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        ‘Neither a man nor a crowd nor a nation can be trusted to act humanely or to think sanely under the influence of a great fear’
      

            Bertrand Russell

            
                

            

            
                

            

            
        ‘War is deception’
      

            The Prophet Muhammad

         


      

   


   
      
         

            PROLOGUE

         

         I put it to you that it has always been like this. A sudden, horrific event occurs – a volcano erupts, a plague breaks out, an economy collapses – and we become overwhelmed by fear. But the event is not what we are afraid of. As soon as it occurs, it becomes the past. It is over. What we fear most is the future; the idea that out of nowhere disaster might befall us again.

         In these moments we force ourselves to hunt for an explanation, a pattern, lines of cause and effect. We must know why these events have happened to us because we must reclaim a sense that tomorrow can again be made predictable. Our psychological survival depends on it.

         Just imagine even the simplest human interaction being undertaken in a world where we were completely unable to foretell whether the sun will rise in the morning or the air will remain breathable hour by hour. Our minds would not endure more than one day.

         The explanations we find for these horrific events do not necessarily have to be correct or true. They just have to serve their purpose – the story must make us feel the world is certain again. And as history shows us, if the facts do not comfort, a fiction will work just as well. 

         Our readiness in these instances to accept the reassuring fiction over the uncomforting fact has been the source of some of mankind’s most inhumane deeds. The volcano erupts because the gods are unhappy with us and so we make a human sacrifice. Disease abounds because the devil has made mischief through his servants and so we hunt for witches. The German economy collapses because traitors are at work and so Jews are rounded up in their millions.

         And yet, however inhumane the results, we are quietly grateful for these stories because they allow us to cope. They let us believe that the solution to averting future disaster is within our control. And those who tell us the stories – the shaman, the church, the dictator – are granted impressive powers over us.

         This is also how terrorism works.

         First the tactician, the military trainers, the explosive experts, the cell leaders, and the suicide bomber band together to induce fear by creating apparently random destruction involving as many people as possible. The more arbitrary the target – the train, the bar, the sporting event, the office block – the more we fear because the harder it becomes for us to predict what tomorrow will hold for us.

         The person who follows this is the messenger. He has two further roles which are just as essential to the overall process. His first task is to threaten more of the same. He makes it clear that the future – both immediate and distant – will continue to be ambushed by bloody violence. This is the easy part – these words can be spoken by any thug. It’s the second task that requires the oratorical skill.

         Competing against other narratives, the messenger must somehow persuade us to do what he wants – leave his lands, hand over political power, give him money, convert to his religion. He does this by convincing us that we are the ones to blame for the destruction which has just been wreaked; that it is our actions that have brought about these consequences.

         At first this may seem an unpromising strategy, but the messenger tells us this because he knows that his narrative holds a particular charm to our ears; if we are the cause of such events, then we must also hold the key to our own security. Who better to bring normality back to our lives than ourselves?

         Like this, the messenger’s speech suddenly becomes a comfort. His words become a siren’s song. We want to do as he asks because he promises that life will go back to normal. But unless we resist the temptation, we will find ourselves ruined and sold out by the lowest of our mind’s conceits: fear.

         However, like volcanoes, plagues and war, the mechanics of terrorism have proven far more complex than our frightened minds have permitted us to believe. I should know. For the messenger is never all he seems.
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            1

         

         There it was. The bus. Its sidings peeled apart like the petals of a wilted red lily. The roof lying crumpled on the road somewhere up ahead. The blood of its passengers splashed so indelicately across the front of the faded grey, Portland-stone building beside it.

         It was dark now, some twelve hours after the horror of the explosion. But the emergency services’ halogen lamps illuminated far too much detail for a person to stomach.

         Reflecting off the white sheeting, which was erected to box off the scene from the public, the light bounced right into the top deck. Blown from their bolts but still attached to the bus’s shell, the seats appeared frozen mid-frame, as if caught in a desperate act of escape.

         The victims, still nameless and unknown at this point, had been removed. Their limbs and lives had been ripped apart while undertaking the most prosaic of daily activities: riding the number 30.

         We had been warned there would be an attack on London. The security services, the politicians, the British jihadis had all been right. And when it came it was nothing less than a series of suicide bombings. This one, the bus bombing, had been committed by a plump teenager from Yorkshire.

         As a freelance journalist specialising in British radicalism, I knew I’d be commissioned to be part of the media effort to explain why this had happened, and who was responsible. What did the terrorists want? What would their demands be? And if they were British, how had they come to turn on their fellow citizens? That’s why I felt compelled to come see the end point of their journey – their bloody achievement – with my own eyes.

         That 7 July morning I’d been in Scotland like many other reporters, watching police beat back protestors from the fences surrounding the grounds of the Gleneagles Hotel, where world leaders had gathered for the G8 summit. When the news broke of a suspected attack I hurriedly drove down an emptied motorway back to London. Packed into vans, their sirens blazing, were hundreds upon hundreds of Metropolitan police officers – London’s Praetorian Guard. Deployed to man the lines against anti-globalisation demonstrators far from their parish, you could see the guilty anguish on their faces through the van windows; they’d abandoned their posts and were desperate to return to their besieged capital.

         The city’s centre was uncomfortably silent without the usual drone of traffic. Lacking functioning public transport, tens of thousands of workers had migrated through the streets on foot to return home. Those who remained coalesced outside of pubs, part shocked, part curious, but still chatting almost casually without any obvious sign of panic on this balmy summer’s evening. I could hear their voices as I stood inside the cordon, staring at this everyday object, now disfigured, parked by brute force about forty yards in front of me. I couldn’t help but find myself fascinated – its new topography traced the instance of violence inflicted upon it. And yet I also felt physically repulsed by its abnormality and knowing what it now represented: not safe passage through the streets of the metropolis, but murder.

         ‘Sir,’ said the female officer beside me. I jolted. ‘Sir, you need to step back and return to your hotel.’

         ‘Oh yes,’ I said, and turned away. But I was not a guest at the hotel next to the scene – it was a lie used to gain entry past police lines. I lived a mile from where I now stood.

         I stooped to tie my shoelaces. Then, checking the officer was no longer looking at me, I quietly made my way into a side street and slipped back beyond the cordon.

         
            *

         

         ‘If he’s so desperate to martyr himself, then why hasn’t he done it already?’

         A resigned murmur issued around the BBC meeting room. It was a good question. Then someone else piped up. ‘Do we actually know that he was involved in terrorism?’

         They were talking about someone called Hassan Butt, a well-known Manchester radical. It had been proposed that I go and interview him. But the people in the meeting room were unsure about who he was. How could someone so outspoken and obviously dangerous not have been locked up already if they were the real deal? They were looking at me, the twenty-four-year-old newly appointed researcher, to somehow give them an answer.

         A couple of months after the 7/7 bombings, a senior BBC journalist called Jim Booth asked me to work on a project. Booth was a brilliant reporter. He was a salt-of-the-earth, Mancunian bruiser who could drink with the best of them. But in an instant he could become a distrusting cynic, quietly employing his Cambridge intellect to dig out whatever information he required. 

         Booth had seen my previous work and asked if I would spend three months in Beeston – the hilltop suburb in Leeds where three of the 7/7 bombers had grown up – to research their lives for a primetime drama documentary that would be aired on the first anniversary of the tragedy. The whole project, including filming with the actors, was to take nine months, so time was precious. But several weeks in, we’d hit a wall. No one wanted to talk.

         Booth and I both knew that every other journalist who had trekked to Beeston’s cluster of red-brick, terraced streets to try and piece together what had happened had left with nothing. Perhaps we were being naive, but we remained hopeful we’d land the story because we thought we had an edge over the scores of other reporters. Our research was being fed into a script for a ‘true-life’ drama documentary. So unlike most newsmen, we weren’t there to find out who was to blame. Our scriptwriter wanted to know about the chronology and details of people’s lives. We wouldn’t be asking anyone to point the finger. We thought that might make people more amenable to speaking.

         A second advantage was that we didn’t have to sit anyone in front of a camera to be interviewed, as they would be for a normal TV documentary, because ‘fictional’ characters on screen would be retelling their stories. Once all their information had been blended into the script, their identities could be kept secret. Everything was off the record.

         At first, this chance to talk tempted people. Young boys and old men wanted to explain what had gone on – or at least to make Booth and me understand that not everyone in Beeston thought that Islam was about killing infidels.

         We’d hear brief whispers about drugs and rebellions against forced marriages. But then, on the eve of these interviews, people would suddenly back out and withdraw without any honest explanation. After six weeks of this, Booth and I had nothing – except of course a growing list of demands from our bosses for more information.

         
            *

         

         Some commentators said the people of Beeston refused to talk because they were fed up with outsiders intruding into their lives, or that they were scared of police involvement, or that the right questions weren’t being asked. There was some truth in these theories. But there was something in the way people avoided looking us in the eye, the desperation to hurry away at the first opportunity, the nerves, the strained conversations late at night in the backs of unlit cars, that told us something much darker had descended upon that place.

         Only many months later and after an incredibly lucky break did Booth and I manage to piece together some semblance of how Mohammed Sidique Khan, or ‘Sid’, was radicalised. I discovered that Mohammed had an older brother who was a taxi driver. He plied the night shift at Leeds station. One night, I hovered at the front of the queue until his cab appeared and then I got in. Though he was always reticent, over nine months of interviews (almost all of which took place in his cab) Mohammed’s brother gave me enough information to detail how ‘Sid’ had come to blow himself up. His actions on 7 July were not some simple act of rage at western foreign policy, nor were they the (un)holy act of a disciple of Bin Laden’s version of Islam. Sid’s involvement in radical Islam grew organically out of Beeston’s own politics over several years. A member of the ‘Mullah Boys’, Khan had sought to rid his poverty-stricken neighbourhood of drugs. His gang kidnapped and then forced Muslim drug addicts to go cold turkey in the name of Islam. These acts were done with the consent of the families, who were often at the end of their tether and unable to seek help within the community because of the shame their addict sons had brought on their family. The Mullah Boys became local heroes for their efforts. Their pious ways attracted acclaim from the elders, who were more often used to watching their young turn to western culture, rather than east towards Mecca.

         However, armed with purist theology imbibed from newly arrived, English-speaking Wahhabi imams, the Mullah Boys were also rejecting the ways of their fathers and the spiritualised version of Islam that appeared to have no time for the problems of the real world. Instead of offering up a batch of what they saw as pointless prayers, Khan and the rest of the gang used their faith to physically put right the wrongs emanating from their neighbourhood.

         The issue of marriage was no different. The Boys refused to be betrothed to the spouses – usually their own cousins – that their parents picked for them. They were independent, and in love with those they had met in college or at work. Where in Islam did it say they must marry their cousin from a village in Pakistan, who knew nothing of western life? After failing to win over their parents with their arguments, they began conducting their own ad hoc marriages to Bangladeshis and white converts in a religious bookstore just off of Beeston’s main thoroughfare. They felt assured that as long as both parties were Muslim, the scriptures backed them.

         Nothing split Beeston apart more than this act of cultural defiance in the name of religion. The Boys were made pariahs, and the isolation served to harden their theological views in the battle against their parents. In Khan’s case his views became so extreme that he ended up going down a route from which he never returned.

         Khan’s story explained why the people of Beeston kept silent: they were afraid, but not of the police, as we’d previously suspected; they were afraid of something much more complex. Afraid of explaining that until Sid had murdered a dozen people, he had once been regarded as a pillar of local life. They were afraid of explaining how the elders of Beeston had tried to force Khan and his peers into marrying their cousins in Pakistan. They were afraid to describe how Khan and his friends had stubbornly asserted their freedom to choose their wives. They were afraid to talk about how the elders had then branded Khan and his peers as troublemakers, and shut them out of the community forever; that they wouldn’t allow him to ruin their traditions and diminish their power. They were afraid to expose how they were in part responsible for sending Khan and his two Beeston acolytes on their journey to London.

         Overriding all of this, they were afraid to speak because they feared their neighbours would find out they’d talked; they were afraid of bringing shame on themselves; they were afraid of being excluded from the community just like Khan and the Boys had been. The honest truth was that the people of Beeston were utterly afraid of each other.

         In the end, faced with this impenetrable conspiracy of silence, journalists of all shades had buckled. Deadlines and desperation forced them to turn their cameras and Dictaphones towards those who were most willing to talk: the leaders of British Islamic radicalism, the propagandists and their apprentices, who had learned like their masters to recite al-Qaeda’s message to perfection. These people were more than happy to stand in front of the British public and explain why such destruction had occurred.

         Foremost on this roll call of propagandists was Hassan Butt. In dozens of interviews with the press and on television, he had helped to create the archetype of the young, angry Muslim. A member of the soon-to-be-outlawed al-Muhajiroun, Hassan was the very embodiment of the hot-headed British youth empowered by the ideology of Islam: a spectacle who’d smile while explaining that he wanted to kill you.

         And yet what made Hassan Butt so appealing as an interview subject was that unlike his foreign tutors, with their flowing robes, long beards and hook hands, he dressed like us, used our mannerisms and spoke our language. Like the 7/7 bombers, he had grown up watching the same television programmes, he had been educated in our schools and universities, supported our football teams and been treated in our hospitals. He was born in Britain and this was where he lived. And still he had turned against us.

         Like Mohammed Sidique Khan, Hassan Butt portrayed himself as the enemy within, the familiar turned fearsome, and this betrayal was simultaneously captivating and frightening. That was why, in that BBC meeting room, we were discussing whether we should talk to him or not. If the ordinary people of Beeston weren’t going to explain the situation to us, then perhaps Hassan Butt – who lived in north Manchester, not so far from where the bombers grew up – would be able to give us the insight we needed into the life and mind of a British jihadi.

         
            *

         

         The first time I saw Hassan’s face and heard his voice was a week before the BBC meeting. Booth had handed me a recording of a TV programme called Britain’s Suicide Bombers, a film he’d helped to make just after the devastating Madrid train bombings in 2004, which killed 191 and injured more than 1,800 others. Booth had reached out to Hassan and he’d ended up featuring prominently in the documentary presented by the journalist Paul Kenyon. Some time later I drafted a lengthy and detailed description of the main interview with Hassan:

         
            Hassan is dressed in a mixture of Islamic, Pakistani and British clothing. There’s a white-latticed cotton prayer cap, a royal-blue cotton salwar kameez [tunic and free-flowing trousers] and a pair of beige Caterpillar boots. Over the tunic, he’s wearing a sturdy, navy-coloured coat with big easy-fasten duffle buttons. It looks like it might be leftover from his school days.

            After shaking hands, the interview moves to the interior of the car. It looks cramped.

            Kenyon’s first question is direct and to the point: ‘Do you admire the Madrid bombers?’

            From outside the driver’s window – and over Kenyon’s shoulder – the camera is focused on the passenger seat, where Hassan is sitting. Hassan has twisted his body to face Kenyon and the camera. His face fills up most of the screen.

            Hassan’s nose is a thick, solid, isosceles triangle. His eyebrows are also thick. But the feature that sticks out the most is his well-shaped, but thin and wiry, black beard. It sprouts out three inches from his chin and jaw. However, the oval of hair around his lips has been trimmed right down to stubble. It makes it seem as if his beard isn’t fully integrated into his face – more like a separate appendage, something stuck on.

            In that first moment on screen, Hassan looks far older than his twenty-four years. But as he begins to reply to Kenyon’s question, and the camera continues to hold his face in shot, his other features – a small, delicate mouth; fair, unblemished skin; almond-shaped eyes; long, bovine eyelashes – suggest that a softer, younger, and more feminine form has been covered over. He speaks:

            ‘If they were Muslims,’ Hassan tells Kenyon, ‘and they did it for the sake of Allah and they did it in accordance with Islamic injunction, I have no reason to condemn them. Absolutely not.’

            Hassan’s accent reveals little of his Manchester upbringing. It isn’t the characteristic nasal twang of his hometown, nor is it the Lancashire–Pakistani patois that’s so typical of first- and even second-generation immigrants from the north of England – across the Pennines in Leeds they call it ‘Yorkshirestani’. Instead, Hassan takes care to enunciate every word. (Hassan later tells me that his family and his ‘brothers’ rib him for speaking like a southerner. He hates the Mancunian accent: it sounds ‘lazy’, ‘uneducated’. He says he prefers to ‘speak properly’, at least for the sake of his nephews and nieces. ‘I admire people when they take that effort to speak correctly.’ But there are a few words like ‘guilty’, which he pronounces gil-ee and ‘cool’, pronounced koo-al, which betray him.)

            His replies to Kenyon are concise enough for TV and Hassan talks fluidly, without pauses, or ums and ers, but as the interview progresses, it quickly becomes clear that he isn’t a pro. Like a child, or an adult with an overdeveloped sense of emotional honesty, Hassan wears his thoughts on his face.

            As he gives his answer, Hassan gazes out of the car’s windscreen to aid his concentration. He needs to think carefully so he doesn’t forget to include all of the necessary caveats before launching into an affirmative answer.

            Kenyon puts his question to Hassan again: ‘Do you admire them?’ He wants a straight answer this time.

            ‘Absolutely,’ Hassan replies, and then fires off a quick glimmer of a smile. He knows that he is about to up the ante.

            Looking out of the windscreen for a half-second of reassurance, Hassan turns to face Kenyon. ‘Envy, I think, would probably be a better word.’

            As Hassan says the word ‘envy’, he closes his eyes. To emphasise the word ‘better’ Hassan nudges his head towards Kenyon, like he’s just headed ‘better’ into the back of some nearby goal. Without being prompted, Hassan repeats himself to make sure that what he is saying is clear:

            ‘Envy these people. Absolutely.’

            Hassan is now visibly enjoying this and his smile is now a smirk – the kind of expression that teenagers make when they get away with talking back to teacher. Making sure that he has this one in the bag, Kenyon asks a new version of the question in full:

            ‘Do you envy the people who carried out the Madrid attack?’

            Again, Hassan stares out of the car, as if to once more check the legal, political and theological implications of his answer. He wants to make sure that he can say what he is about to say to Kenyon. And then he does.

            ‘The Madrid attacks, 9/11 … absolutely. These people, as far as I’m concerned, they’ve stayed true to their covenant with Allah. They’ve fulfilled and sacrificed their life, which is the greatest thing that anybody can sacrifice for their creator.’

            On ‘sacrifice’ the screen fades to shots of dead bodies on a train platform and a man with a bloodied face – footage from Madrid. Then, responding to another of Kenyon’s questions, Hassan unleashes his crowning statement:

            ‘It is my hope that by the age of forty that I am a martyr. And if I haven’t I would probably feel a bit dejected in not being among the martyrs of Islam.’

            Kenyon adds, ‘And taking other lives with you?’

            ‘And taking other lives with me. Absolutely,’ Hassan replies.

         

         A week after watching that documentary, I was now being asked to assess whether Hassan Butt was actually involved in terrorism or was guilty of spouting empty threats. Perhaps I’d paused for too long before answering the senior executives in the room because Booth shot me a slightly irritated glance, but I wanted to order the facts in my head before launching into anything authoritative. There’s not much worse you can do as a journalist than getting your facts wrong.

         I told them that a source of mine who’d been part of the Leeds radical scene had filled me in on Hassan’s early days. Before joining al-Muhajiroun, Hassan had been a member of Hizb ut-Tahrir, the Party of Liberation – or ‘HT’, as it was sometimes referred to. The group was known as something between a dangerous, potentially violent cult and a harmless talking shop for middle-class Muslims. I’d profiled the group in a long feature article for the New Statesman as my very first piece of paid journalism.

         My source had told me that when Hassan was part of the group in the mid-90s, he was no lay member. For years he had recruited fellow college students, raised funds, given speeches and generally caused trouble. In 1999, when he was eighteen years old, he was kicked out of HT for insubordination and ended up joining the group’s more violent offshoot, al-Muhajiroun. 

         Not long after this, Hassan moved to Pakistan, where he became al-Muhajiroun’s spokesperson around the time of 9/11. Their office in Islamabad acted as a first port of call for British radicals wanting to fight in Afghanistan for the Taliban. As the conflict raged, western jihadis would show up looking for safe lodgings and for someone to point the way to the battlefield, where they could kill soldiers from their own country. Many of the al-Muhajiroun alumni returned to the UK only to be arrested for acts of terrorism. No one doubted that Hassan Butt was working at al-Muhajiroun’s Islamabad office at this time because he’d given scores of interviews on camera from just outside its doors.

         Searching through the archives of press cuttings, it became apparent that Hassan had been threatening terror for years. As an al-Muhajiroun spokesperson, his first job was confirming the names of the British Muslims in Afghanistan who had died fighting for the Taliban. It didn’t take long before he was providing reporters with his personal observations. Talking to the Daily Mail in late October 2001, he said: ‘For every one British Muslim killed, there are a dozen waiting to take their place and become martyrs as well. We are almost having to turn them away because we cannot cope with the number of enquiries.’

         Asked by the reporter whether fighting against British soldiers should be regarded as treason, Hassan replied: ‘We do not recognise British or any man-made laws so Muslims will not be afraid of being charged with treason. But if they started charging people, they could open a whole new war within Britain. There could well be attacks on political institutions like Downing Street and Whitehall and on military personnel. British Muslims are only observing their religious obligations to their brothers and sisters.’ 

         Hassan’s remarks drew instant condemnation from politicians and media alike, and he was soon being described as a public enemy. The day after the Mail’s interview went to press, the defence secretary Geoff Hoon warned that people who went to Afghanistan to fight against UK troops could be liable for prosecution. A fortnight later, when Hassan told the Sunday Mirror that he wanted to emulate the actions of the 9/11 hijackers – ‘I wish the same happens to me, for it is every Muslim’s dream to die a martyr and go to heaven’ – the paper ran an editorial which began: ‘Hassan Butt is a dealer in death. He is a British traitor.’ It went on: ‘Butt, 22, only left Britain a year ago. Until then he was quite prepared to enjoy the benefits of a country, and its education system, which he now apparently despises.’

         
            *

         

         When he eventually returned he was arrested, taken to Paddington Green high security police station and questioned under anti-terror laws. But even despite a series of subsequent arrests and raids on his home, he was never charged with an offence, let alone prosecuted as the newspapers had demanded.

         These were the pieces of information that I was certain about. What wasn’t known was with whom Hassan was now affiliated. He’d told reporters he’d left al-Muhajiroun, and so it wasn’t clear who was now giving him orders. Perhaps he was working alone. I told the BBC executives that I didn’t know.

         As the room digested my summary, Booth decided to raise a further concern: ‘I spoke to Hassan, and he’s told me that if we want an interview, we’ll have to pay him … He’s asking for a few hundred pounds.’

         The suggestion of handing over money caused another heated round of anxious discussion. The request wasn’t unusual in itself – I’d often been asked for payment in return for a story. Sources know journalism is a business and if they’re giving you information and their time, sometimes they ask for something in return. More often than not the demand is a bad omen.

         It took one of the executives to put a stop to it. ‘If he is a terrorist then we couldn’t possibly pay him and if he isn’t a terrorist then he doesn’t deserve to get paid.’

         Booth presented a plan, which in hindsight I think he may have been sitting on for a while. As a new face, I could ring Hassan on the pretext of starting up a fresh dialogue. I could make my checks, ask basic questions and have him answer straightforward queries. Hopefully, before Hassan began demanding money, he’d reveal his thoughts on what drove young British Muslims to become suicide bombers. My colleagues and I would then evaluate what he said. If our plan worked, then I’d have something to give to the scriptwriter. If it didn’t wash, then we’d never need to speak to him again and wouldn’t have to worry about handing over any money. I told Booth that I’d give it a go. What did we have to lose? What harm could possibly be done?

         I spent a couple of days running opening lines through my head. Should I start with ‘hello’ or ‘salaam’? Was it best to just go straight for arranging a face-to-face meeting without really explaining why I wanted to meet, or lay everything out upfront? (It’s easier to put the phone down on someone than to throw them out of your house.) Should I try and be commanding and assure him that I knew what I was talking about, or feign ignorance so he could feel useful by filling in the gaps? I also wondered whether, as we spoke, he would view me as journalist who wanted to engage in conversation or as his enemy who deserved to die. Though I was nervous, it was less out of concern for my own safety (what could he do from the other end of a telephone?) than that I would mess up our last lead and let Booth and the rest of the team down.

         In the end, no one approach seemed better than any other, so on the evening of 14 November 2005, while I waited on a station platform for a connecting train to London, still completely unsure as to how to engage with a proto-suicide bomber, I decided to dial the number Booth had given me.

         
            *

         

         For a first conversation it lasted a long time: forty-five minutes in all. I began by introducing myself – ‘I’m working with Jim at the BBC’ – and then I explained a little about what we were doing. Hassan listened without reacting and I started to worry that I was going to lose him. Only when I told him about the time I’d spent profiling Hizb ut-Tahrir did he perk up. Suddenly enthused, he wanted to know how much I knew. I obliged, keen to show him how deep my interests lay, and we began to parry with obscure bits of knowledge about the group. Had I got a list of all the party’s literature? Yes. Did he know about HT’s internal coup to get rid of their leader in 1997? Of course he did. He’d lived through it. Did I know about the two counter-coups after that? Yes, of course. But had I heard about the US branch? No – I had to admit that I hadn’t.

         Feeling that he’d won our trivia skirmish, Hassan began to explain everything he knew about the US faction. In itself the information was irrelevant to what Booth had asked me to do, but I didn’t want to interrupt his flow now that he was talking. It wasn’t until he had exhausted his story some ten minutes later that I asked him about himself.

         ‘Why did you leave?’ 

         ‘Leave? HT you mean? Oh, they’re a joke. Too bureaucratic. Those guys don’t even read the Quran. There was this one guy for example – a full member, not a shabab’ – Hassan explained that a shabab was an ordinary party youth who had yet to finish his education and graduate to official member status – ‘and they reprimanded him for reciting a few extra lines of the evening prayer. Can you believe that? They were like, “Sorry brother, these extra prayers are not part of the party’s mandated scripture, so you can’t say them.”’

         I told Hassan about how the group had complained to my editor from the New Statesman about a line that I’d written to describe how they were little more than a talking shop: ‘HT don’t do elbow grease.’

         ‘I bet they hated that,’ Hassan replied. ‘That’s their worst fear, that people think they’re all talk and whatnot. But they are! They don’t come up to our part of Manchester anymore ‘cos they know they’re not welcome.’

         A freight train carrying coal was approaching the platform and I asked him to wait a minute because it was too loud to talk. ‘Okey-dokey,’ he replied. (He liked that phrase, ‘okey-dokey’, and I’d hear it a lot over the next three years.)

         After the final freight car moved off into the distance, I got to the point and asked Hassan why violent Islamic radicalism was taking hold over a generation of Muslims. The reason why the ‘British jihadi network’, as he termed it, was gaining so much support, he said, was because they kept on winning religious debates against the traditional scholars. The network offered the strongest theological argument about how Islam should be practised, and because of this they had managed to recruit the most intelligent young Muslims in Britain. 

         ‘You see,’ Hassan continued, ‘this is what the west doesn’t understand.’ He explained that instead of engaging with radical scholars and pointing out their shortcomings in open debate, the British government was now locking them up without charge. This had only widened the gulf between the radicals and the west, because the scholars were the only ones who had the authority to tell the hotheads on the ground that something was right or wrong. Now that they were imprisoned, the west had closed off its last route to a solution.

         His confidence that his assertion was undeniably correct jarred with me. I didn’t want to be lectured by someone who’d professed to a desire to kill innocent civilians, but I wasn’t going to argue back for fear of ruining my chances of a meeting. It wouldn’t take me long to learn that, in fact, he loved nothing more than debating his point, even if he lost.

         As I boarded my train we agreed that it would be best to carry on our discussion in person at his house in Cheetham Hill in a day or two. But before I hung up, he wanted to say one last thing: unlike other radicals, his group and his emir (his leader) had recently decided that it was worth starting a dialogue between jihadis and the west. They wanted to reach out. Slightly thrown, I was about to ask him to explain more, but before I could reply, the train passed into a tunnel and we got cut off.

         Typing up our conversation as I travelled back to London, it was that last remark that stuck in my head. From his public record, Hassan seemed pretty mindless – a thug with an overinflated sense of his own importance. But his suggestion that he wanted dialogue shifted the ground somewhat. If Hassan really was part of a radical terrorist network and he was genuine about interaction, then perhaps he no longer thought that martyrdom was the ultimate goal, as he’d professed not so long before. At the end of my notes I wrote: ‘Butt is an Islamist of the first order. However, he isn’t psychologically lost or confused. He’s very knowledgeable and he’s also rational. He is certainly worth talking to. Personally, I think we got on very well.’

         It’s been a decade since I wrote that passage, but I can say with absolute certainty that I’ve yet to write another five sentences where each and every conclusion turned out to be so completely and devastatingly wrong.

      

   


   
      
         

            2

         

         As you travel north out of central Manchester, one of the rougher areas you pass is Cheetham Hill. The place has a long history – its foundation predates the Domesday Book and its name is thought to mean ‘village near the wood’. In the eighteenth century it became a favoured haunt of the highwayman Dick Turpin, but Cheetham Hill’s heyday didn’t arrive until the late-Victorian era, when wealthy merchants and bankers began building houses there to escape the squalor and stench of Manchester’s newly industrialised town centre.

         Driving along the main street to visit Hassan it was plain to see that the fruits of that wealth – Cheetham Hill’s civic institutions – had rotted away. The library, with its high ceilings and grand façade, replete with celebratory reliefs of Dickens and Shakespeare, was boarded up. The town hall was now an Indian restaurant. The original 1930s interior of the Green Hill Cinema had been gutted and converted into a grubby vegetable market. The old Barclays bank, with its Greek columns and neo-classical marble interior, had become ‘Household Bargains’, which sold second-hand white goods and sofas that spilled out onto the street and blocked up the pavement.

         In fact the high street was populated by a whole host of stores with ‘bargain’ or ‘discount’ in the name: Bargain Brands, Big Discount, International Bargain, First Stop Discount, Buy Save Store, and the more upmarket Poundstretcher. The one shop with any hint of glamour or pretence of economic aspirations was the yellow-and-black Cash Converters pawnbrokers, the front window of which was decorated with the jewellery that Cheetham Hill’s residents could no longer afford to own.

         The only institutions that remained were the religious ones, and they were posted like sentries at either end of the high street. At the end closest to the town centre was the UK Islamic Mission. Housed in an old church, it was one of three mosques that served the large Pakistani community who’d settled in the area in the 1960s, predominantly to find work in the textile trade.

         Leaving Cheetham, the very last building on the high street was the Higher Crumpsall Synagogue. It marked the transition into the well-maintained suburb of Prestwich – home to Manchester’s Jewish community, who’d come to the area at the turn of the twentieth century.

         Off the main street, a few mid-century Brutalist tower blocks dotted the skyline, but most of the area was dominated by low-level, purpose-built council housing constructed from the kind of characterless modern red brick that refuses to pit or fade over time. It was in one of these houses, located at the end of a cul-de-sac just off the high street and looking onto a little mound of wasteland, which local youths used for burning rubbish and launching fireworks at passers-by, that I found Hassan’s home.

         When he opened the door, Hassan looked entirely different from his appearance on Britain’s Suicide Bombers. He had taken an electric shaver to his beard, he was dressed casually – tracksuit bottoms and a T-shirt – and he looked far stockier: at least a couple of stone heavier. The first thing he did was apologise – he was running late with his training schedule. He told me he had to maintain a strict gym routine of ninety minutes every day, and suggested that we talk while he trained. I didn’t feel like watching him lift weights on our first encounter. It seemed like a terrible way to conduct a conversation, so I politely told him that I’d prefer to wait, and sat down on the sofa in his living room. While he carried on with his exercises in the next room, I started jotting down some observations about his home in between reading over some old notes.

         Inside, the house was clean and tidy but pretty basic – less a home than a lodging. There were no ornaments or decorations; no paintings, posters or photographs. Apart from the gym, and the world map tacked to a wall in the living room, there were almost no personal touches. The furniture in the living room was cheap landlord fare: imitation leather sofa, pine bookcase, laminated wood chip coffee table, green-and-black-patterned curtains covering the patio door to the twelve-by-fourteen-foot garden, and of course a TV. The kitchen was big enough for two people to stand in but no more: MDF faux-granite worktops, stainless-steel sink, little in the way of food or signs of cooking. It was as if no one really lived there.

         Despite the fact that the house was like a generic, sanitised, strip-lit student hall of residence, over the coming months I picked up clues that gave some insight into Hassan’s life. The small bookcase in the corner was largely empty, but on that first visit there was a copy of The Sword of Jihad on the shelf. The book was an exhortation to violence, written by a Scottish convert to Islam, and I knew it to be a staple amongst committed British radicals. 

         Visiting a few weeks later, I spotted a DVD of the Manchurian Candidate remake lying beside the TV. Hassan saw me glancing at it, and without any prompting he volunteered an explanation. He said that he never went to the cinema – the mixed-sex environment was considered to be haram – but he had watched the film because one of his jihadi brothers recommended it. (The premise of the film is that a multinational corporation is trying to take over the US presidency by getting a brainwashed war veteran to stand for election.) The film, said Hassan, had really opened his eyes to how depraved western governments could be in their desire to twist democracy for their own uses. The fact that Hassan’s interaction with western culture had been reduced to viewing films confirming his own prejudices irked me less than his apparent inability to differentiate between fact and obvious fantasy.

         On a few occasions, Hassan left a Sony Playstation games console on the floor beside the TV. Again, without prompting, he offered an explanation to conceal his embarrassment. He denied ever playing it, saying instead that it wasn’t his. It belonged to the other brothers who came around. They were ‘always at it’.

         Perhaps the most interesting item of all was a Monopoly board, which I once saw neatly placed on the coffee table. I was startled to find that in the midst of this most devout of jihadi households, people were enjoying playing a game so capitalistic in its nature that it had been banned throughout the Soviet Union. Embarrassed once again, Hassan brushed off this seeming incoherence as just another part of the complexity of being a violent radical. ‘Oh God, yaar, these guys just love playing Monopoly … The world still has much to learn about jihadi life!’ 

         For such a small house, the gym was kitted out well. Laid out in a room most houses would have used as the dining area, the equipment had been placed in a convenient circuit. Nearest the door was the back-extension machine. Placed up against the side wall were a collection of free weights. Next to them was a rowing machine, and as you moved towards the garden door there was the ‘cage’, which included a bench press, a shoulder press, a lateral-extension machine, and something for helping with squats.

         Hassan was proud of his gym, and I was to discover that his fitness routine was deeply woven into his worldview. Training was not just a matter of personal choice. ‘You have to keep yourself ready when you’re off the battlefield,’ he explained. During the first year of our relationship, his schedule also helped me to diagnose his mental health. Whenever he slipped into melancholy or depression he would stop training, thinking it pointless. He would then bemoan his sluggishness and cranky mood. It usually wouldn’t take much to buoy him up but I’d only know that he was truly feeling more upbeat about life when he started lifting weights and training again.

         His home gym, Hassan told me, also served as a meeting place for fellow ‘brothers’ from around Manchester. He could adopt an open-door policy because unlike most radicals, who were married or resided with their parents, there were no females living at his house. When brothers turned up unannounced, there wasn’t the inconvenience of having to herd women to the privacy of upstairs. The fact that the gym was free and open all hours made it popular with all types, not just jihadis, and so it also became a place to recruit and ‘educate’ new young males. As they trained, Hassan bonded with these potential recruits over discussions about politics and faith, and slowly he would culture their minds to think like his own.

         All this activity gave the house a buzz, and so unsurprisingly Hassan was eager to keep hold of it. However, his landlord was less than pleased. While I sat in the lounge waiting for Hassan to finish his circuit I listened in on a discussion between him and his housemate – a chubby junior dentist whom Hassan regularly bossed about. His flatmate was worried. The landlord had been disturbed by Hassan’s well-publicised radical activities and the periodic police raids that went with them, and he didn’t want any more trouble. He was threatening to throw them out. Hassan suggested that the six months’ advance on the rent he’d just handed over would calm the landlord down. Then Hassan poked his head around the door and asked if I wanted a glass of orange squash.

         ‘Yes,’ I said.

         ‘Okey-dokey,’ he responded as he went into the kitchen.

         
            *

         

         I thought that it would be best to have a conversation rather than give the impression that I was here to interview him about the who, what and why. I didn’t want him to start thinking of our relationship as a transaction, which would be a sure way of reminding him about his demands for money. Instead, I tried a different approach: I asked about religion.

         God was a radical’s bread and butter, and I had found that extremists rarely passed up a chance to showcase their knowledge in response to a genuine question. I started by asking Hassan about that infamous piece of Islamic theology: cutting off the hands of thieves. Many modernising Muslims argued that religious laws like this were about the underlying principle of justice more than the literal chopping off of limbs. Hadn’t the world put more value in the sanctity of human rights since the time of the Prophet 1,400 years ago? And weren’t there better ways of stopping theft than hacking away at a criminal’s chances of earning a decent living?

         Of course there was room for interpretation, Hassan replied, but in the Quran seven or eight things had been mandated forever as haram. This was to ensure that these specific practices, such as drinking and adultery, did not become socially acceptable over the passage of time. He said that in the west, for example during the prohibition era in the US, drinking had once been seen as an evil. Now it was everywhere. Unmarried sex had, until very recently, also been frowned upon. Now it wasn’t a problem. Again, drug use had also been liberalised. What if, one day, paedophilia was no longer viewed as a crime? This is why God had eternally mandated certain punishments for certain crimes because, unlike the Almighty, people were fickle, changeable and liable to be led by their baser instincts.

         However, Hassan added, it was also not up to him to enforce the punishment of chopping off a thief’s hand. Such acts could not be carried out by individuals. They had to be managed by the proper Islamic authorities.

         ‘So what about slavery?’ I asked. I thought I had caught him here. The Quran made it perfectly clear that a Muslim was permitted to own slaves, yet surely he didn’t agree with keeping another human in perpetual bondage? And if he didn’t agree, wouldn’t that mean that he was deviating from the literal word of God?

         Hassan had – like all my other questions – heard this one before. ‘Yes, slavery is permitted, but the Quran also says it is better to unshackle than to shackle a slave,’ he replied. The moral compass was pointed towards freedom. But even then, the debate about slaves was pointless unless you had a state that was willing to enforce the laws of God. ‘That’s why the network is fighting for an Islamic government.’ The network he was referring to was the global jihadi network: what the rest of the world called al-Qaeda.

         ‘So,’ I said, ‘killing isn’t about revenge. It’s a means to this end.’

         Hassan replied a little wearily, as if the answer was obvious: ‘Yes.’

         If I wanted to know more, I should try – as he had done – to speak to the cleric Abu Qatada, the Jordanian preacher branded ‘al-Qaeda’s spiritual leader in Europe’, whom various home secretaries had attempted to deport back to Jordan to face trial for terrorism charges (a goal finally achieved in 2013). Hassan told me that while Abu Qatada had been released from prison and placed under house arrest, Hassan had gone to speak with the preacher about theology. Then he told me that the government would never solve terrorism unless they started taking these radical scholars seriously. These scholars had valid Islamic opinions and they should be heard.

         It was the same argument he’d used before. I’d kept my mouth shut that time, fearing he’d stop talking to me, but now I challenged him. ‘Why should the government start a dialogue with these people?’ I asked. Weren’t preachers like Abu Qatada the very same people who had radicalised much of the British Muslim youth in the first place? Why not just ban all these groups and lock up all dangerous radicals, so they couldn’t cause any more trouble?

         ‘Yes,’ he replied, this was ‘one option’, but it would fail. 

         He pointed to the front door. Outside, he said, when everyone was asleep in their beds, there was another world that was just getting started. Young kids in gangs, drug addicts, the homeless. Hassan knew these people. He played football with them, let them use his gym. He regularly helped drug addicts to try and kick their habit. He worked with gang members to try and resolve disputes. It was easy to talk to them because he was from the same area. That’s how he recruited people.

         On the other hand the government, with all its resources, shut its youth centres at six in the evening, when ‘these guys are just getting up … They never meet these people, so how do they expect to win hearts and minds? It’s a battle of ideas but the government can’t even find the battleground. So do you think that locking up a few scholars is going to help?’ The ideas were already out there, he said, and it wasn’t only him doing this work. ‘Personally, I know a hundred people like me, all doing the same thing, out there every time of night or day.’ As long as Britain had a dark heart of poverty and alienation, the radicals would be there, manipulating its beat to their own ends.

         Then, casually, he said: ‘You know, I once met Mohammad.’

         
            *

         

         I knew straight away he meant Mohammad Sidique Khan, but I hesitated to respond because we’d just stumbled into very dangerous legal territory. The BBC’s lawyers had already warned me that under Schedule 19 of the Terrorism Act 2000, anyone who had reasonable grounds for suspecting that a person has committed a terrorism offence could be sent to jail for up to five years if they did not inform the authorities. Such a rule didn’t apply to any other types of crime, such as assault, theft, robbery, paedophilia or murder. Just terrorism. Since the ordinary public were unlikely to know terrorists, the law affected few people. However, it did affect families and associates of terrorists. Those were meant to be the law’s intended targets. But it also affected journalists; creating all sorts of concerns about journalists being turned into informants for the state. By telling me about his specific association with Khan, Hassan could land both of us in jail. I chose not to say anything in response, I just let Hassan carry on talking.

         He said he’d been introduced to Khan in 2002 at Hassan’s flat in Pakistan. He didn’t know him too well – their meeting had only been brief, more or less in passing. He remembered him as serious and quiet, not the kind of person to mess around, boast of his own importance, or ‘blow his mouth off’ like many other British jihadis. He was intelligent, polite and considerate. He had good manners – Hassan had heard that whenever brothers went out to eat with him, Khan would offer to pay for the entire meal.

         During their short conversation, Hassan brought up the question of how Khan had come back to his religion. Khan said that his marriage to an Indian Muslim had caused a rift in his family. He also spoke about his resentment at being ‘Anglicised’ at school, and how his parents hadn’t stopped this. At sixth-form college, confronted by drunken students, Khan had started to wonder about Islam and began to think differently. This was as much as Hassan knew.

         I was too busy fretting over the legality of all this to feel excited about what Hassan was telling me. (In the end it was felt that simply meeting Khan wasn’t a terrorist offence.) I also had no way of knowing whether what he was saying was true, or how I would demonstrate that it might be. On one hand such an episode was easy enough to invent – Hassan hadn’t said anything that hadn’t already been reported in the papers. But Hassan had also characterised his meeting as something in passing. There was little that was profound or shocking about it. In that respect, what was there to disbelieve?

         One bit of partial proof he offered was that someone called Junaid Babar had made the introduction. Babar had been one of the most remarkable figures in the western jihadi movement. A bespectacled dumpy figure, who looked like he belonged on a sofa watching daytime TV instead of in a combat zone, Babar was from Queens in New York. He’d flown to Pakistan a week after 9/11 despite the fact that his mother, who worked for the Bank of America on the ninth floor of the Twin Towers, had only just escaped with her life that day.

         By spring 2004 he was back in the US, trying to start a new life as a taxi driver, and was detained a few weeks later walking along the street outside his home. Babar was eventually charged for running a terrorist training camp for westerners in the mountains of Pakistan. To reduce his prison time Babar turned state’s witness and in 2007 he would testify in court against his fellow terrorists, including several ex-members of al-Muhajiroun who had been caught trying to make a fertiliser bomb in order to blow up a shopping centre. Later, British security services disclosed that one of the dozen or so Brits at Babar’s mountain terror training camp was Mohammed Sidique Khan. Hassan Butt and Junaid Babar knew each other well enough. The evidence was there on film: on several occasions during 2001 and early 2002, reporters had interviewed them alongside each other, talking about killing western soldiers.

         
            *

         

         I asked Hassan what he thought the reason for the London attacks had been. Why pick July 2005 to murder dozens of innocent civilians? The spark, Hassan believed – he admitted that he had no direct knowledge – hadn’t been the invasion of Iraq per se, but the re-election of Tony Blair. Hassan himself had questioned his emir about the reasoning, in relation to the Madrid bombings a year earlier. He said he had been told that people in Spain and Britain were different. There had, for example, been many more marches in the UK against the Iraq War, and that is why Britain hadn’t been attacked earlier. But after the prime minister’s re-election in May it was clear that, as Hassan put it, the British people ‘valued their own comforts above Muslim lives’. Although Hassan had felt that the bombings needed to be combined with negotiations about Muslim grievances, 7 July was intended as a wake-up call to the public.

         What, I asked, about the people who hadn’t voted for Blair, or hadn’t voted at all? Why did they deserve to die? ‘If you accept the democratic process then you accept the person who wins,’ he said. Then, with a touch of relish, he added, ‘Even Michael Howard [the then leader of the Tory opposition] acknowledges that Blair is his prime minister. As far as we’re concerned, you’re just as guilty as Blair.’

         So what about the deaths of fellow Muslims who were travelling, unaware, on public transport that day? There had been five in all. How had Khan squared the possibility of killing Muslims to avenge the death of Muslims, before setting out from his home that morning?

         In terms of strategy, Hassan told me he disagreed with the bombings. Back-pedalling from his previous aims of martyrdom and striking at the heart of the British establishment, Hassan said he thought it had been a bad move to unsettle things in the UK because it had been such a good base for supporting operations throughout the rest of the world. 

         He also conceded that the fallout from the bombings would cause suffering to British Muslims – but this was what Khan had wanted. In an environment of increased hostility, believers would be forced to choose between Muslim and non-Muslim, Islam and the west, Bin Laden and Bush. They would have to get involved in the struggle because, by killing his co-religionists, Khan was reminding them there would be no safety for them on the sidelines. Despite Hassan’s reservations about the bombings, he said that ultimately Khan and his group had done ‘a great thing’, which would not be easily emulated again. ‘For a long time no one will be able to do what he has done.’
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