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For Jennifer






INTRODUCTION

 How to Take Down a Mosque

IT SEEMED LIKE A long sleep, and when I woke, I found myself in another country, a shadow country running parallel to where I thought I’d been living for decades. This was a land where everything was the same, but not the same. Here was a country at war, but not at war; a country at peace with arrests and investigations carried out in the sinking light of dawn; a country keeping tabs and comfortable with the busy work. You don’t know what you don’t know, they liked to say these days. And no one said much more. What did I know? When I was a student at Columbia University back in the late 1960s, I lived in a country at war, and everyone knew it; a country of arrests and bellicose investigations; a country of records and files and interrogations and violence. It was a country of anger and resentments, a country that hunkered down to protect itself from enemies within, and ultimately a country so powerful, so magnanimous, so enfolding, it could absorb millions of alienated opponents and transform them into the engines of the future. And here I was, the future was now, and I felt we had slept for twenty years, only to awake back at  the beginning, back when you didn’t know if your conversation was being recorded, if your wanderings were being tracked, and if your name graced endless sheets of paper silently filed away in a government cabinet. A cold, ineffable presence now filled the air. What I thought was dead was not dead, simply transmogrified. This was a country of ghosts, apparitions that once seemed vanquished, but that had reappeared and reappeared and reappeared, each time with a different face, a different story, and greater, more secret ruthlessness. There may be anger here, but it was stashed out of the way, folded and stored in an attic.

I remember driving with my father one day, back in the summer of 1967, following a sophomore year in which I grew more and more fiercely opposed to the Vietnam War. The government is hopelessly corrupt, I said. It’s hopelessly dictatorial, slaughtering millions in Southeast Asia, ignoring or jailing anyone opposed to the war and willing to take action over it. The government only understands force. Only force will end the killing. No, he said, that is never the answer. We were driving down First Avenue in Manhattan on a hot night. There were days, he said, and I remember them, when children lived over here along the East River starving to death. They lived on the banks of the river and picked at garbage. Old people starved. Families were thrown out of their homes. There were people sleeping on the street, thousands, maybe tens of thousands dying of hunger and disease. There were campfires in Central Park and tents and lean-tos. It’s better now; slowly it has improved. You proceed with small steps.


My father was tough, but the most gentle of men. And in this brief conversation, street lights flickering across his face, reflecting off his wire-rimmed glasses, he distilled his philosophy into one short sentence: He believed in perfectibility. Governments, for the most part, harbor no such belief. They are about sustainability. The governed are always a threat to that. In my father’s view, the way to perfect was to expose. Show the difference between what is said and what is done,  between what we think we are and what we actually do. Open up that wound for all to see and cauterize it. On this hot summer night—perhaps Detroit was burning at the time or Newark or East Harlem—he told me that patience was required, patience and information. There are many questions, he said, and what you see at any moment offers up answers. My father was an American newspaperman to the core, and even though the government had secretly burglarized our suburban house at the onset of World War II in the ludicrous belief he was a German spy; even though he had lived in Moscow as a correspondent under constant surveillance, watched at all times, bugged, shadowed, and censored; even though he had seen friends disappear into the Soviet penal system and later saw American friends bugged and arrested and beaten in the South during the civil rights movement; and even though he was clandestinely watched and listened to by the CIA and National Security Agency when American authorities were annoyed by his Soviet reporting and infuriated by his Vietnam reporting for the New York Times, even after all of this repetition, this drumbeat of cynical deceit, he believed in the power of truth and reason, the power of change, and the bedrock fact of human decency. Perfectibility. As the Vietnam War continued in its ferocity year after year, he believed that bringing the raw facts to light would ultimately overpower deception. The war would be stopped because people would finally grow sick of the prevarications—but only if they knew about them. I remember being stupefied by this almost serene stubbornness, this willingness to accept less as enough, even for a moment. But despite people dying in the streets of Detroit and Newark that very summer, shot on the spot by our own government, he had seen far more ghosts than I had.


 




DEEP INTO ANOTHER WAR, I stood on a forlorn corner in Philadelphia and found myself asking the most basic questions of any war at any time: Who is friend, and who is foe? Who is being attacked and for what reasons? What is defeat, and what is victory? Am I an  enemy? Strange questions, really, after so many years of killing. Shouldn’t a nation at war have clear answers after so many deaths and so much disruption? I had similar questions a generation ago, as did millions of other Americans; the absence of plausible answers was one reason so many took to the streets in opposition to the war in Southeast Asia.

What did this corner, tucked away in a forgotten pocket of the city, have to do with war? On one side of Wakeling Street, fronted by a sweeping, empty asphalt parking lot, stood the low-slung Baptist Worship Center and Excell Christian Academy—a formidable box that in earlier times served as a giant Super Fresh market and Eckerd drugstore. Directly across the street, east of the church, the Risque and Excitement video emporiums offered a “Hot Summer Sale—Twice the Fun!” Down the block, a pink billboard poked up over Aramingo Avenue: “Can you sell mud to a pig?” it asked, in the name of sales-employment.com. Looming over all, just beyond the hum and rattle of elevated I-95, the Allied Chemical complex sprawled—mainstay, lifeline, and sometimes explosive threat to the neighborhood; at night, the outlines of its intricate maze of pipes and girders and tanks covering forty-five acres near the Delaware River flickered in a tracery of bright white lights, an otherworldly outline of the toxic workaday world.

Cars streamed past, and the sidewalks were empty. I was alone here and probably unobserved. No video cameras jutted from the front of an AOH clubhouse down the block, where a couple of afternoon drinkers sat at the bar and a green, white, and orange Irish flag drooped from a second-floor pole. No camera was suspended over the intersection. I had no cell phone emitting its silent tracking signal. My car was an old company car. No GPS chips were lodged anywhere in its battered body. No E-Z pass marked my passage through any tolls to get here. No neighbors leaned on their sills, watching. No black SUVs with darkened windows sat still as cats in the Baptist parking lot.

I was drawn to this spot, the corner of Wakeling Street and Aramingo Avenue in Philadelphia’s old working-class community of Frankford Valley, by an easily overlooked whitewashed cinderblock building across from the Baptist Center—a one-time auto body and repair shop, in recent years converted to a mosque. There were no worshippers on this day, however. The central bay door was pulled shut. A chain-link fence, tangles of weeds growing up through its interlacing loops, surrounded building and parking lot. A dirty yellow Abco Auto Body sign teetered over the barbed wire atop the fence, and a metal gate stood chained and padlocked shut. The windows were boarded up.

Next door was a seriously weathered three-story stucco house with a brick-front first floor and a rickety high porch. A red crayon, a small toy truck, a green squirt gun, several yellowed newspapers, and a pot of ashen flowers were strewn across porch and steps. The first-floor windows were partially covered with plywood. A battered white chest of drawers leaned on garbage cans at the foot of the porch stairs. The house was empty.

Emptiness spread now like a durable stain down Wakeling, but for a moment, an instant in the life of Frankford Valley, this spot had been one of the dramatic focal points of the Global War on Terror.

Federal agents, primed and ready, watched this house and the old body shop, now so quiet and still and forgettable, for months. Many evenings and Fridays they would sit in dark unmarked se - dans across Wakeling in the Baptist parking lot, making no effort to hide—promoting themselves, in fact—observing the comings and goings of people at prayer. Infiltrators were dispatched to the mosque to gather information on any terrorist plots budding on the poor streets of Frankford Valley. Informers sucked up all manner of gossip and rumor and whispered it to any congregant who might listen and then on to federal agents who, in turn, laid it down as fact in reports that wended their way to the Philadelphia office of Immigration and Customs Enforcement and the Philadelphia Office of  the FBI, to the immigration and criminal courts, and on through the federal bureaucracy to Washington and perhaps even to John Ashcroft himself.

And it is here, on May 27, 2004—a day after Ashcroft sternly warned once more of terrorists among us—that a hundred agents from the Joint Terrorism Task Force (JTTF) and the IRS, not to mention local police, armed with automatic weapons, protected by body armor and employing bomb-sniffing dogs, descended in the early morning to round up a thick-bodied Egyptian imam who had overstayed his visa and married an American citizen, possibly to gain American citizenship for himself and—though this thought was hardly entertained by authorities—possibly for love.

In retrospect, it seems that marriage and family were surrogates for fraud and dark designs, and religion and nationality had once again become the very essence of threat in America. The war on terror burst at the corner of Aramingo and Wakeling like a mine, roiling and scattering everyone in its wake, and then moved on. The waters of urban life closed quickly. But what happened here goes beyond protective zealousness in the wake of 9/11. It is more than a metaphor for countless engagements in the war on terror, the many raids in the murk of dawn, the innumerable arrests for purported marriage fraud or minor visa irregularities. It demonstrates more than an anti-Islamic or anti-immigrant predicate undergirding much of “homeland security.” What Frankford Valley reveals is a disturbing paradox that has moved to the heart of an increasingly conflated public and private life. What isn’t there suggests what could be, and what could be, is. Absence of evidence is evidence itself. What can be imagined has replaced the actual. And the generally messy essences of daily life are not seen for what they are—mistakes or foolishness or hubris or even misguided helpfulness; rather, they are masks of a grim intent deliberately obscured.

Nothing seems to be what it appears; be is not finale of seem. And the only constant is anxiety and fear. Fear is the clay of power and of reality itself.


SEEING THIS MOSQUE, A house of worship, ultimately obliterated by a federal raid following the onset of the Iraq War finally shattered a kind of cultural sleep for me—a child of the Cold War, McCarthyism, and the subversions of COINTELPRO. Walking through Frankford Valley and speaking with those members of the congregation I could find, I was forced to continually reflect on past periods of national threat and on my own experience. What at first seemed an anomaly on Wakeling Street was, I realized, a refashioned political drama in a skein of such dramas leading back far into my past and into the past of my country. What is here has been here before; it has been repeatedly reworked and reborn, regardless of partisan politics. Wakeling Street, rough edged and out of the way, was a road through an old and menacing landscape of domestic and political trauma.

Not that there weren’t differences. The past was the same and not the same. A generation ago, for those involved in civil rights or antiwar politics, government intrusion and disruption was a fact of life. At Columbia we knew the university was involved with the Defense Department and war research; we knew that federal agents and police were disguised and undercover on campus; we knew informants were sprinkled among our fellow students and even within the faculty, passing information about student antiwar and political activities to New York police and federal authorities. Wiretaps, informers, surveillance, disruption—those were the particulates of poisoned water. None of it mattered at the time. None of it served as a political deterrent. Such subversions were merely obstacles. Yes, many of my friends and classmates were watched, consigned to secret police files, targeted by undercover agents and government informers and, ultimately, included on illicit government lists of dangerous and subversive persons in need of monitoring and even preemptive arrest. My own father was on such a list and in such files, and I was too. And yes, acts of informants, undercover police, and agents provocateurs yielded arrests, violence, and even death. Then, as now, “freedom” was invoked by the government to justify war and all manner of questionable domestic activity.

But freedom also had a concrete meaning, spelled out for us in the nation’s founding documents and hammered into us daily as schoolchildren as we came out from under our desks following atom bomb drills. The Soviet Union was totalitarian. America was free. Freedom was what defined us as a nation and bestowed on us our moral certitude. It’s all right there in the U.S. Constitution. The woeful children living under Communism had no rights. Our fathers had triumphed over Hitler and the Nazis. Our leaders would triumph over Communism. Why? Because we are a free people.

As I look back, it seems that this rhetoric had some unexpected consequences: It lent legitimacy and possibility to the civil rights movement. It’s what ultimately drove the anti-Vietnam War movement as well. We had a right to damn the government and push it and challenge it, and the government had no right to undermine our fundamental liberties to maintain its power and control. And if the wise men in charge intended to scoop us up and ship us off to fight and perhaps die in Vietnam, we had a fundamental right to say no, not here, not now, not ever. In fact, we were powerless and voiceless: We were expected to kill or be killed at the behest of the government, we were expected to follow the orders of our elders, but we had no say, no vote, no part in deciding who those leaders were and what went into their orders. Those active in the civil rights movement faced the same stark contradictions. What alternative to the street did we have? In the street, we exercised our freedom and found a voice. We gained strength and fearlessness—whatever the faults and tragic results of our actions—from our youth, our numbers, and our ideals. Freedom was not a rhetorical device; it formed the core of political life—even in the absence of voting rights, even in a world controlled by white men, even in the coddled world of academic in loco parentis. We acted. That was our America: We were children growing up in a republic of ideas, and our freedom was in the street and in our actions.

 




IN THE SUMMER OF 1967, when my father sought to tamp down my political impatience and naiveté, we traveled to the Soviet Union  with a small army of New York Times reporters preparing special coverage of the fiftieth anniversary of the Bolshevik revolution. I was along just soaking it all up, and I remember one day we drove with Ray Anderson, the Times’ Moscow bureau chief, out to Zagorsk—center, even then, of the Russian Orthodox Church. Motoring along a beautiful country road, we decided on the spur of the moment to stop at a grassy town square for a picnic. It was peaceful and green, and the Cold War was far away, frigid in the wake of the Six Day War. We parked and were spreading a blanket when two cars full of KGB agents raced up and slammed to a stop. Not allowed, they shouted. It was not on our approved itinerary. We could not sit in the grass and eat bread and cheese and drink wine. Absolutely forbidden. We had been followed all the way from Moscow. And after we packed up and headed off, we were followed all the way to Zagorsk. And then all the way back to the National Hotel, across from the Kremlin and St. Basil’s Cathedral. To Anderson and my father, this was typical; to me, it was shocking.

Later that fall, as I returned to school for my junior year at Columbia, a major antidraft demonstration was held in lower Man - hattan. Antiwar protestors sought to block access to the Selective Service center on Whitehall Street, an important intake point for military inductees and a symbol of the arbitrary nature of the war. As the crowd became more and more boisterous and demonstrators sat down blocking the entrance, New York City police on horse-back rode directly into them. Large numbers of people were unable to avoid flailing hooves, and panic and blood spilled across the sidewalk. I was planning to participate in this demonstration, but I was late, and by the time I arrived, demonstrators had fanned out through the financial district, disrupting traffic. As I watched, I struck up a conversation with a friendly bearded kid who said he had seen horses smash into crowds of people, scattering everyone and leaving some lying on the street, too injured to move. He said it was fucked up. I agreed. He said it required action. I said yes. And then, as a patrol car moved past us on the street, the bearded kid  grabbed me, twisted my arm behind my back, and called out to the car, and before I knew even what was happening, I was shoved against the patrol car, surrounded by uniformed police, pushed in, and whisked away directly to the Criminal Courts Building on Centre Street, known as the Tombs. I should have expected undercover agents trolling the streets. People were challenging the law and the draft. We had deviated from our approved itinerary. Mayor Lindsay praised police for the respect shown the rights of demonstrators.

The daily world of the old Soviet Union and the daily world of America in the 1960s were hardly equivalent. What was revealed, however, on the country road to Zagorsk and at curbside on Broad Street in lower Manhattan was the unsettling and threatening duplicity of a covert police presence. Whether on that town square in Russia or in the New York Financial District, police were secretly operating within the ordinary space of daily life. And in both cases, the message delivered was identical: Don’t step out of line. Tell your friends and neighbors not to step out of line. You are being watched, and you don’t know who or where we are. You don’t know what you don’t know. God knows what the poor peasants in that beautiful Russian village had to go through in the wake of our aborted picnic. God knows how many others were busted for nothing by that friendly and earnest kid near Whitehall Street.

At least I was a conscious actor in Manhattan on that day long ago. I meant to be at Whitehall. What about the Muslims attending services on Wakeling Street? Almost all were immigrants. Some were full-fledged citizens. Some had overstayed their visas. Some were in the process of obtaining green cards that would bestow long-term residency. Some already had green cards. All of these people were simply trying to live their lives. Yet it didn’t matter how long they had been in the United States. It didn’t matter what their formal immigration status was. All feared the government. All feared the murk of immigration. All feared the specter of Guantanamo. All believed they were on the high edge of America balanced over a black maw. They  had no defense, no protection but anonymity. They feared the knock on the door in the night. And they all understood, in the wake of September 11, 2001, what I failed to realize as a kid: the friendly guy on the corner, eager to strike up a chat and pass the time talking about comings and goings, might not be what he appeared to be. The street did not represent freedom for them; it threatened with exposure, attack, arrest, detention, deportation.

After decades, with another war mounted and Whitehall Street largely forgotten, with no draft, and barely any images of the battlefield penetrating into the public realm, with government agents and undercover cops again moving out invisibly into local communities, with arrests, with invocations of freedom coming from Washington, and with deep, deep fear suffusing many immigrant enclaves, I looked around and wondered, What country is this? What is a “homeland?”

 




THE ABCO BODY SHOP was, as I said, not an Abco Body Shop and hadn’t been one for years. It was the home of the Ansaarullah Islamic Society, a small mosque established in January 2002 by Mohamed Ghorab, a mechanical engineer, mediocre businessman, passionate student of Islam, and Egyptian national who had dreamed of starting his own mosque since before he came to the United States from Alexandria in 2000.

The building wasn’t disguised; it wasn’t posing as Abco to obscure some mysterious and sinister agenda. The congregation simply could not afford to remove the old Abco sign post, and besides, they were only tenants and given the huge monthly rental for the property, over $4,000, there always seemed to be more pressing needs. That became increasingly the case as 9/11 receded and the war on terror ground its way across the American battlefield, sowing apprehension daily. By late 2003, more often than not, congregation bail and legal matters needed immediate attention, sucking up the financial resources of everyone connected with the mosque. Why bother with the Abco sign?

The bedraggled house next door served as the imam’s residence. He lived there with his first American wife, or at least they lived there together part of the time. But life between them became difficult, and after their divorce, Mohamed Ghorab lived there with his much-loved second American wife, Meriem Moumen, a Morocco-born U.S. citizen. They settled in, even as the house, with its porous, failing roof and kitchen ceiling, gradually collapsed around them—like much else in their world.

I looked up at the house and tried to imagine Ghorab and Moumen coming out the front door. She is dark and veiled, holding their baby; he wears a white galabiya and whispers something funny in her ear. She laughs as he pulls the door closed. But Ghorab had hardly a chance to begin his ministry and life with Moumen when, in March 2003, he was arrested for his supposedly fraudulent first American marriage. Then, a year after he posted a $50,000 bond, Ghorab was again arrested in the massive May 2004 raid. He was never released after that, never charged with any criminal wrongdoing, kept in solitary confinement for long periods of time, never granted bail. He was simply held, first at York County Prison, south of Harrisburg, where the federal government leases a huge wing to hold immigration violators and terrorism suspects, and then at Pike County Prison, in northeastern Pennsylvania, far from Philadelphia, an untenable drive. He was alone. Meriem was alone.

In November 2005, after enduring one disappointing and incomprehensible hearing after another, after getting repeatedly ineffective and costly legal advice, Ghorab gave up his fight to remain in the United States and was deported to Egypt in December. Moumen went too, taking their American-born eighteen-month-old daughter. But her thirteen-year-old daughter by a previous marriage, also American-born, refused to leave the United States, rending the family like brittle paper and rocking Moumen to her psychic core. Husband or daughter? America or Egypt? Depression or death-in-life? Meriem’s choice. By that time, not surprisingly, the Ansaarullah Islamic  Society had closed, unable to pay its bills, unable to retain its congregation, unable to function at all. The mosque shut down, itself a victim and, in the eyes of many, a target of the war on terror.

Did Ansaarullah represent anything more than a battered old city corner revived by the devout? Did it embody some kind of inchoate threat, a threat invisible to all but those who knew what no one else seemed to know? What is known and incontrovertible is that months after the mosque was incorporated in January 2002, congregants began to face waves of legal troubles as the federal antiterror campaign fired up. At least half a dozen members were arrested for purported immigration violations. A half dozen more were detained and released. Still more were questioned. Some were told their immigration problems might disappear if they provided the right kind of information to authorities. They began working with immigration and law enforcement officials, reporting back on the daily life of the mosque. Several congregants found themselves in deportation proceedings, unable to meet bond, unable to help their families, unable even to understand the labyrinthine and increasingly hostile immigration system.

The president of the mosque, a U.S. citizen, confronted by extensive scrutiny from law enforcement and federal revenue agents, finally sold his house and left the country for Dubai. He was never charged with any violations or crimes. Other members of the mosque, fearing the taint of this fated place, simply vanished. As late as the fall of 2006, long after the mosque had closed, long after Ghorab had left the country, federal authorities were still pursuing former Ansaarullah members, forcing them out of the country. Even in 2008, the mosque, so obscure during its functioning life, was invoked in immigration papers as the site of threats and intimidation directed against a man seeking American citizenship.

I once asked a savvy federal prosecutor why authorities showed such obsessive concern with Ansaarullah.

“Don’t you wonder why so many bad guys are hanging around the place?” the prosecutor responded.

“Why do you say ‘bad guys’? Scratch the surface of any immigrant group, and you’re going to find immigration violations. They aren’t crimes,” I said.

“That’s probably true. But are we supposed to ignore them?”

“But why go after these guys? They probably represent a tiny fraction of immigration violations around the city,” I said. The conversation ended in a circle.

“Immigration goes in there. They find one guy, then another and another and another. We can’t ignore them.”

Besides, the prosecutor said, eerily echoing many anti-Communist prosecutors in the early 1950s and many other prosecutors in supposed U.S. terror cases of the twenty-first century, “You don’t know what we know.”

What is the essence of “knowing”? Is something true if all believe it is true? If something hasn’t happened, does that mean it has been prevented? Is the absence of an event proof that it was stopped, erased before written? When is nothing something? What shadows are cast by nothing?

Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld pondered the question in February 2002 at a Defense Department press briefing: “Reports that say that something hasn’t happened are always interesting to me, because as we know, there are known knowns; there are things we know we know. We also know there are known unknowns; that is to say, we know there are some things we do not know. But there are also unknown unknowns, the ones we don’t know we don’t know.”

 




BY THE TIME GHORAB was deported, Ansaarullah existed only in memory, a dead dream that left no visible trace on the Frankford Valley landscape. In the lives of those associated with it, however, the mosque and the federal onslaught on it left a scarred trail of crushing debt, broken families, bitterness, psychological dislocation, bewilderment, and abiding fear. Mosque members lost their homes and their livelihoods. They mistrusted each other. Native-born American citizens—children and teenagers—were driven from their  country and from their parents. The neighborhood, not rich in social resources to begin with, lost a safe haven for children and a source of charity freely given to poor families, Islamic and non-Islamic alike. Anxieties and rumors were stoked by what happened at Aramingo and Wakeling—even though details of what actually happened were not widely known—and spread far beyond the narrow Frankford Valley streets.

I began stopping in at Ansaarullah during Friday prayers in June 2005, drawn by conversations I had been having with Muslims in Philadelphia and with immigration attorneys. After writing extensively for the Philadelphia Inquirer about the impact of 9/11-inspired security measures on the physical landscape of the city, I now wondered how the war on terror had affected ordinary people in the Muslim community. You should visit that mosque up in Frankford or someplace up there, people said. There’s something going on there. A big raid. Taliban or terror. Don’t really know. There was some problem with the imam. Maybe there still is. Maybe you’d better keep away from him.

No one seemed to know, though vague rumors abounded. In a large city, a small dying dream barely stirs the waters, but ripples of rumors spread endlessly. And since Islam lacks a priestly hierarchy and a bureaucracy—each congregation operates independently—information about a mosque and its doings is often a matter of what gets passed along by word of mouth, sometimes a dark exercise in whisper down the lane. No central authority issues statistics or totes up congregants. Large mosques with hundreds and hundreds—even thousands—of members are publicly visible, but many congregations are much smaller, and except for those in attendance, news of their activities and fates exists in the grey of rumor and gossip. What was this Ansaarullah, I wondered, after learning the name of the mosque, and I made my way to its pulled-up bay door.

What I found, just a few months before the mosque closed, was the remnant of what had once been a lively and fairly substantial multinational congregation of two hundred or so. The first Friday I  visited, twenty-four worshippers showed up—Somali cab drivers, Jordanian ice cream truck vendors, Palestinian workers on break who hurriedly kicked off their shoes and rushed in a few minutes after 1:00. That June afternoon was hot, and half a dozen ceiling fans turned slowly, stirring the humid air. I was welcomed by Meriem, completely covered in grey with a black veil and hijab, a cell phone constantly in her hand, conversations continuously ongoing in English, French, and Arabic. She was too busy to talk to me as she arranged for afternoon prayer, spoke with a congregant about appeals for donations, and cajoled what I took to be creditors on the phone. After prayer it was the same: more phone conversations, multiple languages, a creased, grim brow. The next week, attendance was down to nineteen. At the end, perhaps half a dozen men turned out on the last Friday in July—and as many children. No matter what seemed to be transpiring in the adult world, no matter what the sorrows or the drama, there were always children at Ansaarullah, hopping on bouncy balls, playing with foam blocks, rolling on the mismatched green and grey and brown carpet remnants covering the concrete floor.

“We will miss it,” said Oma, a reedy, friendly girl of nine who lived in the neighborhood and had no other indoor place to go, really. Moumen and Ghorab had befriended her family and helped them with food and child care, and Oma and her playmates often wandered through the raised bay door during Friday prayer and in the evenings.

“Who are you?” she asked me. I told her I was a reporter simply visiting the mosque.

“What are you reporting? Are you a policeman?”

“No, I’m just visiting the mosque, and I may write about it. That’s all.”

“Do you like it?”

“Yes,” I said. “Everyone is very friendly. Do you like it?”

“Of course I do! We come here all the time. I can play basketball!” She picked up a small yellow ball, tossed it at a tattered net leaning  next to a wall, and ran over to pick it up, only mildly encumbered by her long grey abaya. A little boy grabbed the ball, and they both came over to me.

“The mosque is closing,” I said. “Will you miss it?”

A look of concern passed over her small face. The little boy just stared at me.

“Yes, we will all miss it. Everyone will.”

 




HOW COULD ANSAARULLAH CONTINUE? Imam Ghorab was in prison. The president of the mosque had fled the country. Atef Idais, a young Palestinian who stepped in to lead prayers following the imam’s arrest, had been arrested himself. A helpful imam from New Jersey had come to lead Friday prayers—Meriem drove an hour to pick him up and an hour to take him home—but he was no longer able to spend the time, and there was no pay. The arrests came in drumbeats. Congregants were importuned to become informers. If they refused, they found themselves deported. At least one congregant was detained and began providing information on everyone else; when his usefulness was exhausted, federal agents refused to grant him promised naturalization as a U.S. citizen. Whom was he going to complain to?

None of these members of Ansaarullah were charged with any violations unrelated to immigration. Certainly none had been arrested on any terror-related charges (although Atef Idais was portrayed in court as a lying member of Hamas, a characterization that he denied flatly, eliciting exasperation and scorn from prosecutors). They had all spoken openly to federal agents—commonly saying they had nothing to hide—only to find that immigration regulations cast a wide and indiscriminate net, one that could be artfully deployed.

Authorities took virtually everything these congregants said in court and in interviews as a lie, a misrepresentation, a deception, a feint. Were two arrestees actually brothers? Was Ghorab really married? Was Idais really in love? Was Ansaarullah really a mosque?

The last few Fridays, a thin Somali cabdriver, who profusely apologized to his fellow worshippers for his faulty knowledge of the Quran, tried haltingly to lead prayers. Another congregant pleaded for donations to stave off the inevitable.

Then there was no one to lead at all.

The landlord—in neighborhood legend the owner of vast tracts of Frankford Valley, including Risque Video and the Baptist center across the street—evicted the mosque, which was at least three months in arrears on its rent, about $12,000. He evicted Meriem and her children, amid many tears and angry shouts, from their home next door. The doors and the gates were locked. Everyone vanished, melting into the city, leaving the country, or disappearing into the penal complex.

 




THERE WAS NO ONE on the street the day I stood in front of the mosque, flipping the padlock on the gate and taking inventory of the imam’s old porch with its children’s castoffs and dead plants. Was this place a battlefield? Did Sheik Ghorab, as his congregants called him, represent an enemy? Was his house an outpost for some kind of radical cell? What was a cell, anyway? A group of worshippers angry over American foreign policy? Quakers certainly fit that description—and they have found themselves targets of law enforcement investigations and surveillance in recent times as well—just as they had during the 1960s and 1970s and 1980s. Were Quaker cells in our midst for decades? In Philadelphia?

How do you prove you are who you are? How do you prove you are a simple citizen in a war that posits simple citizens as deadly enemies? And why do you need to make these proofs at all?

 




“IN THIS NEW WAR, our enemy’s platoons infiltrate our borders, quietly blending in with visiting tourists, students, and workers,” Attorney General John Ashcroft proclaimed at a June 2002 Washington press conference. “They move unnoticed through our cities, neighborhoods,  and public spaces. They wear no uniforms. Their camouflage is not forest green, but rather it is the color of common street clothing. Their tactics rely on evading recognition at the border and escaping detection within the United States. Their terrorist mission is to defeat America, destroy our values, and kill innocent people.”

Government officials have rarely deviated from this message. It could be anyone. The enemy is relentless and invisible and everywhere, like the air or a child’s bogeyman.

“We pay a price for being such a free country. People move, are able to move in and out. They’re able to burrow into our society. We’re doing a better job of understanding who’s coming in and who’s leaving. But if there is a sleeper cell here, we’re doing everything we can to find them and disrupt them,” George W. Bush told Diane Sawyer of ABC News at the end of 2003. “How many Arab sleepers do we have now?” wondered Sawyer. “I can’t answer the question,” the president replied.

What is the measure of freedom? What is the price to defend it? What denotes an Arab sleeper? What kind of society have we become when the ordinary is suspect and the mundane is seen as a ruse and a cover?

“I am concerned,” FBI Director Robert S. Mueller III told the Senate Select Intelligence Committee in February 2005, “about what we are not seeing.”

With the nation’s highest law enforcement officials, the greatest concern is expressed over what they are “not seeing.” What kind of war is waged against what is not seen? How is the invisible made visible?

The demise of Ansaarullah suggests at least partial answers—similar events have played out like a fugue with variations over and over across the United States since September 11, 2001. New York City, Detroit, Chicago, Los Angeles, Miami, Columbus, Denver, Cleveland, Albany, Toledo, and Lodi, California. Dozens of Middle Eastern  and South Asian mosques and communities have found themselves infiltrated by informers and subjected to surveillance and much-publicized arrests, detentions, and trials. In virtually every case, the charges have deflated, largely flattening into immigration-related technicalities or petty criminal accusations, such as credit card fraud, or into the amorphous catch-all, material support for terrorism. Where terror-related convictions have been obtained, they have almost invariably involved aggressive use of informants, leading to bitter complaints of government entrapment and provocation.

There has been a wider, lingering effect of all of these charges and criminal cases, the same in city after city, town after town. Money has been diverted from mosque and charity and groceries and rent to legal defense. Anxiety has been aroused in the population at large. Families have broken. Communities have become riddled with suspicion from without and within. People don’t know if their good friend or their neighbor, their fellow worshipper or their boss is passing along gossip and rumor to immigration or law enforcement authorities. They don’t know if angry words will be interpreted as dire threats. They don’t know if they can talk with each other on the telephone without some charged word triggering vast electronic scrutiny. They don’t know if some derisive comment will serve as an invitation for an informer to embroider a tale and pass it along—often in the hope of receiving something in return. Whatever else may be said about America in the post-9/11 world, informing is woven deeply into many aspects of life. From law enforcement to the media, informers drive much of the action.

“If we don’t know you, we won’t talk to you,” one Muslim congregant said to me. “Even if we know you, we won’t talk. How do we know who you really are?”

That congregant at least had a community. There are places in America, in Philadelphia and in other cities, that no longer exist: whole communities scattered by the war on terror, neighborhoods destroyed for the greater good.

No one knows how many mosques have melted away in the heat of America in the twenty-first century. Islamic organizations have not attempted to track the rise and fall of congregations around the country. Nor has the federal government. But as far as I have been able to determine, no large, very public mosque has shut its doors as a direct result of post-9/11 law enforcement investigations—though many have come under intense financial pressure as donations have dried up and congregants have stayed away. This is true even years after September 11. Ansaarullah was not a large mosque, and even in Philadelphia, its demise went unnoticed. In that city, I found no other mosque forced to close as a result of law enforcement pressures in recent years. In New York City, which has a much larger Muslim community, I uncovered one small mosque forced to close as a direct result of police scrutiny. At least two small New York mosques closed due to financial problems—indirect victims, perhaps, of the war on terror. Probably the numbers are similar in other major population areas around the country.

There also have been thousands of interrogations, detentions, and deportations of imams—mosque spiritual leaders—all over the country. Again, no one is certain how many imams have had encounters with authorities, but a substantial percentage of investigations involve mosque leaders. Based on numbers culled from thousands of news accounts over the years, I estimate at least 1,000 imams have been interrogated, arrested, detained, or deported since 9/11. No federal official I spoke with acknowledged a directed campaign, but the numbers speak for themselves. As Richard Nixon once remarked, go after the leadership—the “teachers, preachers, and politicians,” as he put it—and followers will evaporate.

Islamic charitable organizations and foundations, at the same time, have been major targets of informers and investigations. The federal government has closed seven Muslim charities since 9/11, freezing at least $16 million in assets. Charges of terrorism or support of terrorism have proven difficult to prosecute, however, and  investigators have moved very slowly. In the high-profile 2007 Dallas trial of the Holy Land Foundation, federal prosecutors failed to convict any of the five leaders of the foundation on any terrorism or related charges. One man was acquitted, and jurors were deadlocked over charges against the other four. The government retried the case and, the second time around in 2008, achieved sweeping convictions. The defendants said they would appeal. In the meantime, federal authorities continued to arrest and jail people on charges related to the foundation. None of the other charities have been prosecuted on terrorism or criminal charges as of mid-2009, but their assets are frozen nonetheless. Such law enforcement scrutiny has strangled contributions to individual mosques and larger Islamic organizations across the country, undermining the charitable giving that is an essential tenet of the Islamic faith and straining mosques and other Muslim institutions in need. “Why invite trouble?” one woman said to me, explaining her reluctance to give. “I am ashamed, but how can I know if something I give now, if somebody is going to look at that next year and say, ‘Well, she’s giving to this terrorist organization’?” I had no answer. Many now give in cash and skip the tax deductions.

 




AS THE ROOTS OF the war on terror have reached deeper into American soil, the fears and difficulties growing in immigrant commu - nities have crept like thick, entangling vines into other parts of American society. Political groups opposed to war in Iraq or environmental degradation or animal experimentation or globalism or administration policies in general or even the death penalty have discovered infiltrators in their midst, their communications monitored, their members detained, questioned, and sometimes arrested. Gay organizations and even artists have been subjected to surveillance and arrest. Perhaps a place like Ansaarullah served as training ground not for would-be terrorists but for counterterrorism and immigration task forces. How deep into religious and community  life could intelligence gathering go? How disruptive could it be? Ansaarullah could provide some answers.

What my experience during the 1960s showed, what was made clear by 1970s congressional investigations of domestic intelligence abuse, and, indeed, what is obvious from even the most cursory review of political police activity anywhere and anytime is that such activity is inherently expansive and endlessly inventive. What begins in the monitoring of one group leads to broader and broader monitoring. Monitoring leads to disruption, arrests, and sometimes fatal violence. A desire to keep tabs on one group leads to an efflorescence of files focusing on an ever-growing number of groups and individuals further and further removed from the original target. Fear of the Soviet Union and a concern over its ideology lead to arrests of U.S. labor organizers, loyalty oaths for public school teachers, black-lists in Hollywood and in academia, and on and on. Concern about a rogue band of radical Saudis, largely U.S.-funded opponents of Soviet aggression in Afghanistan in the 1980s, leads to monitoring of American mosques, charities, nonprofit organizations, journalists, citizens, and dissident groups. Almost always the surveillance and information gathering start with a swarthy group of strangers—American blacks, Italian immigrants, Jews, Arabs. Ethnicity and race are infused with a “foreign ideology”—anarchism, socialism, Communism, black nationalism, “jihadism.” Fear fertilizes the public soil; governmental power drives the plow.

“There is a continuum between those who would express dissent and those who would do a terrorist act,” the FBI’s Mueller said in a remarkable 2002 speech at Stanford Law School. “Somewhere along that continuum we have to begin to investigate. If we do not, we are not doing our job. It is difficult for us to find a path between the two extremes.”

Difficult indeed. On April 7, 2003, less than a month after the start of the Iraq War, several hundred antiwar protestors milled around and picketed gates at the busy and gritty Port of Oakland, where war  profiteers were supposedly doing business. Massed police fired directly into the crowd with wooden bullets—“dowels” they called them. They fired concussion grenades and tear gas. Nearly sixty people were injured, including eleven longshoremen, and about twenty-five protestors were arrested. Dockworkers, who had been simply watching the protest unfold and were debating whether to cross the picket lines to work, said they were given no more than a minute or two to get away. People were shot as they scrambled to disperse. Police said the shootings were inspired by “agitators” in the crowd. But picketers and longshoremen alike said there were no such agitators, whatever they might be, and no violence until police opened fire.

This is a point on the continuum, a continuum that appears more and more like a billowing miasma.

As it happens, police were primed for trouble, even expecting it. The California Anti-Terrorism Information Center, a $7-million-a-year creature of the war on terror, an agency designed to collect and distribute antiterror-related information to local authorities throughout the state, had secretly alerted the Oakland Police Department a week before the demonstration that violence could be in the cards. Officers should be ready for anything. The center, as part of its routine, was monitoring dissident political activities, including the planning of the port protest.

“If we receive information that 10,000 folks are going to a street corner and going to block it, that’s breaking a law,” Ed Manavian, head of the center, told a reporter for the Oakland Tribune. It was necessary, he said, to gather such information about perfectly legitimate political groups and distribute it to law enforcement authorities. “That’s the kind of information that we’re going to relay.”

But the prospect of protest itself (which in this case involved 500, not 10,000), the mere fact of organized, focused dissent, was clearly enough to justify law enforcement surveillance and action in the eyes of California authorities. The antiterror center—one of fifty-eight  such state and local centers that have sprouted across the country since 9/11—was systematically monitoring ordinary political activity. It wasn’t investigating probable terrorist planning. It wasn’t focusing on what even remotely could be characterized as potential terrorist threats. The fact of the matter was that the center didn’t know what it didn’t know. It wasn’t seeing anything. That was the concern. Something must be there, like a picture in a cloud.

“You can make an easy kind of a link that, if you have a protest group protesting a war where the cause that’s being fought against is international terrorism, you might have terrorism at that [protest],” Mike Van Winkle, a California Justice Department spokesman, told the Oakland Tribune. “You can almost argue that a protest against that is a terrorist act.”

“Terrorism,” he continued, “isn’t just bombs going off and killing people.”

It used to be, before 9/11 changed everything, that the job of the Justice Department and state and local law enforcement, theoretically at least, was to investigate crimes, terrorist or not. That’s how the FBI managed to capture Timothy McVeigh, the white Christian Oklahoma City bomber. Authorities investigated, searched, and arrested. The continuum ranged from probable cause to a crime. The continuum ran from real information to real acts.

Now, as more than one federal and local law enforcement official said to me in recent years, as Osama bin Laden remains at large and terrorism continues to erupt with virulence in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Pakistan and across the Middle East, it is too dangerous to wait for the crime or the probability of a crime about to be committed. “Our job is to prevent, not arrest after the fact,” a U.S. attorney said to me. Attorney General Ashcroft declared that policy immediately after 9/11. Once he did, virtually any arrest or detention, any use of informers, any surveillance could be justified. Federal authority now embraced domestically what the Bush administration embraced in its foreign policy—preemption. It is too dangerous to wait  for the smoking gun to become a mushroom cloud, according to the mantra of at least half a dozen administration officials in the Iraq War run up. Within the homeland, the focus is on what used to be the fictional dystopian world of “pre-crime.” Not only immigrants and foreigners—such as Ansaarullah congregants—are capable of pre-crime. In a time of a potentially endless war—another formerly fictional dystopian notion—with an unlimited battle-ground, the enemy lurks within, and in order to find and stop him, robust enforcement “tools” are needed. The plain fact is that if there is no “enemy within,” if “homegrown” cells are not simply elusive but an illusion—as appears increasingly to be the case—then the entire apparatus of the war on terror crumbles in the homeland. We need Ansaarullah and its sinister band of worshippers. We need their clutches. We need vigilance. We need protectors.

A month after the Oakland shootings, demonstrators held another protest, this time to denounce the violence of the police that April day at the docks. A meeting was held; leaders for the march and protest were elected; plans for the action were discussed and ratified. The two men elected to lead dissidents were, as it happened, undercover police officers assigned to monitor local political activity. “Two of our officers were elected leaders within an hour,” Deputy Police Chief Howard Jordan told a civilian review board probing the matter, the San Francisco Chronicle reported. Why? he was asked. “To gather the information and maybe even direct them to do something that we want them to do,” Jordan replied.

The year following the shootings, the Oakland police force, faced with a class-action lawsuit brought on behalf of the dockworkers’ union by the ACLU of Northern California, agreed to forego the use of the supposedly nonlethal firepower on display in April 2003. Willow Rosenthal, one of the plaintiffs in the suit, who was shot in the leg and faced many subsequent surgeries and a skin graft as a result, took some solace from the police agreement. At least, she said, “what happened to me will never happen again in Oakland.”

By then, the war on terror had moved on. And the fact still remains: The California Anti-Terrorism Information Center is still in business, still on guard, still searching and collecting and distributing “reliable information that meets . . . stringent guidelines for intelligence gathering and civil rights protections,” as the agency puts it on its website. Shortly after Willow Rosenthal made her statement, a California Highway patrolman gave his assessment of the battle-ground on the West Coast. “You don’t really know what a terrorist looks like, what kind of car they drive, or anything else,” he said. “So it’s basically everything and everybody and anything out here.”

Who can predict when a Quaker or Pakistani or environmental or gay or black organization might turn on the country? So-called fusion centers—such as California’s and the fifty-plus others that have sprouted in every state—are in the business of identifying those groups, pinpointing those individuals, uncovering plans, and sharing the information with, ultimately, thousands of agencies from coast to coast. A vast continuum.

 




I LEFT THE PADLOCKED gate of Ansaarullah and walked beneath an old stone railroad viaduct and up Wakeling Street, stopping at a small grocery at the corner. A Korean woman at the counter inside, separated from her customers by inch-thick bulletproof glass, said she knew nothing about a mosque. “No, no, no,” she said, waving her hands.

A woman was sitting on a chair at the corner of Worth Street eating a hot dog and talking to a friend. A mosque, she said, you mean like a club? No, no, her friend said, he means like a church. No, she said, I don’t know anything about it. Her friend looked thoughtful and then said, no, he didn’t know anything. “I have my own issues,” he explained.

A man in a nearby park, drinking a beer and watching his boy play hopscotch, shook his head. “A mosque?” he asked. “What’s that?”

A stunning question, but an interesting one. What is a mosque but a place of worship? Not any more, apparently. Not in Philadelphia. Not anywhere.

It was a sunny day. There were no black SUVs in view. A few little children played on a jungle gym. A man shadowboxed in a small area off the playground. This was the wake of battle. No one seemed to notice, and only I seemed to feel the haunting.

“What happened at Ansaarullah was an exercise in how to take down a mosque,” one man who knew the mosque and knew Ghorab told me later. “They wanted to see if they could find an efficient way to do it. And they did.”






ONE

 Since When Is Being Muslim a Crime?


THE RAID CAME ON the hazy Thursday morning of May 27, 2004. Mohamed Ghorab rose early—the sky just streaking with light—cleansed himself, as he always did, and prepared for prayer. His wife, Meriem Moumen, brewed a pot of strong dark coffee, and when her husband returned from the mosque next door, she put out a cup for him in their small kitchen and then helped their elder daughter, Eliza, gather her papers and homework for school. Nothing unusual seemed to be going on outside their sagging house on Wakeling Street in the unassuming working-class neighborhood of Frankford Valley in Philadelphia. Aramingo Avenue was busy, as always. Traffic streamed by on Wakeling. A normal morning.

Out their front windows, across Wakeling, they could see the vast field of asphalt stretching up to the Baptist Worship Center and Excell Christian Academy. There were no cars in the parking lot this early morning, but on Sundays it was packed, and Ghorab often considered the irony that his house and his little mosque next door  fronted a colossal Baptist conclave operating from a converted supermarket, a Philadelphia megachurch with thousands of devotees. He would smile to himself. That was America. Who could fathom its contradictions? Besides, some worshipper seeking solace or salvation might one day wander across the street to his whitewashed cinder-block mosque—carved out of a humble old auto body shop—wander through the open gates, venture through the open bay door, and there meet a welcoming group of worshippers and discover the truth of Allah and his messenger, Mohammed, peace and blessings be upon him. Instead, the Baptists mostly complained that visitors to Ghorab’s mosque—the Ansaarullah Islamic Society—were parking in their lot. Such are the roots of religious conflict in a crowded city.

The Baptists were so touchy about their parking. They even installed bollards, slender metal poles, along the sidewalk to block cars from pulling haphazardly off the street. No matter—Ansaarullah marked the modest fulfillment of a dream nurtured since Ghorab arrived in the United States from Egypt, penniless and without pros - pects, in 2000. Maybe there were not thousands attending; maybe no television broadcast beamed Ghorab’s bearded face and passionate voice to viewers across the region. But Ansaarullah was young, and here, at last, in the unlikely city of Philadelphia, Ghorab was an imam able to minister to his own congregation, elaborate his own teachings and understanding of the Quran, impart his own view of the proper and pious life. This was no one else’s house of God. No one else was guiding the flock. Ghorab was imam and acknowledged leader, and it was all bound up in what had been a well-used, abandoned Abco Body Shop. Cars and religion, he thought: This was America. From the porch of his house, immediately next door to the mosque, Ghorab glanced at the precarious Abco signpost angling over the cracked cement auto body yard. The sign was now a flag rising over Ansaarullah’s small weedy landscape. Surely it was testimony to God’s indifference to his worldly surroundings and man’s ability to make something of anything.


HAMID, THIN AND SALLOW, a fellow Egyptian who helped the imam, arrived early, as always, that Thursday morning, opening the fence gate and pulling up the central bay door of the building. A few worshippers had arrived for the day’s first prayers, and some remained. Hamid was sweeping the front of the lot. His gangly body, all elbows and sharp shoulders, reminded the imam of a mantis, a thought he kept to himself but chuckled at all the same.

After a few words with Hamid—make sure the fans are on if it becomes hot; have some tea if you like—the family got into their old silver Honda and headed for the Greenberg School in Bustleton, a twenty-minute drive. Eliza, a seventh grader, was in the back seat. Ghorab drove. Meriem sat beside him in the passenger seat.

These were the last settled and familiar moments of the day.

 




WHEN THEY ARRIVED AT Greenberg, Ghorab pulled over and stopped. Children and teachers thronged the sidewalks. Eliza got out of the car, and Meriem watched as she mounted the building’s broad front steps, already talking with friends.
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