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Preface


The suicide bombings that brought death and chaos to central London on 7 July 2005 were a savage reminder that al Qaeda still represents the most potent threat to Western security and stability in recent years. It is my opinion that Western governments – in particular those of the US and the UK – do not fully understand the level of this threat, why it has arisen or how to deal with it effectively.


As an Arab Muslim who has lived in London for thirty years, working as a journalist specializing in Middle Eastern politics, I believe I bring a unique perspective to the story of al Qaeda and its impact on Western civilization. I understand both Muslim and Western ways of life and am certain that cooperation, not confrontation, is the only way forward. If the West genuinely wants to remove the terrorist threat posed by al Qaeda it must first understand the nature and political roots of what has now become an ideological network with franchises all over the world. It must also consider how to deal with legitimate grievances and establish channels for meaningful dialogue.


This book seeks to make a contribution to this process by looking at the genesis, membership, ambitions, influence and strategy of al Qaeda in an objective and analytical manner.


I do not endorse or in any way support al Qaeda’s agenda. By going into many aspects of the network that have not been discussed in depth before, I am seeking only to explore and, where possible, explain and analyse. This book is a presentation of my first-hand knowledge of al Qaeda and its leaders and is the result of many years’ observation, study and experiences, visiting al Qaeda camps and interviewing key players.


The terrifying events in London proved that al Qaeda has changed and expanded, that it has a long-term strategy which it is patiently and doggedly pursuing.


Al Qaeda’s new structure, whereby small independent groups that subscribe to its ideology can form locally and operate with little or no reference to the core leadership, is not a sign that the organization is weakened – as some optimistic commentators have suggested. Quite the opposite: by expanding horizontally, al Qaeda is rapidly becoming bigger and stronger. Its ideology and strategy are widely available on the Internet, making it very easy for any one of its branches or affiliated groups to operate strictly within its framework in any place and at any time, without the need for a licence or approval.


George W. Bush has often said that he sent American troops to Iraq to fight al Qaeda there in order to prevent the network from attacking the US itself. Two and a half years after the invasion of Iraq al Qaeda has managed not only to hurt US-friendly Arab countries with attacks in Taba and Sharm El-Sheikh in Egypt, Aqaba in Jordan and Casablanca in Morocco, but is casting its shadow of menace ever closer to the US itself via Istanbul, Madrid and London.


The US has already spent $450 billion on its military adventure in Iraq, but al Qaeda seems impervious to this costly ‘war on terror’. In fact, it has used this war for its own ends: Iraq has become its training ground and tactics honed on the streets of Baghdad have already been employed (thankfully unsuccessfully) on the streets of London and Glasgow in June 2007. American foreign policy is the best recruitment officer al Qaeda has ever had.


It is sadly ironic that in the name of spreading moderation in the Muslim world and isolating radicalism in order to starve al Qaeda of oxygen, the American and British governments have achieved exactly the opposite. In many ways al Qaeda has effected more change on Western societies than vice versa, provoking draconian legislation in Britain and the US and a change of government in the 2004 Spanish general election, to cite the most obvious examples.


The notion that Muslims hate the American people or Western civilization is dangerous and erroneous. What many do hate is American foreign policy, and they are not alone in that. To take one example, in May 2005 thirty-three leaders from Arab League and South American nations met for the first time in Brazil with the intention of forming new alliances to counter what they see as US global hegemony. In Europe, to take another, support for the US-led war in Iraq is less than 10 per cent in countries like Spain and Greece. Equally erroneous is the idea that the world is in the grip of a ‘clash of civilizations’. At this moment in history there is no Islamic civilization to speak of, only a preponderance of pro-Western corrupt dictatorships with little to speak of in the way of democracy or economic productivity.


The organization might have changed, but al Qaeda’s complaints and demands have not. Western leaders need to seriously consider these, not deny them, as the new Labour government has done with its stubborn refusal to accept that the attacks on UK soil are in any way connected with their support for the US project in the Middle East. Why did the Spanish people make that connection following the carnage on their transport system on 11 March 2004 and vote to change the government that had backed the US invasion of Iraq? Why, as Osama bin Laden himself asks, hasn’t al Qaeda attacked countries like Sweden?


One does not have to be a genius or even a clever analyst to answer these questions. Osama bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri have outlined these matters in the clearest possible terms and the grievances of the Muslim world that they use to justify their bloody attacks are long-standing.


Consider bin Laden’s address to the American people five days before the 4 November elections in 2004. In it he describes the genesis of 11 September and states quite clearly that his campaign against the US ‘started in 1982 when America permitted the Israelis to invade Lebanon and the American Sixth Fleet helped them in that … I couldn’t forget those moving scenes, blood and severed limbs, women and children sprawled everywhere. Houses destroyed along with their occupants and high-rises demolished … as I looked at those demolished towers in Lebanon, it entered my mind that we should punish the oppressor in kind and that we should destroy towers in America’.


In the same message, broadcast on al-Jazeera, bin Laden condemns ‘the sanctions that led to the deaths of millions in Iraq and the greatest mass slaughter of children mankind has ever known, by Bush Sr, and millions of pounds of bombs and explosives hurled at millions of children – also in Iraq – by Bush Jr, in order to remove an old agent and replace him with a new puppet to assist in the pilfering of Iraq’s oil and other outrages’.


I utterly condemn the attacks on innocent citizens in the West. I have lived in London for most of my adult life and love this city and its people. I support and appreciate Western democracy and civilization with its pillars of fairness, an independent judicial system, civil liberties, freedom of expression and equality of opportunities. But I do question whether or not Western leaders are right to expose their people to grave danger for what appear to be dubious, ill-defined political and economic ends.


It is my contention that leaders of the UK and the US are increasingly at odds with the wishes and interests of the people they are meant to be serving. This is all within the al Qaeda master plan, as I discuss in this book, and Osama bin Laden will not fail to exploit this fatal breach when he judges the time is right.


My purpose in writing this book is to establish what al Qaeda is or has become, what it wants, what its capabilities are and how the West can answer its complaints and challenges. I consider the ferocious campaign in Iraq and how that country has become a breeding ground for the most ruthless and militant al Qaeda fighters we have ever seen. Furthermore, Iraq, Pakistan and Afghanistan are now the platforms from which international operations are launched – I am thinking of the recent attacks on Madrid, London, Sharm El-Sheikh and Aqaba, all of which have traceable links back to al Qaeda’s central leadership. Al Qaeda is not only attempting to destabilize the Western world, but the whole of the stagnated Middle East.


In other chapters I look at the role of the Internet and the emergence of ‘cyber-jihad’ as a form of warfare; I examine the history and phenomenon of the suicide bomber, and consider al Qaeda’s economic strategy. Saudi Arabia and the US in particular have much to fear from al Qaeda as it pursues a highly intelligent project to implode oppressive regimes and bleed Western economies into bankruptcy by forcing up the price of oil and engaging them in wars of attrition costing billions of dollars.


This book begins with a personal record of time spent with Osama bin Laden while he was still one of the world’s most wanted men, on his way to becoming the most wanted. He is now also one of the world’s most written-about people, yet has remained, paradoxically, an enigma in many respects. No history of al Qaeda can properly begin without an in-depth look at its founder and guide. The first two chapters of this book provide both a portrait of the man and describe his development as the prime exponent of jihad today; readers already familiar with bin Laden’s biography will find much here that is new.


In my travels throughout the Middle East I have observed the growing significance bin Laden and al Qaeda have for many of the world’s 1.3 billion Muslims. The war with al Qaeda is asymmetric, but complacency on the part of the West will not win it. Osama bin Laden and al Qaeda have patience on their side, a long-term strategy and a steadfast ideology. If the West is to engage with al Qaeda, it needs first to understand it.


We ignore al Qaeda at our peril. It is not going to go away.





INTRODUCTION


Inside the Lair:


With bin Laden at Tora Bora


At the time in which the events recorded in this chapter took place, Afghanistan was in complete turmoil. The Taliban (backed by Pakistan) had seized Kabul in September 1996 after two years of civil war with the ousted government, the Islamic State of Afghanistan. But the country remained completely unstable, with opposing warlords grappling for power outside the main cities.


The Strange Invitation


In 1996 I spent three days with Osama bin Laden at his hideout in Tora Bora, the only Western-based journalist to have spent such a significant amount of time with him before or since. This trip was undoubtedly the strangest assignment I have ever undertaken in a career spanning more than thirty years, and explains my enduring interest in bin Laden and al Qaeda.


From 1994 to 1998, bin Laden had an office in London’s Oxford Street. This was the UK branch of his organization, the Reform and Advice Committee, and was managed by Khaled al-Fawwaz, who was arrested by Scotland Yard in 1998 for his alleged part in planning the al Qaeda bombings of US embassies in Nairobi, Kenya, and Dar-es-Salaam, Tanzania, charges which he has continued to deny.


Arab journalists in the know referred to al-Fawwaz as ‘bin Laden’s ambassador to Britain’. In November 1996 he came to the offices of the newspaper al-Quds al-Arabi, where I am Editor-in-Chief, and after some courteous preliminaries and beating around the bush asked if I would be interested in travelling to Afghanistan to interview bin Laden, who had recently gone into hiding. This unanticipated suggestion intrigued me: bin Laden was already well on his way to being US Public Enemy Number One, and was much discussed in Arab circles as a paradoxical militant figure, charismatic, wealthy and extremely dangerous.


Usually it is the journalist who requests an interview but in this – as in all matters – bin Laden had his own way of doing things. He seems to have developed a very good sense of how to use the media over the years, and when he decided to declare war on the US, he wanted it to be known the world over. He instructed al-Fawwaz to invite other selected media professionals for interviews, too. From the newspaper sector, only the British journalist Robert Fisk of The Independent and I were chosen. Bin Laden had great respect for Fisk on account of his daring articles criticizing US policy on Israel and its support for corrupt regimes around the world. Al-Fawwaz told me I was picked because bin Laden admired my uncompromising criticism of certain Arab regimes, and because of my opposition to the 1991 Gulf war. Moreover, al-Quds al-Arabi is the only truly independent Arab daily. The Arab newspaper industry is completely dominated by Saudi interests, and mine was one of very few that would be able to publish an interview with Osama bin Laden.


(Among broadcast networks, the BBC was contacted, but its directors declined because they did not consider bin Laden’s profile high enough to warrant despatching a television crew to Afghanistan. The American network CBS also missed its opportunity for similar reasons. But British Channel Four welcomed the idea and sent a crew; I met the producer at a hotel in Jalalabad when I, too, was on my way to meet bin Laden. We were both very secretive about our reasons for being there.


CNN reporter Peter Bergen was the only broadcast journalist at that stage to appreciate the immense significance of bin Laden. He was very enthusiastic when approached by al-Fawwaz, and persuaded his bosses that this was an important assignment. I learned afterwards that bin Laden’s men did not trust the CNN crew, suspecting CIA infiltration. The crew was blindfolded and taken to a makeshift camp in a remote area; the interview lasted for less than an hour – apparently bin Laden had been very tense.)


I politely replied to al-Fawwaz that I appreciated the offer, but would have to give the matter some thought. There were several reasons for my hesitation, most of them involving fears for my own safety. Afghanistan at the time had been in the grip of a crushing civil war, and total lawlessness reigned. There was no security, no police and no government. Crime was at unprecedented levels and kidnapping commonplace: if no ransom was forthcoming the warlords’ men would kill you for $5 in your pocket. Since I do not speak Pashtu, and few in Afghanistan speak Arabic or English (my only two languages), I did not feel confident of being able to talk my way out of such a situation.


I was also concerned that I might be followed by secret service agents of any one of a number of countries who were hunting bin Laden at the time. He was not as famous, or infamous, as he is today, but he stood accused of two attacks inside his native Saudi Arabia – the Riyadh bombing of 1995 and the truck-bomb attack on the American base at Khobar, which killed nineteen US soldiers in 1996. He was certainly considered extremely dangerous by various regimes from the US to Pakistan and had been the object of several Saudi assassination attempts. If I unwittingly led intelligence operatives to bin Laden, I myself would most probably be killed in the attack. On the other hand, if bin Laden’s men won the battle they would inevitably consider me a spy, with grisly consequences: a real no-win scenario. However, I already had a very strong intuition that bin Laden would prove to be a phenomenon of immense historical significance in the Muslim world. I knew that several high-profile Western journalists had been trying to gain access to him, with limited success. I was being offered unlimited access and a trip to his base; I could not pass up the opportunity for such a scoop.


Two weeks later a bearded man whispered in my ear that arrangements had been made. I was to fly to the frontier city of Peshawar, in Pakistan just across the border from Afghanistan, and on arrival check in at the Hotel Continental and call a man named ‘Faisal’ whose number had been scrawled on a piece of paper for me. This was the only information I was given in advance about my trip.


Utmost Security


I knew from the outset that I couldn’t tell anybody where I was going or what I was doing. Such knowledge would be dangerous for them, dangerous for me and dangerous for the whole assignment. Fortunately al-Jazeera, with excellent timing, invited me to take part in a televised debate in Qatar, which provided me with a legitimate reason to be travelling to the region.


Only one person – my second-in-command at al-Quds al-Arabi – knew where I was really going. Even my wife and children had no idea. As soon as the debate was over, I told my colleagues in Qatar that I was going on a short vacation to Dubai, ‘to relax’. Nothing could have been further from the truth.


Peshawar


I arrived in Peshawar late the next evening. As I stood at the reception desk checking in at the Hotel Pearl Continental and feeling very clandestine, I was horrified to hear a familiar Saudi voice calling my name. I turned round to find myself being enthusiastically kissed and greeted by an old acquaintance. Swiftly the whole group of Saudis he was with engulfed me, and everyone wanted to know what on Earth I was doing in such a strange place. I am not popular in Saudi Arabia, having been a critic of the regime there for many years; I was very afraid that if I aroused suspicions, they would alert the Saudi security forces and I would be followed, and my real purpose discovered.


Playing for time, I asked what they themselves were doing in Peshawar. ‘We are part of a delegation,’ my unwanted companion replied. ‘We’ve been on a fact-finding mission in Afghanistan.’


‘Me too,’ I said, grateful for this prompt. ‘I start my fact-finding mission tomorrow.’


‘They should have sent someone else, Abdel Bari,’ the man commented. ‘It’s an extremely dangerous country and security is nonexistent.’ He continued to unnerve me (and, I’m sorry to add, bore me) with his tales for several hours.


It was past midnight when I was finally able to lock the door to my room and unroll the tiny scrap of paper that contained Faisal’s number. A rather terse voice answered immediately: ‘Be ready at 10 AM tomorrow morning. Nothing else. The phone is not safe.’


Crossing the Border


At 10 AM Faisal knocked on the door of my hotel room. He was a bearded, dark-skinned young man of medium build, dressed in Pakistani-style clothes. He said very little, but I thought I detected a Saudi accent, from Jeddah or possibly Mecca; I might be wrong.


Faisal had brought me an Afghan costume to wear for our journey. This consisted of baggy trousers, a long shirt and a turban. The turban in particular made me feel very self-conscious, as I had never worn such a thing in my life. At that time Pakistani security forces were preventing Arabs from entering Afghanistan, but Faisal assured me that in these clothes I would easily pass for a Pashtun tribal leader. I was not convinced, but put them on as quickly as I could – which was not an easy matter in the case of the turban, which had to be secured round the head in a very complicated fashion. (I still have these garments in my wardrobe at home in London, and prefer them to any Armani suit, as they always trigger memories of this adventure and of the Afghan mountains.)


As I dressed Faisal hurriedly told me the arrangements: two Taliban would smuggle me across the checkpoints and borders between Peshawar and Jalalabad, where others would take over the mission of delivering me to bin Laden. No indication whatsoever was given as to where bin Laden might be found.


I was already well aware that the trip would be extremely hazardous. We were going into the mountainous borderlands which are completely controlled by lawless, warring tribes whose daily business is kidnapping, robbery and murder. I also knew that if my true Arab identity was discovered by Pakistani security forces, I would be in the gravest danger. Into this cocktail of fear, Faisal casually tossed an extra ingredient: several roads we would be taking to avoid certain checkpoints were likely to be mined. I was duly scared to death.


Faisal told me to leave all my things in the hotel room – I was to take nothing with me. In my new clothes, and accompanied by Faisal, I went to the bus station, where we met the two Taliban as promised. Humble in their manner, not yet twenty years old and completely unarmed in a land where even children carry guns, these were not the most reassuring escorts through the dangers ahead. Faisal left us, and we squeezed into a small Toyota pickup with fifteen other passengers. The driver, who was a young man, screeched off at great speed in a cloud of dust.


My two Taliban companions spoke neither Arabic nor any language but their own. As I spoke no Pashtu, we communicated silently during the journey, using gestures and pointing, sometimes punctuating our mute conversation with smiles of relief each time we safely crossed a Pakistani checkpoint.


I had noticed, however, that they were unable to conceal their merriment whenever they glanced at my costume and turban. I wondered if they knew the nature of my trip or if they thought I was a heroin smuggler, an arms dealer or some poor fellow wishing to join the jihad in a country where jihad seems never-ending. Though my attire was very much in keeping with those around me I felt self-conscious and awkward. My fellow passengers looked at me curiously and several times I caught the assistant driver eyeing me with suspicion in the wing mirror. I realized that this was because my garments were so clean, uncrumpled and obviously brand-new.


The youthful driver raced with the wind, his rusty old vehicle screeching round the terrifying mountain hairpin bends at acrobatic angles. Pakistan was in a state of emergency, and security was intense. We were stopped at numerous roadblocks, but we managed to get through them all. Nor did we fall prey to marauding tribes. With quite unbelievable luck we arrived without incident at the Khyber Pass, where the border crossing was a pathway not wider than ten metres between two mountains.


We had to disembark and walk past the Pakistani soldiers and intelligence officers who lined the way, scrutinizing everyone who passed through but stopping only those who were carrying luggage or suspicious items. Since I was carrying nothing more than a small knapsack containing a camera and a tape recorder, we passed through unchallenged. It may well also have been that as the Taliban was on such good terms with Pakistan, and with its army in particular, my two companions had more impressive credentials than any diplomatic passport.


About half a kilometre down the path we came to the Afghan side of the border crossing. This consisted of little more than a scarcely noticeable soiled white rag hanging from a stick. Next to this welcome banner sat a ghost of a man, bearded and turbaned, who spoke to no one and behaved as though none of this had anything to do with him. We re-boarded the vehicle and soon passed a cemetery where twenty or thirty red and green Islamic and Arab flags fluttered round the entrance. Someone explained that this was where the Arab mujahedin who had fallen in the jihad against the Soviet Union were buried. (The successful Afghan jihad against the Soviet invasion lasted ten years, from 1979–89.) I asked the driver to stop, and we wandered awhile among the graves, deciphering names and Qur’anic verses. There were fighters from Egypt, Yemen, Saudi Arabia and other Arab countries; the name of the battle in which each had fallen was inscribed on the graves. It was a testament to how the jihad had united people from all over the Muslim world.


We came to a small market town. Seeing a restaurant by the side of the road, my two companions began pointing to their mouths as if telling me that they wanted to have lunch. By then it was already 2.30 PM, and realizing I was extremely hungry, I agreed with much vigorous nodding.


The chairs were made from the branches of trees brought straight from the mountains and the table tops were rusty tin. The food was an unidentifiable broth with great pools of grease floating on the surface, containing a piece of meat – God only knows where it came from – and half a potato served in a metal saucer. A few bread buns and some water in three metal cups completed this feast. My two companions belched and praised God several times for the gift of this food. We headed for a nearby mosque to pray. I recognized some of the imam’s words, but most were incomprehensible to me.


I had no idea where we were, other than in Afghanistan, but this border town had a bus station where my two companions now led me. They succeeded, being in their own country and by virtue of their affiliation with the Taliban, in seating me in the front seat next to the driver, that is to say, in ‘first class’. Out of courtesy and humility they sat behind in ‘second class’, or at least this was how it seemed to me.


The journey from the Pakistani borders to Jalalabad should take about four hours, but this can vary significantly depending on the zeal of the driver, his vehicle and the cooperation of the passengers. Our vehicle was an ancient machine that had survived the Afghan jihad and might have even taken part in it one way or another. We had to disembark three times. Burst tires halted us twice, but on the third occasion the vehicle became immobilized in deep mud. When it became obvious that however furiously the driver revved up the engine it was not going to budge, the shoulders and muscle-power of the passengers had to be deployed to give it that extra boost.


In Pakistan people drive on the left-hand side – they are among the few countries that continue to adhere to this British colonial legacy despite their independence. In Afghanistan, the rules governing traffic circulation are a mystery. It all depends on the mood of the driver and the holes in the road. Like an ageing snake, a vehicle would turn once to the left and once to the right to avoid the craters caused by bombs, tank tracks, floods and other erosion factors, or all of these together.


Afghanistan Under the Taliban


We arrived in Jalalabad suffering from severe neck and back pains, but safe. My two companions took me to the next location on the itinerary, which had clearly involved very thorough forward planning. They deposited their consignment – me – at a safe-house in the Jalalabad region, and departed. I never saw them again.


I was offered tea and, as I sat talking to the occupants of this house, I was told that two of the young boys who were clustered round a computer playing Nintendo games were bin Laden’s sons, Saad and Muhammad.


I was directed to one of the city’s hotels. The illustriously named Ever White Mountain was a shy reminder that Afghanistan had once been settled and stable, a relic of its bygone glory. Spacious and surrounded by gardens full of orange trees and roses, the hotel was empty of guests except for two British television journalists. They joined me for dinner, which this time consisted of broth with either meat or chicken and a choice of rice or bread.


The hotelier was an inquisitive man from Kabul. He had fled to Jalalabad to escape the shelling and had bought the hotel – or perhaps seized it. Because of my costume, he thought I was an Afghan Pashtun, but when I answered him in English he became suspicious and even more curious. He asked me endless questions about what I was doing in Afghanistan. I tricked him into believing that my father was Pashtun and my mother was English; when he asked me why I did not speak Pashtu, I had the inspiration to claim that my father had died while I was young and that my mother, who spoke nothing but English, had brought me up. My evasiveness was essential if I was to conceal my real objective, and besides, the hotelier’s endless interrogation was extremely annoying. I was delighted when he finally stopped asking questions and started analysing the situation in Afghanistan.


It seemed to me he was a supporter of Najibullah (the former pro-Soviet Afghan president, who was ousted in 1992), as he spoke enthusiastically of the man and his leadership qualities. But he praised the Taliban too, appropriately or otherwise, perhaps to secure his safety and avoid trouble. He admitted that their rule had brought security to the city, which had until recently been the domain of highway robbers and thieves – not to mention rival warlords, whose militias imposed levies on all and sundry; some of these had even committed rape, the worst possible crime in Afghan culture.


Soon after dinner, there was a power cut. We traced our way back to our modestly furnished rooms by candlelight. When I asked the hotelier when the power was likely to be restored, he replied: ‘It could be seven minutes, it could be seven days. Allah alone, and then the Taliban, would know best.’ When I left the hotel the following afternoon the electricity was still off, and for all I know it might not be back on even now. My night in the Ever White Mountain was torture. It was impossible to sleep because of the insects that shared my bed with me; some of these bedbugs and fleas were of the lethal variety.


On Friday morning, bin Laden’s ‘envoy’ in Jalalabad came to the hotel. He apologized and informed me that ‘the Sheikh’ could not meet me that day after all, and that I would have to wait. I told him I was in a hurry and had commitments in London that required my presence there on Monday. He appeared understanding and promised he would do his best. That ‘envoy’ was the Egyptian Abu Hafs al-Misri, also known as Muhammad Atef. He was chief of al Qaeda’s military operations at that time, though I had no idea of this and he did not enlighten me. He was a very striking-looking person, tall and slender with bright green eyes, dark-skinned, bearded, full of youth and vigour. He was modest, extremely radical and exceptionally polite. I respected his sincerity, humility and profound faith in the issues he believed in. I think he sensed my respect for him.


Later, Abu Hafs was to tell me about the attack on the Egyptian embassy in Islamabad which had taken place in 1995. It was in revenge, he said, for the torture and sexual assault of ‘brothers’ by Egyptian secret agents inside the embassy. They decided to destroy it, and developed the strategy of sending a small car to blow up the gate, which would then be followed by a tanker packed with 1,500 kg of explosives to blow up the embassy itself. When the same strategy was later employed in the attacks on US embassies in Nairobi and Dar-es-Salaam in 1998, I realized immediately that this was the work of Abu Hafs. (The last time I spoke to him was in the wake of the American bombardment of Tora Bora in November 2001. He telephoned me to issue a communiqué which we published exclusively, confirming that Osama bin Laden was safe, that five Arab mujahedin had been ‘martyred’, and that ‘Sheikh bin Laden’ swore vengeance on the American regime. Abu Hafs was killed in Kabul shortly afterwards by an American missile.)


At 3 PM a red car pulled in front of the hotel bearing a person I hadn’t seen before, a driver and two armed men. I was told we were going to meet ‘the Sheikh’ and that the journey would be arduous, exhausting and dangerous.


The journey to ‘bin Laden’s emirate’ was indeed arduous. The road was unpaved and passed through mountain and valley villages connected by terrifying rock-strewn spiralling roads. It was my bad luck that we had to tackle this road after nightfall and in pitch darkness. I felt as if we were hurtling into the unknown, driven by a man with a death wish who was also suffering from the delusion that he was on an autobahn and not a series of hairpin bends. From time to time he could not resist the opportunity to show off his acrobatic skills, swinging the screeching vehicle this way and that.


Half way through the journey we had to stop because an enormous rock was blocking the road. ‘It has recently fallen from the mountain,’ the driver announced cheerfully. My heart sank and I asked him if this was a common occurrence. ‘Very much so,’ he answered even more cheerfully. ‘And there will be more on the way because it is winter now and the soil is very loose.’ He then went on to tell us about his friend, Abu Ubaydah, who had been killed on this road a few days earlier when a rock fell on his car and crushed him. I took a deep breath, glanced up at the looming shadowy mountains above and recited al-Fatihah (the first sura of the Qur’an).


After seven more hours’ agony, rock-wrestling and perilous mountain passes we came to a roadblock of a rather different nature. This one was manned by fierce-looking armed Taliban and it was by no means certain whether they would consider us friend or foe. As we slowly drove up to them I could feel my stomach tightening, but I needn’t have worried because they hardly cast us a second glance. They didn’t ask us what we were doing, where we were going or for any form of identity; they simply waved us through. In actual fact I was never once searched or questioned in the course of my entire journey. I had expected quite the reverse as bin Laden was being hunted by the entire world.


Unlike the very few other journalists who had been taken to meet Osama bin Laden I was not blindfolded as we approached Tora Bora. I took this as a sign that bin Laden considered me worthy of his trust and confidence.


Soon the communications equipment in the car started buzzing. My companion had sent a message ahead that we were approaching. Suddenly a vehicle intercepted us, bristling with armed men and decorated on top with a rocket-propelled grenade (RPG) launcher and a machine gun. I did not find this reassuring, although that, apparently, was the point of this exercise.



Inside the Eagle’s Nest: Tora Bora



We finally arrived at the Eagle’s Nest, as the Afghan Arabs’ base at Tora Bora was called. (‘Afghan Arabs’ was the name given to the mujahedin who flocked from Arab countries to base themselves in Afghanistan and fight first against the Soviets and later the US invasion. Many of these men later formed the base of al Qaeda.) We were at an altitude of around 3,000 metres, and in the car headlights I could see several caves had been dug out of the snow-covered mountainside. I could dimly make out bands of armed mujahedin moving about here and there. I had spent much of my trip in a state of near-terror, but experienced a sense of relief, even safety, now we had reached bin Laden’s secret lair. (I never once felt that there was anything to fear from bin Laden or his men.)


The car drew up outside the entrance to one of the caves. A dim light came from within. A very cold wind struck my face as I got out and almost blew my turban off towards the mountains. Seeing nothing else in the dark, I hurried towards the lit cave and entered it alone. A man was there to meet me; I was absolutely astonished to recognize him as a Syrian writer I knew quite well from London, Omar Abdel Hakim, also known as ‘Abu Mus’ab al-Suri’, a specialist on jihad and Islam. We spoke for a few moments and I learned that he had left Spain, where he had both citizenship and a wife, to join al Qaeda. Later he was to join the Taliban, and became Mullah Omar’s media advisor. ‘Come,’ he said, leading the way into another cave. ‘The Sheikh is waiting for you.’


I met Osama bin Laden just before midnight on 23 November. He was sitting cross-legged on the carpet, a Kalashnikov in his lap. There were several others present, but I was transfixed by him. It is always strange to meet someone in the flesh whose image you have become familiar with in the press, even more so when you know they are wanted by the world’s intelligence agencies. Bin Laden placed his rifle on the ground and got up. He came towards me with a warm smile that turned into barely repressed laughter as he took in the way I was dressed. He embraced me warmly and asked about my trip.


I felt like an honoured guest and was treated with the greatest respect. Bin Laden said he hoped I wasn’t too tired and promised me that we would have dinner together later. He indicated that I should sit on a bench made out of small branches from the oak trees that covered the mountainsides, nailed together into a makeshift base with a thin mattress on top.


Bin Laden made every effort to put me at ease, and he somehow seemed very familiar to me – perhaps that is the essence of charisma. He chatted informally and explained that Tora Bora had a special significance for him. During the jihad against the Soviet Union it had been his main military base, but now he used it as a retreat – a place to think, plan and relax.


I was surprised to find Osama bin Laden, the son of one of the wealthiest Arab families and used to the utmost luxury, in this freezing, humble cave. Even when it had become clear that his base was going to be high in the mountains I still expected to find him, if not in a palace, then perhaps a house – in reasonable accommodation at least. But bin Laden told me he despised money, and had never sought a life of comfort and ease; unlike his brothers, he had always lived modestly.


I complained about how cold it was, and he told me I was lucky it was winter; when Robert Fisk had come there to interview him it had been summer, and the place was full of scorpions. The cave was approximately 6 metres by 4 metres. The main feature of the room was an extensive library full of books on Islamic heritage and tafsir (Qur’anic commentary). Kalashnikov assault rifles decorated the remaining walls of the cave, hanging from nails here and there.


Osama bin Laden is tall and slender, and was without any apparent physical weakness. He had allowed his beard to grow, and wore Afghan clothing. To protect himself from the cold he wore a padded combat jacket of the type worn by special commando units and often covered this with an Afghan woollen blanket, which hung from his shoulders. He wore either a white turban or sometimes a red scarf on his head.


Bin Laden’s manner is one of extreme humility, and I discovered in the two days I spent in his company that he can be very pleasant to be with. His voice is soft, but clear. He is constantly smiling in a reassuring manner that shortens the distance between him and his guest, especially one meeting him for the first time.


During our initial conversation I started complaining about the discomforts of my journey, all the pains I had endured in my back, neck and stomach. He started laughing and told me that he had been at another base, much further up, but had decided to make things easier for me by coming down to meet me half way. I expressed my gratitude.


Suddenly a lot of loud shouting erupted outside, followed by a prolonged burst of furious gunfire. I froze in terror and before I could ask my host what was going on he had rushed outside. More gunshots followed, then I heard the screech of artillery shelling and the sound of rockets being fired. I was convinced that the base was under attack and that my life was about to come to an end. A short while later bin Laden came back in looking completely unperturbed. He apologized for having alarmed me and explained that this was a drill that his men underwent on a regular basis so that they were always on the alert and prepared to respond to emergencies at all times. I was slightly comforted by this, but certainly not reassured.


A Modest Dinner


As our initial conversation came to an end, someone came in to announce that dinner was ready. Since I had been eating so badly since coming to Afghanistan I was looking forward to this meal. I’d imagined that when I met bin Laden we would feast on roast deer or goat. When I considered the facilities available at the Eagle’s Nest I tailored these expectations to its spartan reality, and believed chicken perhaps a more likely dish. It was a great surprise to discover that dinner consisted of Arab-style potato chips soaking in a puddle of cottonseed oil; a plate of fried eggs that was scarcely enough for one man, let alone five; salty cheese of a variety long extinct even in the villages of upper Egypt; and some bread buns that must have been kneaded with sand, as my teeth screeched and ground whenever I chewed it. After a few bites I pretended that I did not usually eat dinner for health reasons. The men accepted my excuse and carried on eating.


Another meal featured bin Laden’s favourite food, bread with yogurt and rice, served with potatoes cooked in tomato sauce. Animal fat floated on the surface, and I could hardly force it down my throat. Afterwards I was sick under a pine tree outside the cave.


(Recently somebody close to bin Laden told me that when I first published an account of this visit in al-Quds al-Arabi, bin Laden read it four times. Each time he got to the bit about how awful the food was, he laughed heartily and said that if ever I visited him again he would serve me the very finest stuffed lamb.)


As my companions finished their meal I considered my surroundings and allowed my thoughts to wander. I was puzzled by bin Laden’s chosen path in life. What motivates this man, from a well-known and honourable family in possession of billions, to lead such a comfortless life in these inhospitable and dangerous mountains, awaiting attack, capture or death at any moment, hunted by so many regimes? Just then bin Laden began to speak of having no fear of death, of his desire for martyrdom and how it grieved him that he was still alive. When he spoke of his fellow mujahedin who had already left and, as they believe, gone to Paradise, his eyes became moist and he was obviously very moved.


We spoke about his wealth, and while he avoided saying exactly how much he was worth he acknowledged that he still, even in hiding, managed an extensive investment portfolio through a complex network of secret contacts. But this wealth, he said, was for the umma (the global Islamic community). ‘It is the duty of the umma as a whole to commit its wealth to the struggle,’ he said. I noticed that he rarely spoke of ‘Arabs’, but always about Islam and the umma. ‘The umma is connected like an electric current,’ he said, surprising me with his use of such modern imagery (for here was a man who would wish to take us back 1,500 years in time).


A splendid conversation followed. Bin Laden’s media advisor was in the room, and was not happy when ‘the Sheikh’ began to speak about certain things; he asked me not to write about them, and I have not done so until now. One of the censored conversations concerned the Sudanese government and leadership, which had recently expelled bin Laden from that country at the behest of the US. He complained with a great deal of anger and bitterness in his voice that they were un-Islamic and had betrayed him. He had helped that bankrupt nation financially to the tune of $300 million of his own money. When they asked him to leave he requested that these loans be repaid. ‘They told me they had no money,’ Bin Laden recalled. ‘And that was true. But then they offered to give me corn, wheat and livestock instead, suggesting I could sell these to raise the cash.’ Bin Laden’s eyes contained both bitterness and merriment as he laughed, asking: ‘Who will buy corn and animals from the fugitive Osama bin Laden?’


Bin Laden has a lively sense of humour and often makes jokes at the least expected moments. During a long, angry diatribe against the presence of US forces on the Arabian Peninsula (in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states) he said their main interest was obviously oil, but that this did not require military pressure: ‘Of course we are going to sell them the oil anyway,’ he said. ‘After all, we cannot drink it.’


He refused to have his voice taped during our interviews. My hand was getting very cramped from constantly writing notes, and I asked him why he didn’t offer me the easy alternative of recording the conversation, but I received no answer. His media advisor later explained (off the record, of course) that bin Laden was afraid he might make some grammatical or theological mistakes which, if these were recorded, could be used against him. At that time he was not perfectly versed in Islam but was working towards this goal. I realized how conscious he must be of his image in the Islamic world, and that he desired to be a mufti (an authority trained in shari‘ah [Islamic law], who can pronounce fatwas [religious edicts]).


It was after midnight when the other dinner guests left the cave to go to sleep. There were just two beds in the cave; bin Laden offered me one while he himself took the other. This was certainly the most unusual bed I have ever slept in. The mattress was hard and grimy, and must have been twenty years old. The blankets were of a similar age, and the pillow had lost any softness it might once have had. Most alarming was that the mattress lay across several crates of hand grenades and was surrounded by dangling Kalashnikovs and other rifles.


The primitive heating, which was now fired up, consisted of a water tank warmed by a wooden stove. A pipe extended from it all the way to the ceiling. This rudimentary system, which is common across Afghanistan, is as effective – if not more so – as any modern central heating equipment in Europe. But despite the comparative warmth of the cave, I was in for another sleepless night. The arsenal that surrounded me made me very tense. Since I know nothing about firearms I was very anxious that something might set them off unintentionally.


Osama bin Laden had no such problems with insomnia. Placing his beloved Kalashnikov on the floor beside his bed he immediately fell into a deep and very peaceful sleep. If I’d been an assassin or bounty hunter, I’d have been in luck. I had no idea at the time that my bedfellow was to become the most notorious man of modern times, and that the price on his head would increase from the relatively modest $1 million at the time I slept so near him to the $25 million offered by the US today.


The wind howled outside like sirens going off all night, and a squint-eyed cock started crowing loudly at 1 AM, producing an unnerving sound the likes of which I had never heard before. Still worse, the mujahedin at the base took turns revving the engines of their vehicles, one after the other. When I asked about this in the morning I was told that this was the only way to prevent the diesel freezing in the engines.


At 4 AM things started moving at the base. The resident imam called us to al-Fajr (dawn prayers). It was intensely beautiful, echoing round the lofty mountains. Some of bin Laden’s followers had taken on the names of military commanders from early Islamic conquests, and I felt as though I had stepped back into the past: here was Abu Ubaydah, there Abu Mu’adh, Abu Suhayb, Abu Dharand, Abu al-Walid.


As I hadn’t slept a wink, technically I hadn’t woken up, but the men brought me a bowl of tepid water all the same, and I was expected to perform the obligatory ablutions Islam requires upon waking and before morning prayers. I was in the company of very religious men, and both ablutions and prayers would have to be performed right then, and not when it suited me. I rose sluggishly and asked: ‘Where is the toilet?’ They burst out laughing.


‘Where do you think you are, the Sheraton?’


But they pointed to some icy ground outside, saying: ‘You can fulfil your needs and make your ablutions over there.’ It was about -20 degrees Celsius, if not lower; all I remember is that my limbs were completely frozen. God only knows if my ablutions were good or not – but I did my best.


Cannons, Tanks and Nature


As the light slowly crept into my surroundings, all the detail of this Emirate-base became clear. I had boycotted the splendours of nature for the better part of thirty years, but became very enthusiastic when those awe-inspiring mountains were uncloaked. Pine trees embraced the snow-covered mountainsides; fresh air filled the lungs; the shy sun rose steadily out of a scarlet dawn on the distant horizon like the wedding canopy for a tribe’s most beautiful girl.


I could see that the base was very well protected: there was an anti-aircraft gun, and tanks and armoured vehicles controlled the approach road. Many hides had been prepared where the mujahedin could conceal themselves for an ambush. They also had rocket launchers and, I had heard, Stinger missiles to combat air raids. I did not actually see those and did not ask about them either, wary of jeopardizing my own safety or arousing the suspicion that I might be a spy.


Breakfast was little different to dinner: the same cheese, or what remained of it, some cane syrup and tea with milk. It was accompanied by recitation from the Qur’an. I observed that bin Laden ate very little, and I never saw him drink tea or coffee, only water.


A Modern Base and an Educated Elite


As I was shown around the lower base I discovered that, in contrast with the primitive accommodation, it was well-equipped with the latest technology and powered by its own small generator. Here were computers and up-to-the-minute communications equipment. Bin Laden had access to the Internet, which was not then ubiquitous as it is now, and said: ‘These days the world is becoming like a small village.’


The modernity of bin Laden’s communications network was quite at odds with the austerity recommended by the more extreme forms of Islamic fundamentalism and in particular that of his hosts, the Taliban. One of his aides laughed at this observation and said the base was ‘a republic within a republic’.


Bin Laden had a huge archive containing data saved in both hardcopy form and computer disks. The archive also included cuttings from the Arab and foreign press. Bin Laden always receives the latest news either by daily wire services from London and the Gulf or newspapers, depending on his whereabouts and circumstances. As I stood by bin Laden’s desk my eyes fell upon a company seal. I couldn’t see underneath to decipher which organization this endorsed, but toyed with the idea that it might spell out ‘al Qaeda’.


The base at Tora Bora had not been used as a training camp for several years. The mujahedin around bin Laden at that time were there to protect him from capture or attack. There were men of all ages and from most of the Arab countries, with the majority from the Arabian Peninsula and Egypt; a high percentage came from al-Qasim, Mecca, Medina and the Gulf emirates. They had all taken Islamic names, the most popular being those of the Prophet’s companions, in particular those who were given the glad tidings that their places were guaranteed in Paradise. They displayed an immense faith in their Lord and their religion. They had turned their backs on life a long time ago and were in a hurry to get to eternal life in the hereafter. All spoke longingly of the martyrdom they hoped for. I found it remarkable that so many of the mujahedin possessed the very highest academic qualifications. There were doctors, engineers and teachers among them, people who had left their families and jobs to join the jihad.


Bin Laden did not behave in an authoritarian or even commanding manner – far from it. Yet the respect and esteem in which the mujahedin held their leader was immediately apparent. They hung on his every word and always addressed him with the honorific ‘Sheikh.’ All of them told me they would gladly give their lives to defend him and would exact revenge on any person or group that might harm him. I remember Faisal, the envoy who came to me in Peshawar, telling me that he would be prepared to take bullets in his own chest to shield and protect ‘the Sheikh’.


Bin Laden – or ‘Abu Abdullah’, as his followers and disciples call him – took me on a walk through the mountains adjacent to the base, sporting the Kalshnikov rifle so dear to him. (He told me it had belonged to a Soviet general who was killed in one of the Afghan jihad battles.)


We talked about the past, present and future, about corrupt Arab regimes and US injustice against Muslim states. He told me about his days in Sudan and Somalia, about the attempts made on his life by Saudi secret services and the enormous financial rewards he had been offered if he would relinquish his mission and his jihad. He said the Saudis had offered to return his passport to him if he would publicly declare that King Fahd was a true Muslim, but he had refused. (All these matters will be discussed more fully elsewhere in this book.)


The End of the Visit


The next day dawned, sunny but freezing cold. Bin Laden took me on a guided tour up the mountain to the rest of the camp. We walked through the trees, and he explained that he loved mountains and could only ever live in such an environment: ‘I would rather die than live in a European state,’ he declared.


There were several mudbrick houses in clearings with smoke rising from their chimneys. There was a smell of baking bread and the sound of children playing. I could see some of these kids and several women completely veiled from top to toe.


Bin Laden pointed out the very top of the mountain and explained that during the jihad it had housed a Soviet base that had complete control of the area and had given the mujahedin a lot of trouble. ‘We bombed it,’ he recalled with great pride, ‘and kicked the Soviets out.’


He spoke well of the Soviet fighters, whom he described as ‘brave and patient’. This sparked some revelations, which were exclusive at that time. Bin Laden told me that his Afghan Arabs had been involved in the 1993 ambush on American troops in Mogadishu, Somalia. He described how the Somali warlord Mohammed Farah Aidid had been blamed. ‘But he denied responsibility, and he was telling the truth about that,’ bin Laden said. ‘There were successful battles in which we inflicted big losses on the Americans, and we preyed on them in Mogadishu.’ He said he thought the US had displayed a singular lack of courage by pulling out of Somalia immediately afterwards.


Bin Laden also confirmed that al Qaeda was behind the June 1996 bombing of the American base at Khobar Towers in Dharan, Saudi Arabia. A massive 1,500 kg of dynamite exploded in the military complex housing American forces; nineteen soldiers were killed and 500 people injured. Bin Laden said he was upset that the US had subsequently relocated its Saudi military base to al-Kharj, in the desert south of Riyadh. ‘It’s a much more remote place,’ he complained. ‘In Khobar it was easy to catch them … and they moved so quickly. They did it in under a month.’ He said that al Qaeda had had other operations planned for the Khobar Towers compound.


Bin Laden said that more attacks were in the planning stages and emphasized that these ‘operations’, as he called them, took a long time to prepare. He hinted at a strike at the US on their home territory, but I confess I did not really register the enormity of what he implied when he came out with an unforgettable statement: ‘We hope to reach ignition point in the not-too-distant future.’ After the terrible events of 11 September I often thought about the young mujahedin I had met at Tora Bora and wondered if I had been sitting next to any of the men who perpetrated those devastating attacks. I would not be surprised.


The end of my allotted two days with Osama bin Laden had come, and the same red car arrived to take me back to Jalalabad. I very much regretted that I could not have spent longer in this Afghan Arab emirate – I was fascinated by the psychological, political and social dimensions of this group of people and their leader, but could not have even scratched the surface in such a short space of time.


After meeting bin Laden, I realized that this was no ordinary man, and fully expected that he would play a significant role in the history of his homeland, Saudi Arabia, and the Muslim world in general. It didn’t occur to me for one moment that this polite, soft-spoken, smiling and apparently gentle person would become the world’s most dangerous man, terrorizing Western capitals, inflicting hundreds of billions of dollars’ worth of damage on the US, threatening its economic stability and embroiling it in full-scale wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. The experience of meeting the man marked the beginning of my abiding interest in al Qaeda, and the close attention I have given all matters concerned with this subject, which informs this book.





1


Osama bin Laden


The Historical Inevitability of bin Laden


Today the Muslim world is fascinated by bin Laden. When the Qatar-based al-Jazeera satellite television channel broadcasts a video or audio message by him, or a program about his life, the streets are almost emptied in countries like Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Palestine, Syria and Morocco, as everyone heads indoors to watch or listen to this man who has managed to gain an almost iconic status in the region.


An August 2007 poll in Pakistan found that Osama bin Laden was more popular than President Pervez Musharraf.1 Another recent survey showed that as much as 60 per cent of the population in some Arab countries support him. In November 2003, even though the kingdom was experiencing al Qaeda attacks first-hand, more than half of all Saudis said they approved of bin Laden’s message. In Egypt, where US aid is key to the economy, bin Laden is more popular than George W. Bush.


There was a historical inevitability about the rise of bin Laden, who has become for many the figurehead of a resurgent Muslim identity. For many people in the West this is unthinkable, as there he is presented and perceived as an evil terrorist. Yet it is important to understand how he is viewed by his admirers in the Islamic world. How can the very real threat that al Qaeda’s ideology represents to global security be countered if its identity and nature remains shrouded in obscurity?


Osama bin Laden is perceived by many Muslims as a brave champion of revolution and rebellion, a person of mythical proportions with the appeal of a David challenging Goliath. Probably many of those who currently support him would not endorse either his extreme violence or the kind of shari‘ah governance Salafis2 would like them to live under, but for the moment these are minor details for them. After centuries of decline, they view bin Laden as having brought hope and dignity back to a people under the shadow of humiliation and exploitation, and having squared up to the bullies of the West, in particular the US: this is how people have described their feelings about him to me.


Some have compared bin Laden to Jawaharlal Nehru, the great Indian populist leader; others have likened him to Buddha in that he, too, renounced wealth, prosperity and comfort in order to live austerely in the caves of barren mountains. Of course the enormous difference is that both Nehru and Buddha were pacifists, using only peaceful means in the pursuit of justice and freedom, whereas bin Laden has chosen the path of extreme violence and mass murder.


Perhaps Ayatollah Khomeini, the figurehead of the Iranian Islamic Revolution, is the closest in historical terms to bin Laden. Khomeini was to some extent bin Laden’s role model when he was in Sudan. He pursued a similar methodology to that of Khomeini in spreading his message; he issued communiqués, released audiocassettes and published written admonitions demanding reform and calling for the full implementation of shari‘ah and the combatting of corruption. However, in the crucial aspect of theology they are at odds, as Khomeini was a Shi‘i Muslim whereas bin Laden is Sunni.


The Early Years


Osama bin Laden was born in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, in 1957. His mother was of Syrian origin and his father was a self-made construction contractor named Muhammad Awad bin Laden, who came to the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia from the Hadramaut region in southern Yemen, where the inhabitants are known for their intelligence, shrewdness, patience and distinctive business talents. Most of the big business families in Saudi Arabia originally hailed from this region. Muhammad bin Laden started as a simple labourer, but within a few years he was rapidly climbing the ladder of success and prosperity, eventually presiding over the biggest construction empire in the Arab world.


More importantly, he became a major behind-the-scenes political player in the kingdom. He established close ties with the ruling family, and when a feud erupted in the mid-1960s between King Saud and his brother Crown Prince Faisal, Muhammad bin Laden played a major role in persuading the king to abdicate in favour of Faisal and leave the country. The state treasury was empty at the time, and the country was on the verge of bankruptcy. Muhammad bin Laden lent the Saudi state tens of millions of dollars to pay the salaries of government employees for more than six months. The grateful ruling family subsequently rewarded him with enormous construction contracts, the most significant of which was the expansion of the Sanctuary in Mecca and the Prophet Muhammad’s mosque in Medina.


Osama bin Laden is the forty-third of fifty-three siblings, and twenty-first of twenty-nine brothers. He was ten years old when his father was killed in a plane crash.


When he was six months old his family moved from Riyadh to Hijaz, where he spent his childhood and adolescence. He frequently visited Islam’s two holiest cities, Mecca and Medina. This must have had a great impact on him and certainly contributed to the religious faith he exhibits now.


One of bin Laden’s brothers informed me that Osama was quiet and aloof as a child. He kept his distance from other children and did not participate with them in their play and clamour. He was intelligent and preferred to stay close to his father, enjoying sitting quietly in his company. He attended many religious meetings, study circles and Qur’anic readings even as a young boy.


Bin Laden has always been very attached to his mother. Born Aliyah Ghanem, she came from a rural family in the northeastern Syrian coastal region of Latakia. Although the region is dominated by Allawi Muslims, the Ghanem family is Sunni. Muhammad bin Laden was introduced to the beautiful Aliyah while on a business trip to Latakia in 1956, and soon afterwards she became his fourth wife. Osama bin Laden is her only son; he spoke to me about her with the greatest warmth and respect.


In 1998 the Saudi government tried to turn bin Laden’s admiration for his mother to their advantage, flying her by private jet to Afghanistan in the hope that she might dissuade her son from pursuing jihad and talk him into returning to Saudi Arabia. Her mission met with failure, however. It is believed that the last time mother and son met was in January 2001, at the wedding of bin Laden’s son to Abu Hafs al-Misri’s daughter.


Aliyah is known to follow her son’s activities with almost obsessive interest, keeping newspaper cuttings, watching the satellite channels and keeping up to date with his Internet communiqués and statements.


Osama bin Laden used to spend his summer holidays with his uncle Naji in Latakia, and it was there, at age seventeen, that he met his cousin Najua Ghanem, who was to become his first wife. She was fourteen when they married, and moved to Saudi Arabia with him. They have eleven children together.


Bin Laden received his education at Jeddah’s primary, intermediate and secondary schools. He then studied economics and business administration at King Abdul-Aziz University in Jeddah where he received his BA. During his university years, he studied prevalent Islamic ideological trends and learned from such renowned scholars as Muhammad Qutb and Dr Abdullah Azzam.


Osama bin Laden’s marriage at the early age of seventeen speaks clearly against the often repeated allegation that he spent his youth travelling to London, Paris, Geneva and Manila in search of thrills. However, one of his brothers did tell me that he went to London at the age of thirteen for an English-language summer course at an Oxford Street language school. Sheikh Muhammad Zaki Badawi, the former director of the Regents Park Islamic Centre in London, confirmed that bin Laden visited the mosque in the early 1980s and delivered several sermons there.
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