at the
Alawiya Club, the social clubfor
Iraq’s top elite or what is left
of it.

Membership plummeted from
50,000 before the 2003 U.S.-led
invasion to 5,000 as members
fled the country and the club shut
down. It reopened last year, at
first only for a few hours in the
afternoon. Now it’s open until 11
p.m. and plans to extend to mid-
night by year’s end.
And weddings have resumed at

the club.
Here, receptions are smaller

than at Baghdad’s hotels but
classier. The flowers and lace
on the wedding decorations are
real, and the three-course meal
includes trays of Iraqi delicacies
along with an array of grilled
meats.

But even for the Alawiya, with
its grass lawn and terraced patio,
the dangers ofBaghdad are only
a mortar away.

On Saturday night, suspected
militants fired mortar shells into
the protected Green Zone, just
across the Tigris from Alawiya.
The back-to-back explosions
reverberated across the river
and abruptly scuttled a wedding
party at the club as guests hurried
home.
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The Senate on Tuesday confirmed
President Barack Obama’s choice
to be the next U.S. ambassador to
Iraq despitefierce opposition from
conservatives who complained
about the nominee’s diplomatic
record.
Senators voted 73-23 to confirm
career diplomat Christopher Hill
as Washington’s new envoy to
Baghdad over the strenuous ob-
jections of Sen. Sam Brownback,
R-Kan. Brownback had stalledthe
approval process for three weeks.
Brownback accused Hill, the Bush
administration’s chief negotia-
tor with North Korea, of ignoring
NorthKorean humanrights abuses
and agreeing to a flawed disarma-
ment pact with the regime.
A small group of Brownback’s
fellow Republicans joined him
in voting against Hill on those

grounds, because of his lack of
experience in the Middle East and
over concern that he might have
overstepped his authority in nego-
tiating with the North Koreans.
But a majority of senators decided
that Hill’s confirmation to the criti-
cal post should not be delayed any
longer. Many argued that Hill, a
32-year veteran of the foreign ser-
vice, is qualified to run the U.S.
Embassy in Iraq, America’s larg-
est overseas diplomatic mission.
“We need an ambassador in Iraq,
we need this ambassador in Iraq,”
said Sen. JohnKerry, D-Mass., the
chairman of the Senate Foreign
Relations Committee. “Ambas-
sador Hill is a proven, expert ne-
gotiator, a problem-solver and he
is one of the best diplomats we
have.”
Senate Majority Leader Harry
Reid, D-Nev., said Hill’s confir-
mation was long overdue and that
he would help bring the U.S. clos-
er to achieving a political solution

to Iraq’s troubles. Hill, he added,
“has successfully tackled some
of the most complex diplomatic
challenges in the world, and both
America and Iraq will benefit from
his experience and expertise.”
Sen. Richard Lugar, R-Ind., the
ranking member of the Foreign
Relations Committee, bucked the
opposition of some in his party to
vote in favor of Hill. “It is impor-
tant to get our next ambassador
in place as quickly as possible,”
Lugar said.
Lugar and others said Hill could
not be held responsible for North
Korean violations of the nuclear
agreement and said he had ably
negotiatedwith the Stalinistcoun-
try, displaying skills that will be
needed in Iraq.
The Senate had voted 73-17 on
Monday to end Brownback’s fili-
buster on Hill’s confirmation but
agreed to allow up to 30 additional
hours of debate on the matter,
which could have run until late

Tuesday night.
Brownback spoke several times on
Tuesday against Hill but did not
object to a motion to end the de-
bate and vote in the late afternoon.
Brownback said Hill had ignored
“a human rights disaster in North
Korea” as well as made numer-
ous, ill-advised concessions to the
North Korean government in the
nuclear talks that ended in “hor-
rific failure.”
“We should not put the individual
who negotiated this bad deal into
our most important diplomatic
post,” he said, adding that North
Korea had recently launched a
missile, walkedaway from the six-
nation disarmament talks, kicked
out U.S. and U.N. nuclear experts
and jailed two American journal-
ists.
Brownback has introduced legis-
lation that would add North Korea
back to the State Department’s list
of “state sponsors of terrorism.”
The North was removed from the

list last October as part of the ne-
gotiations that Hill was leading in
his previous job as assistant sec-
retary of state for East Asian and
Pacific affairs.
Arizona’s Republican Sens. John
McCain and Jon Kyi also spoke
against Hill’s confirmation, alleg-
ing he may have overstepped his
instructions in the North Korea
nuclear talks and that he would re-
quire on-the-job training because
he has no priorMideast experience
and does not speakArabic.
“Our next ambassador must hit the
groundrunning,” McCain said.
Hill had previously served as
ambassador to South Korea, Po-
land and Macedonia and was the
special U.S. envoy to Kosovo.
The last three U.S. ambassadors
to Iraq, all named by President
George W. Bush, supported Hill’s
nomination.


