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AUTHORS’ NOTE


We started this project because Mohammed bin Salman is one of the world’s most important new political and business figures, but he remains a mystery to those affected by the huge decisions he’s making every few months. Whether it’s Middle Eastern countries adjusting to his brusque use of power, technology companies growing thanks to billions of dollars he has invested, families of dissidents and regime critics whose lives have been upended, or people affected by his decision to start using oil as an economic weapon in early 2020, no one really has a clue what’s driving his decision making or how he was able to rise so rapidly.


We are investigative reporters who focus on money—how it’s spent, where it flows, and what it’s used for—so we entered into this project believing we needed to unlearn everything we thought we knew about Saudi Arabia and Mohammed, start from scratch, and follow the money. The further along we got in our reporting, the more thankful we were for having done that at the outset. So many things we thought we knew about him were caricatures of the truth and often spun in a way to exaggerate aspects of his personality to make him seem deranged, heroic, or out of control.


Of course, this comes with the territory of writing about a new ruler imposing rapid transformation on a country that hadn’t changed much in decades, but what’s lost is deeper knowledge of the person at the center of the storm. Without getting a better understanding of his personality, his family, his motivations, his stratagems, and the details of the battles he fought to get where he is, everyday observers won’t have the information needed to help them come to a conclusion.


That’s not to justify, apologize for, or laud decisions and actions Mohammed has taken over the past five years. This is the best account we could muster of his rise to power based on our reporting, beginning with our work at the Wall Street Journal in 2017, when we were both covering aspects of his economic reform plans from London and taking reporting trips to the kingdom.


Researching Mohammed bin Salman is a tricky task. It sounds counterintuitive, but being based in London and New York has been one of the greatest advantages in finding the revelations we were seeking. Few powerful figures based in the Persian Gulf countries would feel comfortable speaking openly about the crown prince at home, for fear of being electronically surveilled (a likely possibility) or simply observed having meetings with suspicious people like us. Those same people on trips to London, Paris, or Manhattan feel a huge weight lifted from their shoulders, and the facts slide out a little easier.


The other reason being based in these two world capitals is useful is that the story of Mohammed bin Salman from his earliest days in the Royal Court is entangled with business and finance. Few world leaders are so entranced by and involved with issues of global business as Mohammed. The Al Saud family rule Saudi Arabia absolutely, so there’s an element of everyday governance akin to running a family investment office, but from an early age Mohammed was transfixed by stories of entrepreneurs and tycoons, as well as famous strongman political figures from history. To understand him, it’s imperative to know that he’s not just the day-to-day leader of the kingdom—he’s also the CEO of Al Saud Inc.


This book is the product of years of reporting, but especially that done in 2019, when we dedicated ourselves to interviewing everyone we could find who interacted with Mohammed over the years as we traveled from country to country, unearthing old financial filings and confidential government records that document his growing personal and political empires, and read everything we could dig up that had been written about Mohammed and Saudi Arabia.


Most of our sources spoke to us “on background,” a kind of anonymity that protects them from being identified by name. That required us to be especially diligent about finding multiple people with experiences of the same events to feel certain of their veracity. Every anecdote is based on the recollection of multiple sources and, as often as possible, backed up by emails, legal documents, photographs, videos, and other records. The quotes and conversations rendered here were reconstructed from participant notes, recollections, recordings, and other supporting material. We also mined public databases, many of which held clues to Mohammed’s personal business networks in plain sight.


We hope this book brings a new understanding of one of the world’s most ambitious young leaders, one who could be in charge for decades to come.
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A note on naming: In the Saudi convention, a man is identified through a patrilineal naming system. Mohammed bin Salman means Mohammed, son of Salman. His father is Salman bin Abdulaziz, since his father is Abdulaziz bin Saud (known as Ibn Saud), the founder of the current Al Saud dynasty. “Al Saud” denotes the family name.




THE AL SAUD DYNASTY


A SELECTED FAMILY TREE


The Al Saud is one of the world’s biggest royal families, with thousands of members descending from the founder of the current dynasty, Abdulaziz, who had dozens of sons and daughters. Every king of Saudi Arabia since his death in 1953 has come from that pool of sons, and many of those sons have in turn have had dozens of children of their own. Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman is destined to become the first king of the country from the third generation. A note on naming: bin means “son of.” Mohammed bin Salman is the son of King Salman. The king, in turn, is Salman bin Abdulaziz, since his father was King Abdulaziz.


Source: Gulf family researcher Michael Field and interviews. 
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No dynasty lasts beyond the lifespan of three generations.


—Ibn Khaldun, The Muqaddimah


Seize opportunities, for they pass like clouds.


—Ali ibn Abi Talib




PROLOGUE


The call just before 4 a.m. was urgent and unnerving. The king needed to see his nephew, Prince Alwaleed bin Talal Al Saud, as soon as possible. “Come right away,” the caller from the Royal Court said.


For decades, Alwaleed had been the world’s best-known Saudi businessman. He was the kind of person people wanted to be around, if only to glimpse life with a seemingly bottomless supply of money. With personal wealth estimated at $18 billion, he was, in the eyes of many Americans and Europeans, the ultimate Saudi: fabulously rich, debonair, and excessive to the extreme. He had a fleet of planes, including a 747 jet with a throne-like chair in the middle, and a $90 million yacht that comfortably slept twenty-two guests with thirty crew members to look after them. When he found something he liked, he’d buy ten or twenty of it—even if it was an expensive and bulky exercise machine. One for each home, pied-à-terre, desert camp, and yacht.


Alwaleed delighted in that image and in representations of his own image, showing visitors to his offices in Riyadh, Paris, and New York thick stacks of magazines with his face on the cover or long interviews about his business career. Some rooms in his homes contained more than a dozen photos or paintings of Alwaleed at different stages of his life. He liked drinking tea from a mug with his face on it.


The prince was a force in American business, buying stakes in Citibank, Apple, and Twitter. In a partnership with Bill Gates, Alwaleed’s Kingdom Holding Company owned a chunk of the Four Seasons hotel chain, famed for its luxury accommodations. When he traveled, he brought along a two-dozen-person retinue, including cooks, cleaners, butlers, and business advisors.


Yet here he was on a cool November night in 2017, feeling a chill down his spine as he got dressed at his desert retreat for the meeting with the king. Saudi Arabia was seeing huge changes, some of them obvious, like the retreat of religious police from the streets and the sound of music in cafés after decades of prohibition on anything that could arouse the senses. The country had so long been a refuge of the ultraconservative interpretation of Islam referred to by critics as Wahhabism that Saudi citizens felt truly dizzied by the fast-paced reforms: movie theaters were going up, women were walking around with more freedoms than ever before, and there was talk of shifting the economy away from oil for good.


The country’s richest and most powerful also perceived something else, a cracking sound. The very foundations of their ornate palaces seemed to be weakening. It didn’t matter that Alwaleed called heads of states and the wealthiest people in the world his friends. His unassailability as a billionaire prince was disintegrating.


After more than two years of the reign of his uncle King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, Alwaleed had heard the stories about royals summoned in the night or tricked onto airplanes only to find themselves dragged home to Saudi Arabia and put in confinement. The man behind those renditions was King Salman’s son, Alwaleed’s young cousin Mohammed bin Salman Al Saud, who was only thirty-two but had already gained a reputation for his temper and for charging ahead with aggressive changes.


Mohammed was the opposite of his uncles before him, the former kings who derived power from a royal consensus and tended toward extreme conservatism for fear of imperiling the dynasty. They had been desiccated old men by the time they took power, without the courage or energy to make big changes. But Mohammed was young and vital. He was well over six feet tall, with a smile so huge it made him squint, a big nose, and a tactile approach to conversation that could be simultaneously affectionate and menacing. He had plenty of energy, sending questions and commands to underlings at all hours of the day and night. In a short time, Mohammed had declared war on Yemen, led a boycott on a neighboring country, and consolidated more power than any member of the royal family since the founding of the kingdom.


Alwaleed reassured himself. The detained princes were fringe members of the family and often political dissidents, stirring up trouble for the Al Saud from their homes in France or the United Kingdom. He had told a visitor just months before how impressed he was with Mohammed’s agenda and how excited he was to see Saudi Arabia finally transition from an illiberal bastion of the most conservative strain of Islam to a modern Arab power with a diversifying economy and more equal rights for men and women. Mohammed had even adopted some of Alwaleed’s most aggressive ideas for financial reform.


“This is the change I’ve been waiting for my whole life,” Alwaleed told Robert Jordan, a former US ambassador to Saudi Arabia, in April 2017. CEOs, bankers, and political leaders from around the world had visited him at the retreat where he was staying, a desert site outside Riyadh full of large tents where his guests pretended to re-create an idealized version of the Bedouin lifestyle his ancestors lived up until the mid-twentieth century.


What’s more, Alwaleed was so generous. His crowd sat around feasts fit for a small village, complete with roast lamb, mounds of rice, and an assortment of juices. Alwaleed, a health nut who kept doctors around full-time, partook of specially prepared vegan meals. After his guests made a modest dent in the food, Alwaleed would invite poorer Saudis from the surrounding region to finish off the platters.


Afterward, he’d bring his guests for walks on the dunes and stargazing as they sat around a roaring fire. It wasn’t entirely rustic. When the prince and his party retired to the tents, there were flat-screen televisions and trailers with gleaming bathrooms and hot showers.


Not long after the call, Alwaleed left the desert camp in his own car for the trip back into Riyadh. Arriving at the Royal Court more than an hour later, an aide to the king came outside to explain that the meeting was actually nearby at the Ritz-Carlton hotel. He was guided to a new car, part of a large convoy. “My phone, my bag,” Alwaleed said, growing concerned. “They’re in the car.”


“Yes, we’ll bring them,” came the reply. Cut off from the world, Alwaleed grew anxious. His guards, assistant, and driver were placed in separate cars. The drive only took a few minutes, culminating in a slow journey up the grand, quarter-mile driveway from the security gate to the hotel.


Entering the lobby surrounded by security personnel of the Royal Court, he told friends later, he was struck by an eerie feeling that the hotel was empty. The Royal Court men took him into an elevator and then a hotel suite to wait. Worried and a bit bored, he turned on the television. News was flashing that dozens of businessmen, royal family members, and officials were being arrested on suspicion of corruption. He was the first to arrive. The Ritz was no longer a hotel but a makeshift prison.


The renovations had been ordered only hours earlier. Late on Friday, November 3, 2017, a team of engineers at the Ritz-Carlton fanned out across the hotel’s nine floors and began drilling out the locks on two hundred hotel-room doors. Curtains were removed and shower doors dismantled. Several large suites usually reserved for visiting CEOs or jet-setting princes were converted into interrogation rooms.


The Ritz-Carlton, originally designed as a state guest house for visiting dignitaries, has a palm-lined driveway that allows visiting prime ministers and presidents to take in its grand palatial facade as they roll up in motorcades. The grounds—all owned by the nearby Royal Court—comprise fifty-two acres of benign opulence, with manicured lawns and a shaded courtyard with six-hundred-year-old olive trees imported from Lebanon. Visiting its ornate lobby, full of marble, guests are greeted by a large flower display, dramatic sculptures of stallions, and the faint smell of oud incense smoldering at tables where some Saudi men perfume their head coverings, known as shemaghs. President Barack Obama stayed on the grounds in 2014, and President Donald Trump stayed nearby for two days during a glitzy visit shortly after assuming the US presidency.


Arriving that night, a team of intelligence officers and Royal Court staff walked briskly inside to take over the hotel. Guards dispersed to posts on each floor and manned the exits. Hotel staff were directed to eject anyone still inside the building and cancel upcoming reservations.


“Due to unforeseen booking by local authorities which requires an elevated level of security, we are unable to accommodate guests until normal operations are restored,” a concierge said, reading from a script, to a businessman with a reservation days away.


Near dawn, the special guests began to arrive.


For the first few nights, many of the detainees were made to stay in a function room with periodic bathroom breaks, always accompanied by an armed escort. Some of the men still had backup cell phones hidden in the folds of their thobes, since their escorts stopped searching after confiscating one phone from each man. Surreptitious photos taken that night show resigned men lying on thin mattresses with cheap, colorful blankets. The images don’t make clear, however, that these were some of the most powerful men in the Arab world: would-be heirs to the throne, billionaire tycoons, ministers, and a dozen princes. Some held secrets that needed prying open. Nearly all of them had unimaginable wealth, which the new powers that be in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia claimed were the fruits of decades of corruption.


The list was nearly unfathomable, including even Miteb bin Abdullah Al Saud, son of the former king and powerful head of the Saudi National Guard—a special branch of the armed forces designed to protect the royal family from any threat, with 125,000 men stationed across the country. One of its roles is to prevent military coups, but here was its chief, once seen as a potential heir to the throne, held against his will.


In the first few days, more than fifty were arrested. The coming weeks would see more than three hundred others “checked into” the Ritz and other secure locations in Riyadh.


The arrests were the work of a hitherto secret anticorruption committee created by a decree from the king. The Saudi attorney general announced he was seeking the return of $100 billion derived from corruption and theft over decades.


Though conducted in the name of King Salman, the arrests of Saudi Arabia’s richest and most powerful men had been engineered by the king’s sixth son, Mohammed. Three years earlier, even close Saudi watchers had never heard of him. Now the new crown prince was taking Saudi Arabia and the world by storm.


An in-house tailor team churned out identical white robes for each prisoner. Prisoners could watch television and make weekly phone calls with supervision. Swimming in the large tiled pool, beneath an ornate dome painted with a blue sky and clouds, was permitted, but only for two detainees at a time. Speaking wasn’t allowed.


Interrogations could begin at any time. At 2 a.m., prisoners were jarred awake and told it was time to talk. For many detainees, the misery was the isolation and humiliation of being questioned for hours by Royal Court officers.


Some of these men felt they’d played a role in building the kingdom. In addition to construction magnates, there was a travel company owner who’d helped thousands of Saudi students get educated in the United States and Europe and a government minister who’d helped modernize the country’s health-care and finance systems. Sure, they may have gotten rich in the process, some perhaps violating the letter of Saudi law. But no one had ever before called them criminals. Indeed, many of the deals that Mohammed was now characterizing as misdeeds had been approved by the previous king’s closest deputies or even by the previous king himself. Their deeds had been acceptable at the time, but now the rules had changed.


There were allegations of physical abuse and torture. Major General Ali al-Qahtani, chief of security for fellow prisoner Turki bin Abdullah Al Saud, former governor of Riyadh and son of the former king, spat on his interrogators, questioning their authority. Only a select few know what happened next, but he ended up dying in captivity. Saudi Arabia has maintained that allegations of abuse and torture of those investigated are absolutely untrue.


Mostly, however, the prisoners acquiesced. Stripped of money and power, they were merely humans facing physical threats they’d never imagined. To increase the pressure on Alwaleed, Mohammed threw his younger brother, Khaled bin Talal, in jail. The corruption allegations weren’t publicly aired or admitted to by the detainees; the settlements were all private.


The Ritz arrests were all the more jarring because, just days beforehand, the same hotel and a neighboring conference center had hosted the top names in global finance, politics, and business for a three-day event referred to by organizers as “Davos in the Desert.” It was presented as an unveiling of the new Saudi Arabia, an overture from a formerly insular country to show it was joining the mainstream business world.


In the grand marble lobby on October 30, the world’s biggest money manager, Blackstone founder Steve Schwarzman, held court in one corner, while Tony Blair stood in another expounding on Mohammed’s plans to a crowd of bankers. Investor Tom Barrack, a key Middle East advisor to President Trump and founder of Colony Capital, sat with his entourage, exchanging business cards with a stream of visitors. Trump Treasury chief Steve Mnuchin dined with his wife at Hong, the Ritz-Carlton’s high-end Chinese restaurant. Masayoshi Son, founder of Japan’s SoftBank, occupied one of the suites used days later to detain a prince.


The startling juxtaposition between Davos in the Desert and the Ritz’s transformation into a prison—and the reversal of so many extraordinarily wealthy men’s fortunes—make the crackdown a singular event in recent world political and business history. Never have so many billionaires, titans of finance who could move heaven and earth with their immense wealth, been deprived of their liberty and treasure so abruptly.


Seen in hindsight from 2020, with nearly all the detainees released and tens of billions of dollars’ worth of cash and assets collected by Mohammed’s government, the events were clearly a coming-out ceremony for Mohammed bin Salman.


More than the reform agenda and economic transformation plans he announced, the Ritz arrests showed what was then largely concealed from observers, diplomats, and much of his own family: his cunning nature, love of a grand gesture, taste for risk, and ruthless streak. Until then, Mohammed could still have been an incremental reformer in the tradition of the five kings before his father. Each had a distinct leadership style, but none would have even considered blowing up the establishment to alter the path of the country’s future. The aggressive Ritz move, later called the “sheikhdown” by many in the West, was the moment when Mohammed placed a bundle of dynamite on the status quo and blasted it to smithereens.


By the time the detritus was swept away, he controlled all branches of the military, the police, the intelligence agencies, and all government ministries and held controlling stakes in many of the country’s largest businesses through government holding companies. He wasn’t the king, but he was one of the most powerful men on earth.




Chapter 1


THE KING IS DEAD


December 2014–January 2015


Everyone was waiting for the king to die. It was December 2014, and Abdullah bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, the sixth member of the third Al Saud dynasty to rule in Arabia, was fading away in a hospital bed in the desert outside Riyadh.


Abdullah had always loved the desert. He went there to think and, as he got older, to escape the capital’s traffic, its lines of men asking for favors, and the endless disappointments of a broken government he just couldn’t seem to drag into modernity. The moonless winter nights on the dunes evoked stories of his father, the kingdom’s founder, Abdulaziz, fighting on camelback to conquer Arabia. Those were simpler times.


The nation of Saudi Arabia was itself just eighty-three years old—younger than the ninety-year-old Abdullah. For much of his early life, it was a sparsely inhabited kingdom with few connections to the outside world save for the pilgrims who came to visit the Islamic holy cities of Mecca and Medina. A quarter of the people on earth turn to face the Kaaba in the heart of Mecca to pray and aim to travel there at least once in their lives.


By the time Abdullah hit his forties, rapid change was underway in Saudi Arabia. The discovery of an ocean of oil under the desert provided money to turn mud-walled cities into modern metropolises with skyscrapers and shopping malls. Yet the austere strain of Islam born in the country, referred to as Wahhabism after its eighteenth-century founder, the cleric Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab, remained at the center of daily life. Criminals were beheaded in town squares, and joyless officers from the Committee for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice, or ha’ya, policed the streets looking for infractions, such as failure by women to fully cover their hair and bodies. The country’s infrastructure modernized over the ensuing decades, but socially and politically it remained so stubbornly conservative that many visitors felt they were going back in time.


At the same time, by the 2000s Saudis were some of the most internet-connected people in the world. With money to buy smartphones and few social outlets, the burgeoning youth population spent hours a day on Twitter and Facebook and YouTube. They knew the ins and outs of Western pop culture even though they couldn’t participate at home. Saudi Arabia had long ago barred public concerts and movie theaters and the public gathering of unmarried men and women.


For Abdullah, who ascended the throne in 2005, ruling the kingdom was a heavy burden with daily schedules more reminiscent of medieval times. Saudi kings actually hold court, alternately receiving a river of commoners, ministers, and advisors and posing for photos with visiting presidents and prime ministers, seated on couches in their cavernous, gilded palaces. The king’s aides, relatives, and ministers see petitioners suffering from health problems, struggling with disputes, or pleading for debt relief by the tens of thousands every year.


After a lifetime of smoking, lavish meals, back problems, diabetes, and heart disease, Abdullah could no longer spend evenings reclined on cushions in the desert tents his workers set up with electrical wiring and big-screen TVs. His health had been failing since a series of surgeries in 2010, and in November 2014, one of Abdullah’s top deputies, his nephew Prince Mohammed bin Nayef Al Saud, asked a doctor friend in the United States for a medical opinion: “What’s the prognosis for lung cancer?” The doctor asked how advanced the cancer was. No one had told Abdullah, the prince replied, but the cancer was stage four. “No more than three months,” the doctor said.


Less than eight weeks later, Abdullah was propped up in a makeshift hospital atop the sand, hooked up to monitors and intravenous drips, while his courtiers and more than a dozen sons—many of them middle-aged men of varying degrees of venality—scrambled to figure out what to do next.


These men knew that the death of a Saudi king marks a huge transition of wealth and power. Each handover in the country’s history had led to a shake-up for the competing bloodlines that all traced back to Abdulaziz Al Saud, known in the West as Ibn Saud. He was the first king of today’s Saudi Arabia, and every subsequent king has been one of his sons.


During each reign, the king made his own sons nearly untouchable. They received huge incomes on top of other benefits that accrued into billions of dollars of wealth. Often they were given powerful roles overseeing branches of government or the military.


Abdullah, however, had cut his sons off from some of the customary flood of riches and, for much of their lives, political power. The king granted his children monthly allowances that added up to millions of dollars a year on top of private-jet privileges, but they didn’t have access to the billions of dollars that some of their cousins did. Abdullah, feeling his extended family had begun to spin out of control, put a stop to the era of unbridled excess of the Al Saud, starting with his own children.


Abdullah’s sons felt that their father was perpetually disappointed in them. In the years before his death, Abdullah considered trying to move one of them into the line of succession for the throne, but he reached his deathbed unsure if any was fit to rule. Miteb, whom Abdullah installed as head of the National Guard, seemed more interested in his racehorses than his work and left much of the National Guard management to deputies. When Turki bin Abdullah, a former air force pilot and then, briefly, governor of Riyadh, came to see his father in the hospital in his final days, Abdullah spoke loudly to the surrounding medical staff, all of them top doctors and nurses from the United States and Europe. “Look at my son, the F15 pilot,” he said, pausing to take a breath. “Look how fat he is. Do you think he could fit in an F15?”


The sons worried that the shift of power from Abdullah to a new king could pose a threat to their ambitions. They hadn’t even had the chance to get really rich yet, and if the wrong family member became king, they never would.


They knew that after a succession in Saudi Arabia, the flows of money shift to the family of the new king, and over time the sons of the last king—like the sons of kings before him—see their power diminished and their income cut. Abdullah’s sons had seen this play out repeatedly. What of the bin Khalid, the children of King Khalid, who ruled from 1975 to 1982? You hardly heard about them anymore.


The jostle for power among brothers, nephews, and cousins was built into the governance system set up by the kingdom’s founder. Ibn Saud’s three dozen or so sons by a parade of wives and concubines reached adulthood over the course of decades, creating a natural line of succession that worked because the age gaps between them amounted to generations. The oldest was born around 1900 and the youngest around 1947.


Ibn Saud died of a heart attack in his sleep in 1953, passing the throne to his eldest surviving son, Saud. Eleven years later, his brothers forced the dissolute Saud to relinquish the throne to a younger brother. Since then the crown had passed from one brother to the next, with Ibn Saud’s sons collectively deciding on an heir by selecting the oldest brother whom they could all agree was fit to rule. The brothers known as the Sudairi Seven, sons of Ibn Saud with his favored wife, Hussa Al Sudairi, were especially powerful, but for sixty years, each of Ibn Saud’s sons was hopeful that one day he would have his turn as king. It was the kind of speculation a prince would get up to with his entourage as they spent hour upon hour hanging out in palaces or yachts.


By 2015, most of the sons were dead, and most of the handful who were still alive were in their seventies or older. The throne was finally on the cusp of transferring to the third generation. The problem was there was no mechanism for figuring out which of those hundreds of grandsons was fit to be king. Seniority was an easy way to rank the original sons, but it was an impractical system to select from the hundreds of princes of the next generation.


Abdullah tried to fix this: After assuming the throne, he created a council that included each living son of Ibn Saud and descendants of the dead ones. The so-called Allegiance Council was supposed to elect a crown prince who would assume the throne upon the king’s death and name a deputy who would be second in line. This arrangement was intended to prevent abrupt shifts in power. But by the end of Abdullah’s life, he and his sons saw another purpose for it: They wanted it to limit the power of Abdullah’s successor, Crown Prince Salman.


Abdullah and his sons knew that Salman, the most powerful of the living Sudairi Seven and a wily palace operator, would want to install his ambitious millennial son, Mohammed, in the line of succession. And they knew Mohammed would be a disaster for the Abdullah clan. For years he had clashed with the brothers and their top deputies, once spitting in the face of a powerful intelligence official. At best, an empowered Mohammed would cut off the Abdullah clan’s access to power and money. At worst, he could take their assets and their freedom.


To sideline Mohammed, Abdullah’s sons would rely on Khalid al-Tuwaijri, the chief of Abdullah’s Royal Court.


With a straight moustache, diamond ring, and rimless glasses, Tuwaijri was the most powerful nonroyal in Saudi Arabia, virtually born into the job. His father fought alongside Ibn Saud to conquer parts of Saudi Arabia and later helped Abdullah transform the kingdom’s National Guard into a formidable force.


As King Abdullah aged, Tuwaijri’s power grew. He signed new laws in Abdullah’s name and insinuated himself as secretary-general of the Allegiance Council. He was the only nonprince allowed in its secret meetings and the keeper of the single record of the council’s deliberations.


Tuwaijri’s most important role was controlling access to Abdullah, which was aided by the fact that the king didn’t like talking on the telephone. He could only speak comfortably in person. Even the ambassador to the United States would fly from Washington, DC, to Riyadh for a two-hour conversation. Whether you were a businessman or a government minister or even the king’s brother, meeting Abdullah required going through Tuwaijri. Court hangers-on and observers called him “King Khalid.”


This was unprecedented power for someone outside the royal family, and it infuriated Crown Prince Salman and his son Mohammed. Tuwaijri knew that he would meet the same fate as Abdullah’s sons—or worse—if Salman’s power wasn’t checked. To Salman and Mohammed, Tuwaijri represented everything that was wrong with Saudi Arabia. The functionary bought mansions, boats, and some two hundred luxury cars. He’d take weeks-long trips with a twenty-five-person entourage to the Ritz-Carlton on Central Park South, piling up millions of dollars’ worth of expenses and taking pictures with locals as if he were royalty. “I thought he was some kind of prince,” says Rahul Bhasin, who still has a photo of Tuwaijri behind the counter at Parkview Electronics, his tiny camera and cell phone store around the corner from the Ritz, where Tuwaijri used to buy iPhones by the dozen. Few things upset Salman more than a nonroyal acting like a prince.


One of Tuwaijri’s chief allies, Mohammed al-Tobaishi, was the head of protocol for Abdullah. Essentially a glorified personal secretary, Tobaishi lived in a ninety-room Riyadh ranch called Samarra when he wasn’t in one of his other luxury homes around the world. The two men were billionaire power brokers hiding behind servile titles, men who took money in exchange for providing access to senior officials (they neither admitted any wrongdoing nor were convicted of any crime, though they later had assets seized by the state). In the eyes of Salman and his son, they were a risk to the dynasty and examples of runaway graft.


Mohammed bin Salman had his own firsthand experiences with Tuwaijri, who had pretended to take an avuncular role with him when Mohammed was first working in government jobs in his twenties. But Mohammed learned Tuwaijri was two-faced. While pretending to support him, Tuwaijri took steps to prevent Mohammed’s rise within the family hierarchy. “He laid traps for me,” Mohammed told friends, describing how at every juncture, Tuwaijri tried to drive him out of government or, failing that, to bribe him into complacency. Mohammed was also bitter since, a few years earlier, Tuwaijri had disciplined him on Abdullah’s orders for belittling senior military officials.


With Abdullah nearing death, Muqrin bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, the youngest of Ibn Saud’s living sons, was second in the line of succession to the throne. Tuwaijri and his Abdullah-clan allies saw Muqrin as a buffer against any attempts to elevate young Mohammed. If they couldn’t push Salman out of the succession line, they figured, they had to at least keep Muqrin.


Seventy-nine years old and tall, with a dyed-black goatee, Salman had been the family enforcer—and the keeper of Al Saud secrets—for half a century. Younger members of the royal family whispered that Salman must have had cameras in the bedrooms of powerful Al Saud figures.


Three generations of princes and their hangers on told stories of being slapped across the face with Salman’s gold-and-emerald pinky ring as punishment for drinking alcohol, driving too fast on the outskirts of the capital, or getting caught trying to pull off a brazen corruption scheme.


His temper was the subject of Royal Court lore. Salman was often quiet and thoughtful, prone to quoting Islamic poetry over his nightly card game. But he could erupt with fury at a perceived show of disrespect. Striding through the Jeddah palace of his brother, then-king Fahd, in the early 1990s, Salman was shocked when Fahd’s longtime guard stood in his way. The king, the guard told him, was busy.


Salman slapped the man so hard that his ring flew across the room. “I’m the prince! Who are you?” Salman shouted, while young courtiers and servants crawled around the floor, searching for the ring. After Fahd chided his brother, Salman left an envelope for the guard with one hundred thousand riyals—more than $20,000. “Give the idiot this,” Salman muttered on his way out. (A royal family member disputes this happened.)


Unlike other sons of Ibn Saud who built fortunes by using their power to extract payments from companies doing business in the kingdom, Salman was less aggressive about building wealth. He spent his royal allowance on his palaces, his wives, and his children and spent his energy running Riyadh, the Al Saud’s historic center of power.


As the governor of the province for forty-eight years, Salman controlled millions of acres of land that grew in value as the city of Riyadh transformed from a village at the start of his governorship into a modern city of more than five million people. Salman also supervised the relationship with the Wahhabist clerics whose alliance with the Al Saud stretched back to Wahhab himself—and whose support had helped the Al Saud gain and maintain power since the kingdom’s founding.


Salman welcomed a diversity of viewpoints into his palace, encouraging debate in a way other princes wouldn’t countenance. His Saudi Research and Marketing Group owned two of the biggest Arabic newspapers in the Middle East. They weren’t mere government mouthpieces either, encouraging views from across the region about the biggest issues of the time, especially the Palestinian cause. On the other hand, they never dared question the monarchy or criticize Saudi foreign policy. Salman invited writers, academics, and foreign diplomats to weekly dinners. He told one American contact that he’d read every novel ever published by a Saudi writer.


Salman’s relationship with his older sons was chilly. Distant and imperious as a young father (Salman was just nineteen when his oldest son was born), he was a rigid disciplinarian who focused on educating the young men. He wanted his sons to learn there was more to the world than Saudi Arabia’s twin pillars of oil wealth and Wahhabism. Life was full of poetry and literature and ideas, and Salman, the son of a man who conquered Saudi Arabia on camelback, wanted his own sons to gain knowledge that would later benefit them as statesmen.


Regular vacations to Spain and France brought intellectuals and businessmen into Salman’s tea room. Members of the Syrian-Spanish Kayali merchant family were frequent visitors to his palaces, as were members of the Assad family, which continues to rule Syria. In Paris, Salman invited lawyers and political contacts for discussions and debates, often on the fractious politics of the Middle East.


These lessons seemed to mold the sons Salman had with his first wife, Sultana bint Turki Al Sudairi, beginning in the 1950s. They went abroad for schooling and learned multiple languages. Fahd and Ahmed became successful businessmen, running Saudi Research and Marketing, raising world-class racehorses, and operating a lucrative partnership with UPS. Sultan became the first Saudi citizen to go into outer space, on the US space shuttle Discovery; Abdulaziz was an oil expert who handled sensitive relationships for the government with other petroleum-producing countries; and Faisal was the academic, achieving a doctorate in political studies from the University of Oxford with a dissertation on relations between the Gulf states and Iran from 1968 to 1971. They had friends in the United States and London and met often with politicians from abroad. They were impressive, cosmopolitan, and Western in their sensibilities. To some, they didn’t seem very Saudi. They even objected when Salman decided to take a new wife while still married to their mother, a long-standing tradition in Saudi culture.


It was 1983, and the princes’ mother, Sultana Al Sudairi, was in a Pittsburgh hospital for a kidney transplant. Sultana was a revered figure within the royal family and practically worshipped by her five sons and daughter. The family brought an entourage of dozens of relatives and aides to Pittsburgh; each morning they would rush to the Presbyterian-University Hospital lobby to make sure they were waiting when Salman arrived. Then flanked by two security guards, Salman would pace around the hospital awaiting news from doctors.


Before the trip, Salman’s three oldest sons, Fahd, Sultan, and Ahmed, learned that their father was getting ready to marry a much younger woman. It wasn’t unusual; after marrying her, Salman would still have just two wives in a country where a man may be married to four women at once. But his westernized sons viewed polygamy as outdated, insulting to their mother, and particularly insensitive when she was facing a life-threatening illness.


Salman brushed aside his sons’ concerns, but in Pittsburgh, Fahd doubled down, storming out of the hospital to a nearby airport and hopping on a private plane, where he wrote a letter to his father that he gave to a messenger to bring back to Pittsburgh. Don’t marry this woman, Fahd wrote. It’s an insult to your wife.


Salman married her anyway. The young woman, Fahdah bint Falah al-Hithlain, was the daughter of a leader of the Ajman tribe, which had a long history as warriors fighting alongside, and sometimes against, the Al Saud. Two years later, Fahdah would give birth to her first son, Mohammed bin Salman. Five more would follow.


Those six boys had a very different upbringing than their much older brothers. In middle age, Salman lost the rigidity with which he’d raised his first brood. During a nighttime card game in the Jeddah home of King Fahd’s son, one courtier recalls, five-year-old Mohammed ran in and started knocking off the men’s headdresses. The boy kicked over a cup of tea and threw some cards on the floor before Salman called him over, laughing, and gave the pudgy child a hug. “Take Mohammed back,” Salman told one of the boy’s minders. Young Mohammed proceeded to kick the minder in the crotch.


Mohammed and his full brothers didn’t absorb the passion for academia and living abroad instilled in Salman’s first brood. While the older brothers were establishing their careers, adolescent Mohammed seemed aimless. He had a habit of daydreaming during family events, a tendency some mistook for absentmindedness. On vacations to Marbella or elsewhere, he and his younger brother Khalid would go off exploring or scuba diving. He’d spend hours playing video games, including the Age of Empires series where you build armies and conquer enemies, and indulging a love of fast food. Salman still brought professors and writers around and hosted weekly seminars, but his requests that Mohammed study or read books rather than play video games seemed more like nagging than the strict orders the prince used to issue to his older sons.


One afternoon, Salman got a call from a flustered staffer: the preteen Mohammed was at a local supermarket, dressed in a military outfit and making a scene. The police wanted to detain him, but the young prince told them they couldn’t. He was the nephew of the king and the son of the governor of Riyadh. Salman handled the affair quietly, but it was clear the stern old-timer had a soft spot for Mohammed, who was more like a grandson because of the nearly fifty-year age gap between them.


During a family trip to Cannes in 2000, Salman invited over a Paris-based lawyer named Elie Hatem, who had known members of the Saudi royal family through his work in promonarchist political groups and frequently mixed with them during their trips to France. “Instead of playing games, go read,” Salman told the fifteen-year-old Mohammed one day when Hatem came for lunch. The men lingered over a lavish Middle Eastern food spread while Mohammed sat eating McDonald’s. The boy responded with a desultory “OK, Dad.”


One afternoon, Salman asked Hatem to check in on Mohammed and make sure he was doing something productive. Encourage him to read anything, even a magazine or newspaper, and stop playing games, Salman told the lawyer. The boy just watched TV.


Soon after that visit to France, things changed for the teenage prince. He had a realization that would alter his understanding of money and power. While observers like Hatem saw an aimless young man struggling in the shadow of his accomplished brothers, they misunderstood what the prince was absorbing during his years on the sidelines. While his brothers may have learned refinement from the teachers their father brought in, Mohammed was watching Salman closely and learning about power.


By the time Abdullah was lying on his deathbed, Mohammed was almost thirty and a formidable adversary for Abdullah’s sons and courtiers, more energetic, creative, and cutthroat than anyone expected. He was driven and absolutely certain he knew what the country needed not just to survive but to flourish. And by staying close to his father’s side through his twenties, rather than leaving Saudi Arabia for his schooling, Mohammed had learned in great depth about the frailties of his rivals within the royal family.


Salman’s role as family enforcer was becoming more taxing and thornier as the royal family grew. Each prince could have up to four wives at a time, and with each wife he might have three or four sons and a similar number of daughters. During Salman’s forty-eight years as Riyadh’s governor, the extended family blossomed into some seven thousand princes and at least as many princesses, all of them growing up with a sense of entitlement to a share of the country’s oil profits. Many lived wealthy but relatively normal lives, and some became philanthropists or investors; others were deadbeats, gamblers, or drunks. And more than a few were greedy beyond belief, spending unimaginable sums on collections of Bugattis and Patek Philippe watches such that “Saudi” became a synonym for profligate consumerism in Western cities.


The lives of luxury created an issue when it came to ruling the country. Ibn Saud and his sons who served as king had each spent at least some of their childhood in the desert, close to the Bedouin fighters and conservative clerics who supported them. For them a brand-new Cadillac, falcon hunting, and a surfeit of food constituted a life of luxury. This new generation was schooled abroad, living for long stretches in the privileged bubbles of London’s Mayfair or Paris’s 16th arrondissement. Many had lost part of their Saudi culture and their understanding of the Islamic interests that were locked in a powerful embrace with the House of Saud.


By the 2000s, many of the Al Saud’s best and brightest weren’t Saudi enough to connect with the explosion of youth in the country. Saudi Arabia’s growing population was becoming more connected to the rest of the world and more restless in their straightjacketed lives, thanks to smartphones and social media. But the young princes were oblivious to much of what was happening at home, busy vacationing or pursuing degrees.


Salman tried to serve as a bulwark against this loss of identity, disciplining princes for Western behavior unbecoming in conservative Saudi Arabia. To many he seemed like an eccentric, a member of the Al Saud who wielded power within the family and within the kingdom but would never ascend beyond the role of Riyadh’s governor. For Salman, the math just wasn’t right.


By 2010, five years into King Abdullah’s reign, Salman was over seventy years old and had two equally accomplished older brothers standing between him and the throne. For most of the time Abdullah reigned, there was no reason for Tuwaijri, the Royal Court chief, to see Salman or his children as a threat. They were too far from the line of succession.


Then one of those older brothers died in 2011 and the other in 2012. In each case, Abdullah named a new crown prince himself rather than having the Allegiance Council, which he had formed for the purpose, debate to determine the succession. When the second brother died, Abdullah made Salman crown prince and appointed his youngest living brother, former intelligence chief Muqrin, as deputy crown prince.


As Abdullah grew frailer, Tuwaijri tried to create distance between the king and the crown prince. He still hoped Abdullah was open to casting Salman aside. Tuwaijri sometimes denied Salman and his sons the use of royal planes. When Salman would call to set up a meeting, the court chief would tell him that Abdullah was too busy. After months of this, Salman realized what was happening when he saw Abdullah at a family occasion. “Why don’t you come to see me anymore?” the king asked. “You’re one of my favorite brothers.” Salman understood Tuwaijri was trying to sideline him.


Tuwaijri activated his whisper network to spread the notion that Salman was suffering from dementia, a bid to hasten succession plans. He sought buy-in from other influential royals to carry out what would be the progress-minded Abdullah’s last great reform: passing the crown to the next generation. Perhaps one of Abdullah’s sons, maybe Miteb or Turki, could be placed in the line of succession as deputy crown prince so that he would one day be king. Or perhaps giving Mohammed bin Nayef, the domestic security chief with deep ties to the CIA and US State Department, a place in the line of succession might help get US buy-in. Bin Nayef also controlled the powerful Saudi Interior Ministry. As Abdullah’s sons controlled the Saudi National Guard, the traditionally Bedouin force that protected the royal family, a union between the two branches would have clear control of the military.


For his plan to work, Tuwaijri had to finalize arrangements among the family before Salman could intervene. The best way to do that was to make sure Abdullah died in the desert, without the rest of the family around. That would give Tuwaijri time, hours at least but possibly days, to line up support for the plan and make sure Salman didn’t put one of his sons in a senior role. As Abdullah’s breathing grew shallower in the desert tent, Tuwaijri issued an order: Don’t tell Salman.


Abdullah’s sons were nervous but supported the scheme. They believed they were fit to rule. Before Abdullah’s final illness, his son Miteb told US ambassador Joe Westphal that he expected to be in the running for the crown.


The problem with his plot, Tuwaijri would soon learn, was that his team had a leak. Out of view from the Abdullah clan, Mohammed bin Salman had assembled a group of loyal and effective functionaries, men who could gather information within the royal family as well as outside. They alerted Mohammed about the king’s condition, and he made sure other senior Al Saud knew.


The wider family was shocked at the king’s deterioration. Even those who knew of his cancer diagnosis didn’t realize how close he was to death. They pressured Tuwaijri to move Abdullah from his desert retreat to a Riyadh hospital run by the National Guard. The move was done under cover of night, and the hospital ejected anyone who might leak news of the king’s imminent death. One astonished doctor told friends he climbed a fence and slipped in the back door to check on patients. Secrecy is important in a succession to give the population the false impression of a seamless, inevitable transition.


By then the Abdullah clan and Tuwaijri had all but given up on retaining the crown. The best they could hope for was to ensure that if Salman took over, the next in line for the throne was someone without animosity toward Abdullah’s children. Perhaps more important than anything else was making sure Salman wouldn’t put his son Mohammed in line for the throne. They spread stories about the young prince’s lack of expertise, brutish way of getting things done, and personal greed.


The situation remained unsettled for days. The Royal Court put up a tent outside the hospital to host friends and relatives visiting the dying king. Several thousand Saudis, many of them poor, gathered around the hospital and prayed through the night. Officials in Riyadh’s US embassy kept hearing that the council of princes was going to meet to determine Abdullah’s successor, but they could never pin down exactly when.


Most visitors stopped at the tent to sit with Miteb or Turki or one of Abdullah’s other sons. Only those close to the king were allowed inside, where Abdullah was resting in a room on the first floor. Visitors walked down a one-hundred-yard corridor, past other patients’ rooms, to a seven-foot-tall glass window. Behind it was the room where the king lay dying.


Several days into Abdullah’s hospital stay, Mohammed called to ask about his uncle. Don’t worry, Tuwaijri responded. He’s stable. It sounded unbelievable. Just a couple days earlier, one of the king’s older daughters had arrived to see her father through the window with a green cloth over his forehead and no visible signs of breath. He looked so small; to her companion, he looked dead.


Soon after, Mohammed got a call that Abdullah had died. He hurried his father into a convoy of cars and sped to the National Guard hospital. They found Tuwaijri waiting in the hallway. Salman had had enough of the man. He hit the court chief across the face with a slap that rang through the hospital corridor loudly enough to be heard through the wall in the waiting room. Tuwaijri knew then that he’d wagered big on trying to marginalize Salman and lost it all. With a slap to the face, the new king and his young son beside him announced the beginning of a new reign unlike anything since the kingdom was a patchwork of fiefdoms raiding each other for camels and food and gold.


The news of King Abdullah’s death took a few days to travel, thanks in part to the deference of local journalists to the requests of the Royal Court. Away from view of the public, Salman immediately removed Tuwaijri from his position as Allegiance Council secretary and jettisoned him from the Royal Court, even while he kept many of the other officials in their jobs. As chief of his father’s court, Mohammed insinuated himself deep in the deliberations and planning. When his father tired or needed a break, Mohammed powered through the night, holding meetings and making calls. There was no doubt that this was as much Mohammed’s moment as his elderly father’s.


When the announcement came, Salman appointed his half brother Muqrin as crown prince and his nephew Mohammed bin Nayef as deputy crown prince. These seemed measured choices intended to reassure the wider family and tribal leaders who held power over small dominions across the country that it was business as usual. During the ceremonies, Mohammed bin Salman, who had been named defense minister but remained outside the immediate line of succession, quietly deferred to his elder relatives out of respect, even as he was kicking a series of ambitious plans into gear.


More liberal family members worried that yet another Saudi Arabian era of morass was in the offing. The word diplomats reserved for the pace of change in the kingdom for half a century was “glacial.” Little did they know that the country was about to embark on an upheaval.




Chapter 2


MBS


January 23–May 1, 2015


The generals sitting around the Saudi Defense Ministry’s situation room table thought they had a pretty good idea of what was about to happen. They’d been running the Saudi armed forces for decades and believed their new defense minister would be pretty much like the last one. When facing adversity, Saudi Arabia followed the lead of the United States of America, its longtime protector. There would be grave deliberations and a decision to have more grave deliberations the following day and the following week until Washington, DC, decided what to do.
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