



[image: Cover Image]






Also by Souad Mekhennet


The Eternal Nazi: From Mauthausen to Cairo,
the Relentless Pursuit of SS Doctor Aribert Heim
(with Nicholas Kulish)


Die Kinder des Dschihad: Die neue Generation des islamistischen Terrors in Europa
[The Children of Jihad: The New Generation of Islamic Terror in Europe]
(with Claudia Sautter and Michael Hanfeld)


Islam
(with Michael Hanfeld)




Copyright


Published by Virago


ISBN: 978-0-349-00839-4


Copyright © 2017 Souad Mekhennet


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Virago


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




To my grandparents, parents, and siblings




PROLOGUE


Meeting ISIS


Turkey, 2014


I was told to come alone. I was not to carry any identification and would have to leave my cell phone, audio recorder, watch, and purse at my hotel in Antakya, Turkey. All I could bring were a notebook and a pen.


In return, I wanted to speak to someone in authority, someone who could explain the long-term strategy of the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham, or ISIS. It was the summer of 2014, three weeks before the group became a household name by releasing a video of the beheading of the American journalist James Foley. Even then, I suspected that ISIS would become an important player in the world of global jihad. As a journalist covering Islamic militancy across Europe and the Middle East for the New York Times, major German news outlets, and now the Washington Post, I had watched the group take shape in the world created by the September 11 attacks, two U.S.-led wars, and the upheaval known as the Arab Spring. I had been talking to some of its future members for years.


I told my contacts with ISIS that I would ask whatever questions I wanted and that I wouldn’t clear quotes or show them the article before it was published. I also needed their guarantee that I wouldn’t be kidnapped. And since I’d been told not to bring anyone else from the Post, I asked that the trusted contact who had helped arrange the interview be allowed to accompany me.


“I’m not married,” I told the ISIS leaders. “I cannot be alone with you.”


As a Muslim woman of Moroccan-Turkish descent, born and raised in Germany, I am an outlier among the journalists covering global jihad. But in the years since I started reporting on the September 11 hijackers as a college student, my background has given me unique access to underground militant leaders such as the man I was to meet that July day in Turkey.


I knew that ISIS was holding journalists hostage. What I didn’t know was that the leader I would meet oversaw the group’s hostage program, supervising the British-accented killer who would appear on the videos and become known to the world as Jihadi John. I would learn later that the man I met that summer, who was known as Abu Yusaf, had taken a leading role in torturing the hostages, including waterboarding them.


I had asked to meet Abu Yusaf during the day in a public place but was told that wouldn’t be possible. The meeting would be at night, and in private. A few hours beforehand, my contact moved the time back to 11:30 p.m. This was not a comforting development. A year earlier, members of the German antiterrorism police unit had knocked on my door at home to tell me they had learned of an Islamist plot to lure me to the Middle East with the promise of an exclusive interview, then kidnap me and force me to marry a militant. Those threats came back to me now, as I wondered if I was crazy to be doing this. Despite my nerves, I pressed on. If everything worked out, I would be the first Western journalist to interview a senior ISIS commander and live to tell the story.


It was a hot day toward the end of Ramadan, and I wore jeans and a T-shirt as I prepared my questions at the hotel in Antakya. Before leaving, I put on a black abaya, a traditional Middle Eastern garment that covers the whole body except for the face, hands, and feet. One of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi’s associates had chosen it for me years earlier, when I’d visited the late Al Qaeda leader’s hometown of Zarqa, Jordan. The Zarqawi associate had bragged that this abaya, which had pink embroidery, was one of the nicest styles in the shop, and the fabric was thin enough to be comfortable even in hot weather. Since then, it has become a sort of good luck charm. I always wear it on difficult assignments.


We were to meet Abu Yusaf along the Turkish-Syrian border, not far from the border crossing at Reyhanli. I knew the area well: my mother had grown up nearby, and I had visited often as a child.


I said good-bye to my Post colleague Anthony Faiola, who would stay behind at the hotel, leaving phone numbers he could use to reach my family in case anything went wrong. At about 10:15 p.m., the man who had helped arrange this interview, whom I’ll call Akram, picked me up at the hotel. After a forty-minute drive, we pulled into the parking lot of a hotel restaurant near the border and waited. Two cars soon appeared out of the darkness. The driver of the lead car, a white Honda, got out; Akram and I got in. Akram sat behind the wheel and I climbed into the passenger seat.


I twisted around to look at the man I had come to interview, who sat in the back. Abu Yusaf looked to be twenty-seven or twenty-eight and wore a white baseball cap and tinted glasses that masked his eyes. He was tall and well built, with a short beard and curly, shoulder-length hair. Dressed in a polo shirt and khaki cargo pants, he would have blended in seamlessly on any European street.


Three older Nokia or Samsung cell phones lay on the seat beside him. For security reasons, he explained, no one in his position would use an iPhone, which could make him especially vulnerable to surveillance. He wore a digital watch similar to those I’d seen on American soldiers in Iraq and Afghanistan. His right pocket bulged; I assumed he was carrying a gun. I wondered what would happen if the Turkish police stopped us.


Akram turned the key in the ignition, and the car began to move in darkness along the Turkish side of the border, sometimes passing through small villages. I could hear the wind against the car windows. I tried to keep track of where we were, but my conversation with Abu Yusaf drew me in.


He spoke softly and calmly. He tried to hide that he was of Moroccan descent and where exactly in Europe he came from, but I noticed his North African features, and when I switched from classical Arabic to Moroccan Arabic he understood and answered in kind. It turned out he had been born in Morocco but had lived in the Netherlands since his teens. “If you want to check my French as well, just tell me,” he said, smiling. He also spoke Dutch. I would learn later that he had been trained as an engineer.


As we drove, he explained his vision: ISIS would free Muslims from Palestine to Morocco and Spain and then go farther, spreading Islam all over the world. Anyone who resisted would be treated as an enemy. “If the U.S. hits us with flowers, we will hit them back with flowers,” Abu Yusaf said. “But if they hit us with fire, we will hit them back with fire, also inside their homeland. This will be the same with any other Western country.”


ISIS had plenty of resources and expertise, he told me. In fact, the group had begun quietly establishing itself long before it appeared on the world stage. Its members included educated people from Western countries, highly trained security officers from Saddam Hussein’s presidential guard, and former Al Qaeda acolytes. “You just think we have nutcases coming to join us?” he asked. “No. We have people from all over the world. We have brothers from Britain with university degrees and of various descents: Pakistani, Somali, Yemeni, and even Kuwaiti.” Later, I would realize that he was also talking about the guards that several ISIS hostages would dub “the Beatles”: Jihadi John and three others with English accents.


I asked what had pushed him to join the group. Abu Yusaf said that he’d grown fed up with the hypocrisy of Western governments, which were always talking about the importance of human rights and religious freedoms, while relegating their Muslim residents to a kind of second-class citizenship. “In Europe, look how we have been treated,” he told me. “I wanted to be in the society I grew up with, but I felt, ‘You’re just the Muslim, you’re just the Moroccan, you will never be accepted.’ ”


The U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003 had been unjust, he said: there were no weapons of mass destruction, Iraqis were tortured in Abu Ghraib, and the Americans faced no consequences. “Then they’re pointing at us and saying how barbaric we are.”


“You say you’re against the killing of innocent people,” I said. “So why are you killing and kidnapping innocent people?”


He was silent for a few seconds. “Every country has a chance to get their people free,” he said. “If they don’t, that’s their problem. We didn’t attack them; they attacked us.”


“When you take people hostage, what do you expect?” I responded.


He then started talking about his Moroccan grandfather, who had fought the French colonialists for freedom, drawing a parallel between that jihad and this one. “This is all the outcome of the Americans colonizing Iraq,” he said. “Now we’re fighting the jihad to free the Muslim world.”


But my grandfather had been a freedom fighter in Morocco, too. When I was a little girl, he’d talked to me about that “jihad,” about how Muslims and their “Jewish brothers” had fought to expel the French who had seized control of their ancestral lands. “We did not kill any women and children, and no civilians,” my grandfather had told me. “That’s not allowed in jihad.” His rebellion was nothing like the horrors perpetrated by ISIS.


“But he was in his country,” I said. “This is not your country.”


“This is Muslim land. This is the country of all Muslims.”


“I grew up in Europe like you,” I told him. “I studied like you in Europe.”


“Why do you still believe the European system is fair and just?” he asked.


“What is the alternative?”


“The alternative is the caliphate.”


Our debate had grown heated, personal. There seemed to be so many parallels between his background and mine. Yet we had chosen different paths, and mine wasn’t what he would call the “right way” for a Muslim woman, not the Islamic way.


“Why are you doing this to yourself?” he asked. “You really believe that the West respects us? Treats us Muslims equally? The only right way is our way,” by which he meant the way of the so-called Islamic State.


“I’ve read your stuff,” he told me. “You interviewed the head of Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb. Why are you just a reporter? Why don’t you have your own TV show in Germany? Why are you not making a career in Germany, with all the awards you’ve won?”


I couldn’t pretend I didn’t know what he was talking about. Coming of age and making my way professionally as a Muslim in Europe had at times been trying. I don’t wear a head scarf; I’m considered a liberal and a feminist; I’ve cowritten a book about finding one of the last living Nazis in Cairo and won prestigious fellowships in America. But Abu Yusaf was right: I don’t have a TV show in Germany. To rise in my home country as a Muslim migrant, or even as the child of migrants, you have to toe the line and praise Europe’s progressiveness. If you criticize the government too loudly or raise serious questions about anything from foreign policy to Islamophobia, the backlash can be intense.


I obviously didn’t agree with Abu Yusaf that the caliphate was the solution. But I couldn’t help thinking that Western societies and politicians have made little progress toward addressing the policies that radicalize young men like him. More intelligence services putting more restrictions on people is not the solution, nor are global surveillance networks that compromise the privacy of the innocent along with the guilty. Abu Yusaf was part of a generation of young Muslims who were radicalized by the invasion of Iraq, much as the generation before him had been radicalized by the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979. In some ways, he reminded me of my younger brother, and I felt a big sister’s responsibility to protect him. But I knew it was too late for that.


“You may be right that we face discrimination and the world is unfair,” I told him. “But this is not the jihad, what you’re fighting. Jihad would have been if you’d stayed in Europe and made your career. It would have been a lot harder. You have taken the easiest way out.”


For a few seconds, no one said anything.


Abu Yusaf had insisted on taking me back to Antakya rather than returning to our original meeting point, and by this time we were close to my hotel. I thanked him and climbed out of the car. Even at this hour, the coffee shops were busy with people eating before dawn, as is common in Ramadan, when Muslims fast during the day. I felt glad to have gotten the interview, but I was also worried. Abu Yusaf had spoken with such confidence and fury. “Whoever attacks us will be attacked in the heart of their countries,” he had said, “no matter if it’s the USA, France, Britain, or any Arab country.”


We’re losing one after the other, I thought. This guy could have been somebody different. He could have had a different life.
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Stranger in a Strange Land


Germany and Morocco, 1978–93


I was born with thick, curly black hair and big brown eyes. My parents were more or less the only immigrants in our Frankfurt neighborhood, and I became something of a local curiosity. Even then, I had a particularly expressive face, but I also drew attention because I didn’t look German. In the park, parents would leave their children and come to look at me. Many U.S. soldiers and their families were stationed in Frankfurt, not far from Klettenbergstrasse, where our apartment was, and they would greet us kindly.


“You looked so different from all these kids,” the woman I would come to call my German godmother, Antje Ehrt, told me later. “You looked so critical when you were pissed about something. People could see, she’s angry. They would fall in love with you, this funny, beautiful baby.”


I was born in the spring of 1978, on the eve of a period of dramatic change in the Muslim world. In the months after my birth, events in Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Afghanistan sent the Muslim world into turmoil and started what would become decades of coups, invasions, and war.


In Iran in January 1979, the shah abdicated and fled with his family. On February 1, Ayatollah Khomeini returned from his years of exile and declared an Islamic republic, turning against his former allies the intellectuals and liberals. Instead, he instituted a return to conservative religious and social values, curtailing women’s rights and enforcing Islamic dress codes. On November 4, student revolutionaries took over the U.S. embassy in Tehran, seizing sixty-six American hostages, fifty-two of whom would be held for more than a year.


Sixteen days later, on the first day of the Islamic year 1400, a group of armed religious extremists took over the holiest sites in Islam, the Grand Mosque in Mecca and, within its courtyard, the Kaaba. Their sharpshooters climbed the minarets and took aim at pilgrims, worshippers, and police, all in an attempt to destabilize the Saudi monarchy and establish a regime based on fundamentalist Islamic ideology.


The Siege of Mecca lasted fourteen days and resulted in an estimated one thousand deaths and major damage to the holy structures before it was put down by Saudi troops with the help of foreign special forces teams. The reverberations were felt around the world, and forward in time. Osama bin Laden often recalled the defilement of the shrine by Saudi forces, laying blame on the Saudi royals and praising the “true Muslims” who had brought havoc to the holy place. A few weeks after that, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan ushered in nine years of guerrilla warfare, as bin Laden and other Muslim fighters flocked to Afghanistan, giving rise to the era of global jihad.


My parents’ lives were much more mundane. My mother, Aydanur, was from Turkey; my father, Boujema, was Moroccan. They’d come to West Germany in the early 1970s, within a few months of each other. They were guest workers, part of a tide of migrants from across southern Europe, Turkey, and North Africa seeking work and an opportunity to build more prosperous lives. At the time, West Germany was still recovering from the devastation of World War II and trying to turn itself into a prosperous industrialized nation. The country needed workers: young, healthy people who could do hard labor and take on the unpleasant jobs that many Germans didn’t want to do. German companies were recruiting workers from Greece, Italy, Turkey, Yugoslavia, Spain, and Morocco. My parents were among them.


My mother had come to West Germany alone, at nineteen, on a trainful of Turks. Working in Hildesheim, not far from the East German border, she wrapped and packed radios and TVs for shipping and lived in a house full of other migrants, sharing a room with three other women. She later moved to Frankfurt to be closer to one of her brothers, who lived and worked there. She had long hair that she didn’t cover with a scarf, and she liked to wear skirts that showed off her legs.


She met my father in 1972, through an older Moroccan gentleman who saw her waiting tables at a Frankfurt shopping mall café and decided to set them up. Back then, my father was working as a cook at a place called Dippegucker, which was known for international fare and Frankfurt specialties such as the city’s trademark green sauce, made with herbs and sour cream, and served with boiled eggs and cooked potatoes. This was all new to my father, who had trained in the French cooking more popular in Morocco, but he had long dreamed of coming to Europe. Since his arrival in Germany a year earlier, he’d worked hard and made himself an asset in the kitchen.


My mother liked him immediately, but she was skeptical. The girls she knew were always saying that you had to be careful about these Moroccan guys, that they were good-looking but fickle, second only to the Algerians when it came to caddishness. Out of curiosity, she stopped by the restaurant and saw that he really was cooking, not just washing dishes, as she’d suspected. He was tall and muscular with thick, dark, wavy hair, and he looked impressive in his sparkling chef’s whites and toque. She noticed that he went out of his way to smile and speak courteously to others, not just to her. They drank coffee together, and he asked when he could see her again. When she arrived home from work the following day, she found him waiting with flowers and chocolates.


“If you think you’re coming upstairs, you’re mistaken,” she told him. Then she invited him up, and they drank more coffee.


The romance moved fast, and they married in a civil ceremony at Frankfurt’s City Hall a few weeks later. My father’s boss was his best man, and my mother’s Japanese roommate was her maid of honor.


My mother got pregnant quickly. But life changed dramatically for Muslims and Arabs in West Germany during the 1972 Olympic Games in Munich, when a group of eight Palestinian terrorists entered the Israeli team’s quarters, killed a coach and a weight lifter, and took nine other athletes hostage. The militants belonged to a group called Black September. They vowed to kill the hostages unless Israel agreed to release two hundred Arab prisoners and guaranteed the hostage takers safe passage out of West Germany. Israel, following a long-held policy, refused to negotiate. The Germans, however, promised to fly the militants and their hostages to Tunisia. At the airport, German snipers opened fire on the Palestinians. But the terrorists were well trained; they killed the hostages. The raid ended in disaster, with all the hostages, five of the hostage takers, and a police officer dead.


Years later, it emerged that Black September was an offshoot of Fatah, Yasser Arafat’s wing of the Palestine Liberation Organization. But in the immediate aftermath of the Munich attack, Muslims and Arabs faced new scrutiny. My parents felt the change, especially my father. Police would stop him often and ask for his papers. The homes of Arab students were searched because police suspected them of supporting militant groups or sheltering their members. “Some people would even say, ‘Arabs should leave,’ ” my father told me. It didn’t bother him because something bad had happened, and the Germans were trying to figure out who was behind it. He understood why they were suspicious.


The pressure continued throughout the 1970s, as terrorism became a daily reality in West Germany. Groups such as Black September and the Baader-Meinhof Gang, which called itself the Red Army Faction, were motivated by hostility toward Israel and what they dubbed Western imperialism, but ideologically they were left-wing and secular. The Red Army Faction included the children of German intellectuals; they saw West German leaders as fascists and compared them to Nazis. This wasn’t entirely wrong; at the time some influential posts in West Germany were held by people with connections to the Nazis. The Red Army Faction undertook bank robberies, bombings, hijackings, kidnappings, and assassinations. The group had connections to the Middle East. In the late 1960s, Baader-Meinhof members traveled to a Palestinian training camp in Lebanon for instruction in bomb making and other guerrilla skills, and some members took part in joint operations with the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine and other groups. The Red Army Faction kidnapped West German politicians and industry leaders, including Hanns-Martin Schleyer, an influential businessman and former SS member, whom they also killed.


In 1973 my mother gave birth to my oldest sister, Fatma. A year later, my sister Hannan arrived. Then, in 1977, my mother learned that she was pregnant for the third time. The doctors advised her to have an abortion. They thought I would be born with a congenital defect that could leave me without arms or hands. My mother was distraught.


“It’s all in the hands of God,” my father told her. “Let’s have the child and whatever happens, happens. We’ll deal with it.”


In those days, some Turkish migrants were known to cause scenes at German hospitals when women gave birth to girls. They wanted sons.


When I was born, the doctor looked apologetic. “I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s a girl.”


“Is she okay?” my mother asked. “Does she have arms and legs?”


“Not only is she okay,” the doctor said, “she just peed on me!”


Because I was born healthy, against all the doctors’ predictions, my parents named me “Souad,” which means “the happy fortunate one” in Arabic. And in many ways I was a very lucky child. Klettenbergstrasse, where we lived then, is one of the nicest streets in Frankfurt. My father’s boss, who owned the restaurant where he worked, rented an apartment at number 8, and he found us an apartment in the same building, at the very top, in a sort of attic. The building was old and had six flats. Most of the other residents in the building and the neighborhood were bankers, managers, or business owners. A stewardess for Lufthansa lived in the other top-floor apartment, across from ours. We were the only guest worker family.


While the area was beautiful, our apartment was not. The roof leaked so badly that sometimes my mother had to set up buckets to catch the rain. Both of my parents had to work, and not only to support us. They also felt responsible for their families back in Morocco and Turkey and sent their parents money every month. A German woman cared for my two older sisters during the day in her apartment. When my mother’s younger sister came to visit her and their brothers in Germany, she took care of me during the day.


When I was eight weeks old, my parents learned that my mother’s father was very ill. They couldn’t afford to buy airline tickets on such short notice; the bus was more affordable, but it meant at least four days of travel. My parents worried that the trip would be too much for me.


Antje Ehrt and her husband, Robert, who lived in our building, offered to take care of me for the four weeks that my parents would be gone. My parents accepted but insisted on paying for my expenses. But my parents’ return was delayed because my grandfather’s health worsened, so they stayed longer. There were no telephones. The Ehrts started to worry about how they would explain to the authorities where this baby had come from.


After my parents came back, the Ehrts became like godparents to me. The couple had two children of their own and were more open-minded and inviting than some others in the neighborhood. Robert Ehrt was a manager at a big German company. I was told later that when I was a baby, he would come home from work and play with me and give me a bottle.


The family used to eat in their kitchen, and when I stayed with them as a baby they would leave me in the bedroom. But I didn’t like that. I wanted to be where the action was. I would scream until they came and got “madam” in her bassinet. They would put the bassinet on the kitchen counter so I could be close to them as they ate.


On the ground floor lived another couple who would influence me. Ruth and Alfred Weiss were Holocaust survivors. My father would sometimes buy them bread from the bakery, and my mother would send them cookies or food she had cooked.


“Many of my teachers were Jewish,” my father always told us. “I am very grateful for what they have taught me.”


When I was just a few months old, my mother’s sister, the one who had come to Germany to visit and had been babysitting for me, decided to return to Turkey to help care for my grandfather. My parents discussed sending me to Morocco, to stay with my father’s mother. There, I would be with someone who would really take care of me; I would also learn Arabic and get my early Islamic education.


It seemed the right choice. I was still breast-feeding, and since my mother wouldn’t be with me, my Moroccan grandmother found a Berber woman in her neighborhood to nurse me. Back in Germany, my mother mourned. She knew that I would make my first memories far away from her.


My Moroccan grandmother, Ruqqaya, had been named after one of the Prophet’s daughters. She and her relatives bore the surname Sadiqqi; they were known to be descendants of Moulay Ali Al-Cherif, a Moroccan nobleman whose family came from what is today Saudi Arabia and helped unite Morocco in the seventeenth century, establishing the dynasty of the Alaouites, who are still in power today. They were a dynasty of sharifs, a title that only the descendants of Muhammad’s grandson Hasan are allowed to carry.


My grandmother had been born into a wealthy family in the province of Tafilalt, in the city of Er-Rachidia, in the early years of the twentieth century. In those days, birthdays weren’t always carefully recorded, but she remembered the French marching into Morocco in 1912. Her family owned land in the region, and she used to tell me about the date palms there, and the cows, sheep, goats, and horses they kept. Her relatives were considered nobility because of their connection to the Prophet. Such people are sometimes called by honorifics—moulay and sharif for the men and sharifa or lalla for the women—but my grandmother never used her formal title.


She was married young, at thirteen or fourteen, to the son of a close friend of her father’s, a prosperous and wellborn boy a bit older than she. She gave birth to a baby boy about a year later. Over the next few years, they had another son and a daughter, but her husband grew violent, hitting her and their children. She told her parents she wanted a divorce. This was discussed in the family, but the friendship and business ties between her father and her father-in-law proved too strong. Have patience, her family told her, these things sometimes pass. My grandmother refused. She divorced her husband and left, taking her three children with her.


It was a radical move in those days, and my grandmother became an outcast. She was a young woman on her own who couldn’t read or write, and she had never learned to work because she’d never had to. She fled with her children to Meknes, one of Morocco’s four royal cities, where she married again. She never talked about her second husband, except to say that the union was brief: he left her while she was pregnant with another child, a girl named Zahra. Now she was alone again, with children from two different men. She swore never to marry again, vowing instead to work and support her family alone. In those years, she made her living mainly as a nurse and midwife, and she also mixed and sold healing oils.


My grandmother took risks but she always knew who she was—and she never forgot her roots. She told me that some of her most crucial role models had been the wives of the Prophet. His first wife, Khadija, had been a successful businesswoman who was older and had supported Muhammad financially and emotionally when his own tribe turned against him. She is honored by Sunnis and Shia as the first convert to Islam and as Muhammad’s most loving and faithful confidante. Another of his wives, Aisha, was known for her intellect and extensive knowledge of the Sunnah, the tradition of sayings and activities of Muhammad, which is the second most important theological and legal source for many Muslims after the Koran. While Sunnis revere her as one of the Prophet’s sources of inspiration, some Shia see Aisha more critically, suspecting her of having been unfaithful to the Prophet and arguing that her opposition to Muhammad’s son-in-law Ali was an unforgivable sin. “Don’t think women have to be weak in Islam,” my grandmother told me.


She met the man who would become my grandfather in Meknes. His name was Abdelkader, and he, too, came from a wealthy background. But by the time they met, prison and torture had broken his body and his fortune was gone.


My grandfather came from a province known as al-Haouz and its outskirts, not far from Marrakech, which was known to have one of the strongest opposition movements against the French. In al-Haouz and other parts of Morocco, Muslims and Jews fought side by side for independence. My grandfather had been a tribal chief and a local leader in the independence movement, developing strategy and helping to funnel weapons and supplies to fighters trying to force out the French. They called it a jihad, but my grandfather and his comrades had strict rules: they could target only French soldiers and known torturers who worked on behalf of the French, not women or civilians.


One day in the late 1940s, the French arrested my grandfather and asked him to give up the names of those belonging to the resistance in his area. “You will get even more land and privileges,” the French interrogator told him. “If you don’t work with us, we will throw you in jail and take away your lands.”


Grandfather believed in the rebellion. He believed that even if the French took away his property, one day his country would get independence and he would get his land back. They threw him in jail, where he was beaten. They made my grandfather and other prisoners stand naked in contorted positions, urinated on them, and doused them with cold or hot water; some were raped with bottles. They seized his olive trees, his almond and orange groves, and his horses. They gave many of his possessions to collaborators.


He spent a few months in prison. When he was released, the French banned him from returning to his lands; he had lost everything but his pride and hope. He went to Meknes, where he found work as a laborer, building houses. He didn’t know the trade, but he had to survive. Meknes was booming, and people needed places to live.


This man who had once owned horses and many acres of land decided to settle in Sidi Masoud, a ragged community that resembled a shantytown. Sidi Masoud was home to Moroccans who had come to the city from different regions and for different reasons; they built their dwellings hurriedly and poorly from wood, sheet metal, and whatever else they could find or get cheaply.


One day, a woman of noble lineage moved into Sidi Masoud with her children. One of Abdelkader’s friends, who knew of his past as a tribal chief, told him laughingly that his status in the neighborhood would now be topped by that of a true sharifa.


Abdelkader knew that this woman had children, so he went to welcome her and brought along some sweets. Instantly suspicious, she told him she didn’t need candy or gifts. He was impressed. Within a few weeks, he’d asked her to marry him. Abdelkader was in his midtwenties, younger than my grandmother, and while he still felt strongly about Moroccan independence, the jail and torture had weakened and scarred him. As a child, when I asked about the marks on his hands and arms, he said they were from lit cigarettes that the French had pressed into his skin; he bore the marks of a horse whip on his back. I think he was drawn to my grandmother in part because of her strength, and because she was a healer. He undertook to provide for her and her children, even adopting her youngest daughter, who had been born fatherless and had only her mother’s name on her birth certificate.


In 1950, less than a year after their marriage, my grandmother gave birth to my father; he was her youngest, and her favorite. The family lived in a small, simple dwelling made of iron and wood. The walls were roughly nailed together, leaving gaps where you could see the sky. There were two small rooms and no running water or kitchen. The washroom was a partitioned corner with a hole in the ground for a toilet and a bucket of water for washing.


“There was one well with drinking water,” my father told me. “You had to walk two kilometers and carry the filled buckets back the whole way.”


The French still occasionally summoned my grandfather or came to the house to arrest him. They told him that he could still get his lands back if he would only cooperate with them. But my grandfather refused. He worried for his family, especially that the French would take my grandmother to hurt him even more. There were rumors of French soldiers and those who worked with them raping women. My father remembered my grandfather used to have a pistol that he kept hidden in the house. Once, when my father was four or five, my grandparents got into an argument and my grandmother threatened to tell the French about my grandfather’s gun. “They’ll lock you up, and I’ll get rid of you,” she said, only half joking. My grandfather didn’t want to go back to prison. He took the pistol to the mosque and threw it in the latrine.


My grandparents were both still active in the Resistance, particularly in motivating neighbors to take part in protest marches against French rule. In 1956, Morocco finally got its independence, but my grandfather never got his land back. Instead the local mayor offered him two kilograms of sugar. My grandparents refused to accept it. Both were deeply disappointed, and my grandfather fell into a depression.


When my father turned seven, my grandparents divorced. Grandfather Abdelkader moved to a different part of Meknes, and my grandmother and her children were on their own again.


“She would wake up in the morning, pray, make breakfast for us, wake my oldest sister to take care of the rest, and then leave in the early morning and come back just before it turned dark,” my father recalled. They had a primitive gas oven, which they used for cooking, or roasted their food over hot coals. They had one small radio that worked only when my grandmother had the money to buy batteries, and they relied on candles and oil lamps for light.


By the time I arrived in Morocco as an infant, to live with my grandmother, she had left the shantytown. Working in Frankfurt, my father had earned enough not just to support us but also to send his mother money to buy a house in the middle of Meknes with three rooms, a kitchen, and an indoor bathroom with a traditional squat toilet and a faucet in the wall.


My grandfather used to visit and would tell me stories of fighting the French colonialists. He also once told me that the most powerful people were those who could read and write, because they would be the ones to explain to the world, and to write history. He feared that people would hear only the account of the French colonizers and that the stories of people like him would be forgotten.


A Jewish family lived three houses down from my grandmother. The mother would often come over on Fridays and bring homemade bread, which she said had been baked specially for that day. I now know that it was challah, prepared for the Jewish Sabbath. In exchange, my grandmother would bring over plates of couscous or cookies. Their daughter, Miriam, became a close friend of mine. She was two years older than I, and fluent in French; we called her “Meriem,” the Moroccan version of the name. Before I turned four, she and her family left for France.


My grandmother had deep, dark eyes and white hair that was sometimes dyed red with henna. She was probably five foot six with very strong hands and a firm, muscular body, shaped by hard physical labor and toned by the medicinal oils she made and rubbed into her skin. She had an irresistible, contagious laugh.


She lived in the city, but her home had the feeling of a farm. She had no land to speak of, but she kept chickens, rabbits, and pigeons in a sliver of open ground between the living room and kitchen. She didn’t trust the local butchers, so she slaughtered her own chickens and we always had fresh eggs. She also fed and cared for a couple of neighborhood cats. She always told me that the Prophet Muhammad took care of cats, so we should treat them well. She would never let a beggar leave our doorstep without giving him something to eat, and when a beggar came, I would often end up sitting on the stoop and talking to him, asking why he was poor and other impertinent questions. My grandmother was so embarrassed. “Why don’t you let the man eat?” she’d say. But I was curious. She didn’t just feed the beggars and send them off. She’d have something to say to them, a good word, something to give them hope. “You’re going through tough times, but God is great, and you’re going to get better,” she’d say. As a sign of respect, they called her hajja, a title usually reserved for people who had completed the hajj, the annual pilgrimage to Mecca, where my grandmother had never been.


Although she had been born into comfortable circumstances, she had a natural head for home economics. Having her own chickens meant that even when money was tight we never went hungry. She cooked or baked with the eggs, or gave them to neighbors as gifts. Her pigeons were trained to deliver letters, a lucrative side business. She worked on a farm sometimes, milking cows. (When she took me with her, I would pull their tails.) She also still worked as a nurse and midwife and made medicinal oils.


She kept her coins—what she called “small money”—in a handkerchief hidden in her traditional long Moroccan dresses, but she hid her “big money”—bills—in her bra. “Make sure you don’t keep all your money in one place,” she told me. “You have to hide it so the sons of sin don’t see how much money you have.” “Sons of sin” was my grandmother’s term for anyone who behaved badly, from a neighborhood tough to a serious criminal. I thought her bra trick funny at the time but, later, I found myself emulating her. In dicey reporting situations, a bra can be a good hiding place for memory chips and money. Especially in the Muslim world, few people will dare to check there.


My grandmother was stern but immensely lovable. When my grandfather visited her, he’d say, “Why don’t we get married again?” But she wouldn’t let people mess around with her. That was what made her different from other women. She wasn’t afraid to take risks; that’s something I learned from her.


My grandmother explained to me that no matter what position a person had, if he or she was in the wrong, one shouldn’t keep silent. I remember once on a crowded bus in Meknes, a lot of young men were sitting while we stood. “Which one of you is going to stand up and make space for an older woman and a child?” she asked. When nobody paid attention, she grew irate. “You sons of sin!” she yelled. “You should be ashamed. In Germany, they would all get up and make space for an older woman and young child.” The bus driver was laughing and telling her to take it easy, but finally one of the men grew so ashamed that he got up and gave her his seat.


At the time, the political situation in Morocco was sensitive. Anyone who criticized the police or the government could face trouble. My grandmother didn’t care. Once, a policeman asked her for a “donation” after he saw her coming out of the bank. She asked him what charity organization the police were running now. When the cop made clear the money was for him, my grandmother began to berate him. Wasn’t he ashamed, not only of being corrupt, but of taking money from a poor old woman who had to feed her granddaughter? “Why don’t you go ask the guys in ties if they’ll give you a private donation?” she asked him. “Because you don’t dare. Instead, you take it from those who are weakest.” The policeman shushed her but she yelled even louder, so that all of the people around us would hear what she had to say. And it worked: he finally went away without his bribe.


She spoke up on my behalf in ways I’ll never forget. My grandmother couldn’t read, but she had mastered most of the Koran. When I was almost four, she decided I should learn to read the holy book, so she started sending me to Koran school a few mornings a week. I’d sit on the floor with other kids, learning to read and memorize the suras, and on Friday I’d recite what I’d learned in front of my grandmother. Our teacher, known as a fqih, would read out the lines, and we would repeat them, following along in the text. But the teacher was an aggressive young man, and when a student did something he didn’t like, he’d strike the child’s hands with an iron ruler.


My grandmother was very protective of me. She took seriously the responsibility my parents had given her when they left their baby daughter in her care. When I started at the Koran school, she had a talk with the fqih, Si Abdullah. “Don’t ever touch this girl,” she told him. “Don’t ever beat her.” One afternoon, Si Abdullah caught me speaking with another child, and the ruler came out. He told me to hold out my hands, palms up, and struck them with the metal. Then he asked me to turn them over and brought the iron down hard on my knuckles. I yelped in pain, burst into tears, and ran out of the classroom and down the street to my grandmother’s house.


I cried and told her that Si Abdullah had beaten me. When she saw the marks on my hands, she was furious. She grabbed me and dragged me back to the school. We crashed into the classroom, where my grandmother took off her leather sandal and started beating Si Abdullah in front of everyone, shouting that she wouldn’t let anyone touch her granddaughter. “Why did you beat her?!” she yelled. I was still crying, but all the other kids laughed as Si Abdullah cringed and ducked to avoid her blows.


She was so inspiring that I picked up her appetite for arguments and would eagerly debate with her. Once, when a friend of my father’s named Mahmoud was visiting, she made me one of my standard meals: two- or three-day-old bread with warm milk, honey, and cinnamon. “I don’t want to eat this again,” I told her. “I’ve been eating this every second day.”


“You’ll eat what I make for you,” she answered.


“But why are you always making this bread with milk? My parents send you enough money that we could afford other food.”


“You should say Alhamdulillah that you have something to eat, you little devil,” she told me, invoking a common Arabic phrase meaning “praise be to God.” “There are so many poor people who would be happy to have something to eat.”


She and Mahmoud were astonished by the sharpness and strength of my arguments, given that I was only four years old. Mahmoud burst into laughter when he heard my answer: “Well, Grandmother, if you are so worried about the poor people who have no food, then why don’t you invite them to our house and let them eat this?”


My grandmother kept herself very clean. We had a faucet in our washroom, which we used for daily washing, but twice a week she would drag me to the hammam. I dreaded those bathhouses, with their heat and darkness, the stink of olive oil soap, and the loud voices of the naked women, who sounded to me like they were screaming. The women who worked there washed me with hot water and soap, roughly scrubbing my skin. My grandmother told me to close my eyes and keep quiet, but it felt like torture.


Meknes was very hot in the summer. The smell of the sandy ground hung in the air. When it rained, which wasn’t often, everyone would open their doors and welcome the drops. I used to dance in the rain, while my grandmother screamed at me to come back in before I got sick. “But if the rain is washing me, we don’t need to go to the hammam this week,” I told her.


My father and mother understood that my grandmother would have loved to keep me in Morocco, but after three years they wanted to bring me back to Germany. It was a shock for my grandmother, who was hoping that I would stay with her.


For the first time, I saw her crying while speaking to my parents. But she also understood that it was time for me to be reunited with my mother, father, and sisters.


Three months later, my father came to take me back to Germany. I still remember how I hugged my grandparents and we all cried. My grandparents asked me not to forget where I came from. “I will go to school there and come back to you,” I told them. “I promise I will not forget who we are. Never.”


[image: image]


BACK IN FRANKFURT, I met my two sisters. It was December, and I saw snow for the first time in my life. I learned that my eldest sister, Fatma, now nine, had suffered brain damage because of complications when she was born. She needed a lot of extra help and support and went to a special day care. Hannan was just a year younger than Fatma, and we became fast friends.


I missed my grandparents deeply, and it took time to get used to my parents. My mother spoke Arabic, but I barely understood her when she didn’t speak darija, the Moroccan dialect, which she had learned but spoke with a funny accent. Then there was the weird language everyone else around me spoke. I couldn’t understand a word of German.


One evening, I saw Fatma and Hannan each cleaning one of their boots and putting it in front of our bedroom. They told me I should do the same because “Nikolaus” would come. I had no idea what they were talking about. I asked if this was a friend of our parents. I didn’t know that Germans celebrate the coming of Saint Nikolaus early in December, several weeks before Christmas. They told me that Nikolaus would bring chocolates, and if the boot was cleaned well, there would be more sweets in it.


I began to clean my boots, too, and thought that if I cleaned both of them, Nikolaus would fill both up with sweets. When my parents sent us to bed, I kept thinking about this Nikolaus who would come with chocolates. I heard some noise and then I heard my parents switch off the lights.


I climbed out of bed, carefully opened the door, and looked for my boots. One was empty, but the other was filled with chocolates and candy. I couldn’t believe that a stranger would bring in one evening as much chocolate as I had ever gotten in almost three years in Morocco. I began to eat the candy and chocolates in the dark, until the boot was nearly empty. Then I began to worry about my sisters. It would be unfair, I thought, if they saw their boots filled and mine empty, and they felt bad for me. So I took candy and chocolate from each of their boots and dumped them into mine.


The next morning when we all woke up and saw what Nikolaus had brought for us, my sisters wondered why their boots hadn’t been filled up to the top.


“You should be happy that he came,” I told them. “In the past he has always forgotten me, when I was in Morocco.”


Both my parents were laughing. “You’d better go and wash away the chocolate around your mouth,” my mother told me.


Our observance of Nikolaus’s yearly visit was one way in which my parents tried to help us fit in in Germany. My mother worked for a church, and I went to a Christian kindergarten and later to day care on the premises. My parents told us that the three monotheistic world religions had a lot in common. There were Adam and Eve, who were banned from paradise, a story that was not only told in Judaism and Christianity but also found its way into the Koran and Islamic traditions. There was Abraham, the “father of believers,” who is mentioned in the Koran, the Torah, and the Bible. There was Jesus, who was a prophet in Islam, but also important for Christians, since they believed he was the son of God. There was Moses, a prophet to Jews, Christians, and Muslims. All three faiths shared traditions of fasting, the belief in one God, and the importance of the holy scriptures. My parents explained that, as Muslims, we honored all prophets; the main difference was that we believed Muhammad was the last prophet of God.


Along with the Muslim holidays, we celebrated Christmas with a plastic tree and electric lights—my parents were too afraid of fire to get a real tree and decorate it with candles—as well as wrapped gifts. They would take us to the Christmas market, where we’d ride the carousel and eat traditional heart-shaped cookies, roasted chestnuts (a favorite of my mother’s), and popcorn with salt and sugar, followed by dinner at McDonald’s, Burger King, or North Sea, where we ordered fish and chips.


My mother worked as a laundress for nuns in a church community. A nun ran my kindergarten, where the teachers included a mean-spirited woman who would read us fairy tales. “You see, all the nice princesses are blond, and all the bad people are dark-haired,” she’d tell me. I was the only dark-haired girl in the class, so this really hit me. “Wasn’t Snow White also dark-haired?” I asked. This didn’t seem to matter to this teacher, who sometimes took the opportunity to smack me when no one was looking, until Hannan caught her and told her to stop.


In the church laundry and dry cleaning service, my mother worked with a nun named Sister Helma and two women from Yugoslavia, whom we knew as Aunt Zora and Aunt Dschuka. They would wash and iron the nuns’ habits and white head coverings. We called the place where they worked the “washing kitchen.” There were several washing machines, including one for sheets and another for head coverings, and one big dryer. Each woman had an ironing table. My mother’s iron was so heavy that it strained her back, giving her aches that still troubled her decades later. At break time, they drank coffee and ate bread or borek, a pastry stuffed with sheep cheese, brought by one of the Yugoslavian women. The nuns’ head coverings reminded me of the head scarves worn by my grandmother and other elderly women in Morocco.


The kindergarten playground was visible from the window where my mother stood ironing. I would look up from playing to wave and wink at her, or she would come and bring me something to eat or drink. Aunt Zora’s husband was a gardener in the same compound. He was always drunk, but he had a good heart. Whenever my sisters and I saw him drinking beer from the stall across the street, he’d tell us not to tell his wife, and he’d buy us ice cream.


At the restaurant, my father worked with several Germans, an Indian we called Uncle Baggi, Uncle Latif from Pakistan, and a gay Scotsman named Tom, whom we called Uncle Tommy and whose partner sometimes picked him up from work. All the men wore tight trousers and shirts and listened to rock music, and they became my father’s friends. They would come over for lunch or dinner, and Latif or Tommy would bring bottles of beer and get funny after a while. I remember Uncle Tommy sometimes staying overnight in our guest room when he worked too late to catch the train home.


Latif was a sort of handyman for Willy Berger, my dad’s boss, doing electrical and maintenance work at the restaurant and in Mr. Berger’s and our home when it was needed. In the mid-1980s, Latif went to visit his family in Pakistan. He returned a changed man.


Shortly after he got back to Germany, my father called him because the lights in our house weren’t working. When I opened the door, I saw Latif, who used to wear tight jeans and shirts unbuttoned halfway down his chest, clad in wide white trousers and a traditional tunic. His hair had grown since I’d last seen him, and he had a long beard.


Before, he’d always greeted my mother with a handshake, but now he refused to touch or look at her. He started looking into the problem with the lights. When my father got back from the grocery store, I could see surprise in his eyes.


My mother had prepared coffee and cake. But she told my father she sensed that Latif was no longer comfortable sitting with her. My sisters and I joined my dad and his old friend. Latif looked intently at my father and spoke to him. I was only about seven years old, but I remember hearing him say something about the need for hijab, a head scarf, for my mother and us girls, and that my father should think about the “jihad that Muslims were waging in Afghanistan.” He also said that my father had to stop being friends with Uncle Tommy because he was gay.


We later learned that Latif had been in touch with groups in Pakistan that were supporting the war against the Soviets. He ultimately became part of the mujahideen movement, though we never learned the exact details. While the Arabic term mujahid refers to someone performing jihad, it was commonly used to describe the fragmented Islamist movement against the Soviet Union in Afghanistan. When I asked my father later which groups Latif was linked to, he said he’d never asked because he didn’t want to know.


Latif’s presumptuousness enraged my father. He told his old friend that he had no right to come to our house and tell him what Islam was, how his daughters and wife should dress, or whom he should be friends with.


My mother heard my father’s voice rise and came to see if everything was all right.


“Tommy is our friend, and if you don’t like it, then you can stop coming over here,” I heard my father say. Latif took his things and left.


Some weeks later, my father came home and said that he had seen Latif in the city center with other bearded men. They had set up a table and chairs under a tent, and they were handing out books, trying to convert people to their interpretation of Islam and telling them about the war in Afghanistan. They were speaking to migrants but also to Germans, many of whom remained bitter about the division of Germany and hated the “godless” Soviets.


“There were men from Algeria, Morocco, Pakistan. They all were calling for support of the ‘jihad’ in Afghanistan,” my father said. He told my mother never to let Latif into our house again. “I don’t want you or our daughters to have anything to do with people like him,” he said.


There was something else happening in Europe at about this time. In Britain, France, and Germany, some men who had returned from the fighting in Afghanistan began to tell other Muslim immigrants that it was their duty to protect oppressed Muslims around the world. Back then, these men weren’t seen as threats. Western Europe was proud of its freedom of thought and expression, and these former fighters were allies of a sort, helping defeat the Soviets. Political leaders didn’t suspect that the people fighting the Soviets would one day turn against them and their allies in the Middle East. They didn’t realize that a quiet battle was beginning between secular, individualistic ideals and radical religious ideologies coupled with the will to rise up and fight injustice.


In our family, my parents wanted us to integrate as much as possible into German society while not forgetting our own culture. Two afternoons a week, we attended Arabic school with a Moroccan teacher, a school organized and financed by the Moroccan consulate, but most days we played with the kids in our class after school. Unlike some Muslim girls in Europe today, who don’t take part in swim lessons or other athletic activities, we played sports. I played field hockey for six or seven years, which my parents encouraged. One of my sisters even joined a church youth group for a while.


Still, some of the families in our neighborhood would not allow their children to play with us. This was partly because my parents were blue-collar workers, and there were also those who made fun of my oldest sister, who was disabled; others said that we came from a backward culture.


More than once, neighborhood parents spoke to my sister Hannan’s primary-school teacher and asked that she be removed from the class because she didn’t “fit in.” Often the children of immigrants were asked to repeat classes, in some cases because they had problems writing German but also because of racism. Sometimes, after the first four years of primary school, they would be sent to Förderstufe or Hauptschule, vocational schools for children who weren’t planning to go to university. Even though my sisters and I were all fluent in German, Hannan’s teacher and some of the parents decided that she should go to the Förderstufe. Luckily she performed so well that after a year her teachers sent her back to the regular secondary school, which we call gymnasium. I was lucky with my teacher Mrs. Schumann. She supported my hopes to go straight to gymnasium when I was eleven.


Our neighbors the Ehrts are one of the reasons I speak German as well as I do. Antje would keep an eye on what I was doing in school, and she was always very particular, especially about my writing. She wanted me to learn the best form of German. When I was a small child, she would read with me and often gave my sisters and me books of fairy tales and cassette tapes of Mickey Mouse stories that her children had outgrown. We were thrilled. My parents couldn’t afford to buy us many books or tapes.


Around the time I started gymnasium in 1989, I began to see changes among the Yugoslavs who worked with my mother in the church community, including Aunt Zora and Aunt Dschuka. Their children had been in the after-school day care, like me. We had all been close friends, especially because our mothers were unskilled workers, which set us apart from German children, many of whose parents had been to university. Their children had names like Leika, Zoran, Ivica, and Ivan. They would always say proudly that they came from Yugoslavia. Suddenly, they refused to play with each other. Instead of sharing Yugoslavian heritage, they began to say, “I am Croatian,” “I am Serbian.” Others called themselves “Bosnians” or “Muslims.” Their mothers stopped joking with each other and drinking coffee and eating borek together in the break room.


While we could clearly see a divide between Yugoslavs at my mother’s workplace, my parents asked us not to generalize. Aunt Zora and Aunt Dschuka were Serbs. They and their families came to visit and eat with us. Like us, they were horrified by what they heard and saw in the news but would always say that the country’s schism hadn’t come from within. “We used to be one people,” Aunt Zora told us. “We never asked if someone was Serb, Slovene, Croatian, or Muslim.” She believed that the war was a Western plot to weaken socialist Yugoslavia.


We heard about massacres on the news or heard in school about someone’s uncle having been killed fighting in the former Yugoslavia. But this was all far away from my family and me. We had often felt like outsiders in Germany, but we didn’t feel directly threatened until September 1991. Almost two years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, xenophobic riots broke out in Hoyerswerda, a town in the northeast of Saxony. Right-wing groups attacked workers from Vietnam and Mozambique and threw stones and gasoline bombs at an apartment block that housed asylum seekers.


My parents and I watched on TV as Germans applauded when a building burst into flames. Some even raised their hands in a Hitlergruss, the infamous straight-armed Nazi salute, and screamed, “Germany for the Germans! Foreigners out!”


My parents said not to worry, that this was in the former East Germany and that people in the West would never do something like this. “The people here know that without people like us, their economy would not be where it is today,” my father said.


I was angry with my parents during that period, especially with my father. While my grandmother in Morocco was very strong-willed and never let anybody boss her around, I felt that my father did whatever his bosses or other Germans told him. As a chef, he worked long hours, and we barely saw him. But very often when he had a day off, his supervisors would call and ask him to come to work, and my father would immediately go. It didn’t help that he lived upstairs from the restaurant owner, Mr. Berger, who always knew when my father was home. When we went to the German authorities to renew our residency documents, I noticed that my father never asked questions or talked back, even when the people on the other side of the table treated him shabbily.


In our apartment building, Mrs. Weiss, who had survived the Holocaust with her husband, invited me into her apartment for a cocoa the same week that the news was full of the riots. She and her husband had told me about the concentration camps and their dead family members. The old lady seemed in distress; her face was pale. She told me that she hadn’t slept in days. The images from Hoyerswerda haunted her. “Please, child, take care of yourself and your family. I worry for you,” she said. “These people, these thoughts, they are ugly and dangerous.”


I told her not to worry, and that this all was happening in East Germany and would never reach us in Frankfurt, but Mrs. Weiss shook her head. “No, no, you don’t understand,” she said. “If the Germans had learned, what has happened in Hoyerswerda could not have happened.”


A year later, in November 1992, my parents’ argument lay in tatters, as members of a right-wing gang set fire to two houses occupied by Turkish families in the city of Mölln, in the western part of Germany. A Turkish grandmother and two girls were killed and seven others were injured. The attackers called the fire department themselves to report the attacks, ending their calls with the words “Heil Hitler!”


It was the Jews who spoke most forcefully against this terrifying attack. While most German politicians chose to stay away, the head of the German Jewish community, Ignatz Bubis, and his deputy Michel Friedman went to pay their respects to the victims and their families. On May 29, 1993, the house of another Turkish guest worker, Durmus Genc, was burned in Solingen, also in the former West Germany. Genc’s two daughters and two granddaughters, aged four to twenty-seven, were killed, along with a twelve-year-old visitor from Turkey. Again, members of Jewish organizations spoke up the loudest.


That summer, my parents took us to Morocco on vacation. By now there were four of us children, my brother Hicham having been born in 1986. We flew to Casablanca, drove to Meknes, and spent three or four weeks at my grandmother’s house visiting and receiving family and friends.


My father’s half sister Zahra also lived in Meknes, about ten minutes from my grandmother. She was married and had seven children, and one day my sister Hannan and I went to visit. One of Zahra’s sons, who was about nineteen at the time, had some friends over from the neighborhood. They were all watching TV.


I saw a mountainous region and cars with bearded men carrying guns. They said, “Allah hu-Akbar,” meaning “God is great.” The screen showed women crying and screaming. A voice said that these women had been raped and their families killed by Serbs. My cousin and his friends began to look angry. The next scene showed men with long beards standing behind two kneeling men. One of the bearded men said something in a language I couldn’t understand. A different voice, apparently of the cameraman, said “Allah hu-Akbar.” Next, I saw one of the bearded men holding the heads of the kneeling men in his hands. My cousin and his friends applauded.


“What movie are you watching?” my sister asked.


My cousin and his friends stared at us. It wasn’t a movie, they said.


“This is the truth about what is happening in Bosnia,” one of my cousin’s friends said. “It shows how the mujahideen fight in Bosnia against the Serbs who massacre Muslims.” He continued: “All Serbs should be killed. They rape our sisters and kill our brothers.”


Hannan and I told them that not all Serbs were bad and that in fact my mother had two Serbian coworkers who were very kind.


“You can’t be friends with these people,” my cousin’s friend said. “You will see. Soon they will try to kill all the Muslims in Europe. Without the mujahideen, you will all be slaughtered.”


My sister told me in German not to listen to him and that we should leave soon.


“How come you don’t know about this?” my cousin asked. “These videos come from Germany. The man who films them is a German of Egyptian descent.”


This man’s name was Reda Seyam, and his videos from Bosnia were some of the earliest examples of jihadist propaganda that has since ballooned into today’s use of violence as a recruiting tool. Many jihadists of my generation would later describe Bosnia and especially the massacre at Srebrenica as their “wake-up call.” The Dutch UN soldiers who stood by and watched as Muslim men and boys were seized and killed in Srebrenica convinced some Muslims that the West would do nothing as Muslims got slaughtered.


Back in Germany, things got worse. Later that summer, Hicham and I went out for ice cream one afternoon not far from the Holzhausenpark near our house in Frankfurt.


As we walked home, a car packed with four German men pulled up next to us. “Gypsies! We will kill you, Gypsies!” they yelled. With their shaved heads and tattoos, the men stood out as skinheads. It was rare to see people like this in our neighborhood. I looked around to see if they were talking to somebody else, but the street was empty. “We mean you two Gypsies!” one of them shouted. “We will kill you. We will take you to the gas chambers!”


My brother started crying. I threw our ice cream away, grabbed Hicham’s hand, and screamed for him to run. The car was following us. I knew I couldn’t run fast enough—my brother was too slow, so I lifted him and turned onto a one-way street. The car was about to follow when other cars showed up and honked. One of the other drivers screamed that he would call the police, and the car full of skinheads drove away. My brother and I ran home sobbing.


I told my parents we had to leave Germany. I begged them, “First they burned the Jews, and now they’ll burn us.” I thought back about what my cousin’s friend had said in Meknes, about people going after Muslims in the middle of Europe. Was he right?


I started having nightmares about the car with the shouting skinheads, from which I’d wake up crying and screaming. I began to read extensively about the Third Reich, the Holocaust, and how it all began. I was filled with fear as strong as anything I’d ever felt, not just for me but also for my whole family. Reading about what the Nazis did to handicapped people, I couldn’t help thinking about my sister Fatma. I felt we were no longer safe or accepted in Germany. For days, I begged my parents to pack and leave. “These people don’t want us here,” I told them.


That week, I heard a radio interview with Michel Friedman, one of the Jewish leaders who had been so responsive to the attacks on Muslim immigrants. He spoke about the Holocaust, how it felt to be the child of survivors and to live in Germany. Yet Friedman didn’t want to abandon the country he’d grown up in. “Leaving Germany and settling somewhere else would have been the easiest option,” he told the host. “We—and I am talking about whoever has a sense of humanity, no matter if Jewish, Muslim, or Christian—cannot let these right-wing groups win by allowing them to shut us up or by packing our bags.”


That was the moment I stopped asking my parents to leave. Instead of giving in to my fear and alienation, I took them as a challenge, one that continues to this day. I decided to work as hard as I could and do my best to prevail over the forces that so frightened me. That was what I meant all those years later, when I told the ISIS leader on the Turkish-Syrian border that he’d taken the easiest way out. I believed my way was harder.


My parents are partly responsible for saving me. I wasn’t able to say that all Germans were bad because I lived among some good ones who supported and cared for me. It all sounds obvious now, but back then I was a teenager, and I was very angry.


I sometimes wonder what would have happened if an Islamic State recruiter had found me in those dark moments. I’m not sure how I would have responded, or whether I would have been strong enough to resist.




— 2 —


The Hamburg Cell


Germany, 1994–2003


When I was a teenager, politics and current events captured my imagination. I asked my German godparents to keep their magazines and copies of Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, one of Germany’s big daily newspapers, so I could read them. One day, I saw an article about an old movie focusing on two journalists whose reporting led to the resignation of the American president Richard Nixon. “Based on a true story,” the article said. There was a large black-and-white photograph of Robert Redford and Dustin Hoffman in the newsroom.


Like all kids, I’d thought about what I wanted to be when I grew up. I had considered becoming an actress or a politician, but All the President’s Men tipped the balance in favor of journalism. I was thrilled by the notion that these two reporters, Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein, were taking on people in power, that they were so persistent in finding the truth, and that their articles had such impact. Look at this, I thought. Journalism can change things. It reminded me of what my grandfather in Morocco had said years earlier: the people with power are the ones who write history. I could see that journalists didn’t simply write what happened; what they wrote could change lives.


My parents weren’t especially excited about my career plans. My mother said that the prisons in Turkey were filled with journalists. My father delivered the opinion of one of his coworkers, who told him that there were already many “German Germans” who wanted to become journalists and couldn’t get a job. “She said this profession is more for German Germans and that you are better off doing something else,” my dad relayed. “For example, you could become a nurse.”


I understood my mother’s argument. She was worried about my safety. But when it came to my father, I was just disappointed. Why would he let other people decide what was right or wrong for me? And what did it mean that many “German Germans” wanted to become journalists? Hadn’t I been born in Germany?


Redford and Hoffman were stronger than my parents’ concerns. After seeing the movie, I cut out the photo of the actors standing in the newsroom and hung it on my bedroom door. I was determined to become a journalist. I also knew that I’d have to pay for my education because my parents wouldn’t be able to.


When I was fourteen, I took on two jobs, working Saturdays in a bakery and babysitting twice a week. At sixteen, I added two more: tutoring kids in math and German and working at a home for elderly people in the evenings. I cleaned floors, washed dishes, and fed the old ladies.


In the meantime, I established a magazine at my high school called Phantom. The first contributors and editors were some of my closest friends. We interviewed politicians and personalities, including Michel Friedman, the Jewish leader who had so inspired me after the killings of Turkish migrants and who was also a politician in the Christian Democratic Union, and Gerhard Schröder, then prime minister of the state of Lower Saxony, whom I met at a political event in Frankfurt before he became the Social Democratic Party (SPD) candidate for the chancellery. Ignoring all the media and bodyguards surrounding him, I tapped on his shoulder, introduced myself, and asked for an interview for my school paper. I told him how important I thought it was that politicians talk to young people. He turned to his assistant. “Sigrid, can you give this young lady your business card?” he said.


In return, I proudly presented my own homemade business card, which was white with my name in blue. I’d decorated the cards with silver sparkles because I didn’t want people to forget me.


Schröder smiled. “When we get questions from Phantom, just forward them to me,” he told his assistant. We chatted for a few minutes, and he asked what grade I was in.


I didn’t realize that other reporters had gathered nearby, and some were taking pictures. The next day, my mom got a phone call from one of her friends: “Your daughter is in the newspaper with Gerhard Schröder!” I bought the paper and tore it open, but then I saw the caption: “Gerhard Schröder explains politics to a young Frankfurt party member.” I was outraged. I called the paper and asked for a correction. “You can’t just write that I’m a member of the SPD,” I told them. “I’m not.” But the people in the newsroom just laughed and told me it was a great picture.


At about this time, I also began writing letters to the editor in response to news coverage or issues of the day; one of them, about Islam and women, was even published in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung. After it ran, somebody from the neighborhood called my mother. “Tell your daughter to stay out of politics,” she said. But I was adamant that as a young woman and the daughter of guest workers I had a voice, too.


I didn’t identify primarily as a Muslim in those days. I felt that my siblings and I had more in common with our friends whose parents had come from Greece, Italy, or Spain than we did with other Muslim kids. What mattered was that we were the children of immigrants, that we weren’t “German Germans” but outsiders.


In Germany, it is usual for high school students to do brief internships in fields that interest them. When I was sixteen, I began calling local newspapers and asking if I could do an internship, even unpaid. I got one at the Frankfurter Rundschau, a daily paper that was more liberal than the Allgemeine Zeitung. I worked on the local desk, writing about elementary school students growing flowers in their school gardens and about disputes between neighbors over garbage pickup or where their dogs had peed. I did whatever came along, on top of schoolwork and my other part-time jobs.


Soon after, I was invited to be a guest on a public radio talk show for immigrants called Rendezvous in Germany. I seized the opportunity to ask the editor to let me intern there for two weeks. It was the beginning of my radio career. The show had guests who spoke Greek, Turkish, Spanish, and other languages, and they always needed two moderators, one an immigrant, the other a child of migrants like me. My Turkish wasn’t good enough to host a program. I can order food in that language but not more, and at the time they didn’t have Arabic programs. Ironically, I was useful on the show because I spoke fluent German, even if most Germans considered me a foreigner.


The shows were very political. We talked about integration, the role of women, and racism within migrant communities. Some people of Turkish descent wouldn’t let their children marry Moroccans, and some migrants discriminated against blacks. These people craved respect but, at the same time, they didn’t respect others. We talked about racism in soccer, about gay rights, and about hypocrisy in general.


After I’d been working part-time at the station for about a year, the head of a pop music program offered me a job moderating a call-in request show called The Wish Island. Sometimes I couldn’t even pronounce the names of the songs, which were mostly in English. I was taking English at school, but my teacher preferred casual conversation in German to teaching. Nevertheless, the head of the show told me I had a great voice. He wanted me to work on other programs as well. I felt that moderating a pop music show was fun and surely the best-paid job I’d ever had—it paid twice what I made hosting the migrant program. But it wasn’t what I was aiming for. The photograph from All the President’s Men still hung on my bedroom door. I gave up the music show after two months.


I was still freelancing for Frankfurter Rundschau, covering local neighborhood stories. One afternoon, a very nice assistant to one of the editors told me about a journalism school in Hamburg. “The Henri-Nannen School is one of the best in Europe,” she said. “You should look into it after your studies.” I still had half a year of high school to go, but she had planted a seed. There’s no harm in trying, I thought.


I learned that most of the people who went to Henri-Nannen already had careers in journalism; they had finished their university degrees and wanted to get access to big outlets such as Der Spiegel, Stern, or Die Zeit, all of which funded the school. Competition to get in was brutal. Applicants had to research and write a narrative and an editorial; we also had to select one of five topics chosen by the school and report and write a story about it. The year I applied, narrative topics included following a young athlete, spending a night at a gas station, or spending the day at a home for elderly people. I tried the gas station but didn’t like it, so I ended up spending a couple of days with a woman my mother knew who lived in a home for the elderly. For the editorial, I wrote about whether the private lives of politicians should be covered by the press. It was the height of the Bill Clinton–Monica Lewinsky scandal. I don’t remember exactly what I wrote, but I do recall suggesting that if Bill Clinton had engaged in sexual activities with Monica Lewinsky somewhere other than in the Oval Office, the act would have been less publicly important. Because he did it on official turf, it was an abuse of power, and thus fair game for journalism. The topic was risqué for a nineteen-year-old. It got the school’s attention.
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