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Prologue


There is a surreal moment, quite early on in the now infamous video of the execution of American journalist James Foley, when the masked killer momentarily loses his balance and stumbles sideways towards his victim. It is a single misstep which belies the horror of what is about to follow. Yet for a second or two as the two figures stare out of the screen – the kneeling Foley dressed in an orange jumpsuit and his knife-wielding assassin all in black – this unexpected stumble raises the hope that the footage might be staged and what we are witnessing is a cartoon killing. And then Jihadi John recovers and it is all too apparent that what we are being asked to watch is not make-believe, but an act of savagery as horrifying and disturbing as it is possible to witness.


As James Foley prepares for his fate his bottom lip wobbles involuntarily and then the killer places his right hand under the victim’s chin. What happens next is so merciless and lacking in humanity that with one single hack of his knife Jihadi John changes the definition of terrorism, obliterating our safe assumptions about what one human is capable of in the twenty-first century.


 


In early 2014 the terror group now called Islamic State (IS) began to pool its growing collection of Western journalists and aid workers, which it had abducted or purchased from other jihadists and criminal gangs in Syria. The group’s leader, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, ordered that they should all be taken to the city of Raqqa in the north east of the country. This ancient Syrian settlement on the banks of the Euphrates had been founded by the Greeks and was once a jewel in the crown of the Byzantine Empire, but now it was the benighted capital of the Islamic State’s self-declared caliphate. Raqqa was to be the home, and for some the final resting place, of twenty-three prisoners from twelve countries, each of whom was to be ransomed or executed for political and financial gain. Among their number was James Foley, who had been captured close to the Syria–Turkey border while reporting on the Middle East conflict. Foley had teamed up with a British photo-journalist for a reporting assignment in Syria in 2012. In November that year they had stopped off at an internet café in Binesh, close to the Turkish border, to file their work. As they busied themselves uploading their film and pictures a man with a long, bushy beard came into the café and sat down at one of the computers. According to witnesses he eyed the foreigners closely, then got up and left the café abruptly. The two journalists spent another hour sending material back to the Western news outlets for whom they worked. Then they went outside the café to look for a taxi to take them back across the border and a well-earned rest from their intrepid reporting. As they approached the safety of Turkey a van sped up on the left side of the taxi and cut it off. Masked fighters jumped out. They shouted at the journalists to lie on the ground beside the taxi. They handcuffed them and bundled them into the van. Both men had become prisoners of a breakaway faction of an al-Qaeda-linked terror group, Jabhat al-Nusra, who later handed them over to the Islamic State.


The prisoners were incarcerated next to an oil installation near the river Euphrates. In charge were three British jihadis, later given the name ‘the Beatles’ by the hostages, on account of their British accents and because of the pleasure they took in ‘beating’ their prisoners.


By 2014 Foley was already a veteran, having survived a year in the hands of the jihadists. A year of captivity had left him very thin, and he sported a long, bushy beard. He had converted to Islam, taking the Islamic name of Abu Hamza. Foley had been held by Libyan militants two years earlier, while reporting on the downfall of Gaddafi. Then, his Western nationality had protected him from the vengeance of his kidnappers. Now, his American citizenship meant he was to be singled out for a special kind of brutality invented by a new brand of jihadist.


The twenty-three hostages were kept together in a block of underground rooms which they shared with their jailers. They were given the equivalent of just a teacup of food each day.1 Their confinement was spent in almost total darkness, except in one basement room, where a finger of sunlight stretched under the locked door. After dusk, they could not see anything and often spilled their meagre rations over themselves. They had no mattresses and few blankets. Some of the prisoners used their trousers as makeshift pillows by tying one end and filling the trouser legs with rags.2


Under such conditions, the prisoners sometimes turned on one another. But James Foley, despite being on the receiving end of the most savage of the punishments, knew how important it was to maintain morale. He often shared his food with his colleagues. In the bitter cold of the Syrian winter, he even offered one prisoner his only blanket. He took charge of group entertainment, encouraging home-made board games and storytelling. The others relied on him to boost their flagging spirits.


Yet he was the one who also suffered the most. A Spanish journalist, Javier Espinosa, spent many months with Foley as a fellow prisoner of the Islamic State. The two men became close friends. Espinosa recalls his shock at seeing his friend after a long separation: ‘His body could not hide the long months of starvation – he looked older and thinner, but he retained the unbreakable spirit which characterized him.’3


Foley continued to make the best of his situation and clung to dreams of release. While America had stayed out of the conflict and held back its armed forces, Foley reckoned he had every reason to hope for the best. Sadly, as time went on, an increasingly belligerent American Congress sought justification to unleash its military might against a rampant Islamic State which had swept across huge swathes of north Syria and north Iraq, meaning that the longer he was held, the poorer his chances got.


On 7 August 2014 President Obama authorized American airstrikes in Iraq to rescue the stranded Yazidi minorities and protect US personnel and facilities in Irbil and Baghdad. After a short campaign amounting to a total of sixty-eight strikes from jets, bombers and drones, Obama declared that Iraqi and Kurdish forces, with US air support, had retaken a strategic dam north of Mosul and had pushed back the frontline beyond Irbil.


Within hours of that announcement, the Islamic State posted an online message warning it would attack Americans ‘in any place’ in response to the airstrikes. ‘We will drown all of you in blood,’ it said.


Foley and the other hostages must have sensed the tension among their captors as the ‘Beatles’ took out their frustrations in beatings and torture. The cat-and-mouse negotiations between the Americans and the Islamic State were reaching their endgame. But Foley refused to give up on the hope of release. What he could not have known was that his captors had placed such an unrealistically high price on his head that freedom was no longer an option. The Islamic State negotiators had told the Foley family in an email that, if they ever wanted to see their son again, they would need to find $132 million. All the while, President Obama repeated his government’s time-honoured mantra that America would not negotiate with terrorists.


When the jihadists came for Foley in the early hours of an August morning, there was real intent in what his jailors had planned for him. It was immediately apparent that this was not the latest round of the usual torture. Foley was dressed in an orange jumpsuit and his hands were cuffed behind his back. He was dragged onto a flatbed truck, which sped off through the back roads of Raqqa.4


There would have been plenty of residents on the streets to witness the convoy of vehicles as it crested the top of the hill and headed to a desert location south of the city.5 Slumped on the back of the truck in plain sight, Foley served as a warning to the people of Raqqa that the city’s new overlords would show no mercy. What happened next was played out on a video which the Islamic State released on 19 August 2014, entitled ‘A Message to America’. Its message sent shockwaves around the world.


A masked man dressed in black is shown standing in an unidentified desert location beside a kneeling prisoner whose hands are tied behind his back. The masked man speaks: ‘Obama authorized military operations against the Islamic State, effectively placing America upon a slippery slope towards a new war against Muslims.’ The video then reprises a clip of Obama’s announcement, followed by a statement from the prisoner, who addresses the camera in quivering tones: ‘I call on my friends, family and loved ones to rise up against my real killers, the US government, for what will happen to me is only a result of their complacent criminality,’ he says. He asks his parents not to accept ‘any meagre compensation from the same people who effectively hit the last nail in my coffin with the recent aerial campaign in Iraq.’


Then Foley appeals to ‘my brother John, who is a member of the US Air Force,’ to ‘think about what you are doing. I wish I had more time,’ Foley says. ‘I wish I could have the hope for freedom to see my family once again, but that ship has sailed. I guess all in all, I wish I wasn’t an American.’


The masked jihadi identifies the prisoner as ‘James Wright Foley, an American citizen of your country.’ He then reaches down with a large, black knife and begins the beheading of the prisoner. The screen fades to black and the next image is of a body with a head placed upon its chest.


The sudden, grotesque act of Foley’s beheading was shocking and mesmerizing in equal measure. It forced people to confront the stark truth that there were men alive in the world today who were capable of acts of savagery once thought consigned to the Middle Ages.


After the revulsion came the questions. Who was this hooded man who spoke with an English accent but bore such hatred for the West that he could stand in front of a camera and cut off another man’s head?


In the following days, weeks and months, the search for the identity of the murderer became an obsession of the media – and especially the tabloid press. After each video of each grisly beheading, beamed around the world in horrifyingly graphic detail by the world’s biggest broadcasters, my editor would wearily ask the same question. Do you know who Jihadi John is? In turn I would offer names to the police and the government in a quest to uncover the identity of the British terrorist who was now the Islamic State’s executioner-in-chief and for many the very personification of evil.


In the vacuum of any identifying information, newspapers filled the void by carrying a welter of false stories declaring Jihadi John to be one of many vocal Islamic State jihadists tweeting from inside Syria. Many of these terrorists extolled the barbarity of Jihadi John and made their own blood-curdling threats against the West directly on social media. But one by one each of these putative Jihadi Johns was met with a categorical denial by the authorities. I was sure the security services knew who he was but short of them telling me (which they had made perfectly clear they wouldn’t) or heading out to Syria to find him myself, I regarded the fevered speculation as to his identity to be a waste of my journalistic time. After six months of getting nowhere I was sick of the very mention of Jihadi John, believing his identity would never be known. Then, on 26 February 2015, I received a call from a contact saying the BBC had finally uncovered his identity and was about to reveal Jihadi John to be Mohammed Emwazi – a 26-year-old Muslim from west London.


It wasn’t a name I recognised. I had followed the story because I am a journalist specializing in security, increasingly thinking it unlikely that I would find anything to contribute. And now that his identity had been revealed I felt just as useless when Fleet Street news editors asked me whether I could throw any light on Mohammed Emwazi. The name of the Islamic State’s executioner-in-chief meant nothing to me. 


Two days later, at five o’clock on a Saturday afternoon, I was sitting in a restaurant on London’s South Bank where I was filing copy about Emwazi to the Mail on Sunday news desk. I had based myself there all day in the hope that a contact would agree to talk to me about his knowledge of Emwazi. But he hadn’t turned up so I was cobbling together a story about the Emwazi network based on an old court document. It was close to deadline and the news editor wasn’t particularly impressed with my offering for Sunday’s paper.


Just before I was about to send over my story a human rights group released a series of emails all written to Emwazi, under an alias he had been using when he was in London. One of these emails was written by me. It began: ‘Good to see you yesterday, Mohammed . . .’ and it stopped me in my tracks. This single, long-forgotten email from me to Emwazi had suddenly rendered meaningless the Jihadi John story I was about to file. And as my mind raced it quickly dawned on me that I was now the story. This email, along with several others sitting in my inbox from 2010–11, proved I already knew the person the world’s media had spent the summer searching for. I started to feel anxious and excited at the same time. I desperately racked my memory for an image of the man I had met and interviewed. But as hard as I tried I just couldn’t picture him. It was as if the video footage of the masked Jihadi John had obliterated all other images I had once had of Mohammed Emwazi. As I reread the email I couldn’t recall writing it or sending it. Every time I tried to remember the man I had met in December 2010 all I could see was the obscured face of the IS executioner. It was only in the days that followed that I was able to use emails and snapped recollections to put a human face to Jihadi John.


The man I had known five years ago was polite and helpful. He showed empathy for me and my work as a journalist and he had trusted me by sharing very personal details about his life. He had confided in me about his relationship break-ups, his work woes and his conviction that he was an innocent citizen being unfairly persecuted. He desperately wanted his story to be told as he felt that MI5 was destroying his life. He had recently sold his laptop on the internet, and now believed it had been purchased by the security services. He was under so much stress that he often felt like a ‘dead man walking’ and once even emailed me to say he was thinking of taking his own life.


How could this young Muslim man, who had appeared to me as a victim, have gone on to carry out such horrific acts of butchery? How could this embodiment of evil be the same man who had sat with me complaining about his girlfriend troubles?


The police and MI5 had serious concerns about Emwazi as long ago as 2009, well before the emergence of the Islamic State. When I knew Mohammed Emwazi he was a troubled young man but I do not believe he was yet capable of murder. In many ways, he was no different from other young Muslims who had complained to me about harassment from the police and MI5. A small number of them are now locked up in foreign prisons, under tight surveillance by security services, or have been killed taking part in jihadi terrorism. When I knew them they were young men struggling to reconcile their British identities with what they perceived to be a world-wide persecution of Muslims. It would be hard to argue that none of them was interested in Islamist extremism or had contact with known terror suspects. Yet none of these men had a criminal record and all appeared genuine in their wish to lead peaceful lives in the UK.


There are hundreds, maybe thousands, of young Muslim men today wrestling with their plural identities. A tiny number may join terrorist groups, and they must be properly investigated by our security agencies. But the vast majority want to engage in an open dialogue without fear of harassment or intimidation. Official figures put the number of British Muslims who have travelled to Syria and Iraq approaching eight hundred. But the real figure is probably double this. Many of those who have gone to Syria and Iraq seem to hold a sincere belief that they can alleviate the suffering of their brother and sister Muslims. Some have no intention of returning to Britain while others have already slipped back into the UK to quietly resume their lives. A handful now pose a murderous threat to the West. But few of them will ever become the most wanted terrorist in the world.


Hundreds of secret agents and spies were tasked by a host of security agencies in an international manhunt to capture or kill the Islamic State executioner-in-chief, who the media gleefully dubbed Jihadi John. On 13 November 2015 a Pentagon spokesperson revealed that he had been targeted in a drone strike in Raqqa, Syria, the day before, with a Hellfire missile hitting a car travelling through the city. But the question remains how Mohammed Emwazi went from being a quiet teenager living in west London to the public face of the most feared and merciless terror organization in the world.


The British authorities have been accused both of playing a part in Emwazi’s radicalization and of not doing enough to stop him from leaving. I too have asked myself whether I should have done more to halt Mohammed Emwazi on his path to terrorism. I met him and engaged with him in his struggles with the British security services. He regarded me as a sympathetic member of the media who had written about similar cases to his own. He had complained to the police, the Kuwaiti embassy and an advocacy group which helps victims of the war on terror. And when all that had failed, he entrusted his faith in me.










Chapter 1


MOHAMMED THE OUTSIDER


Mohammed Emwazi’s family belonged to the Bedoon or Bidun minority, the people of Kuwait who are not recognized as full citizens. Bedoon means ‘without’ in Arabic and refers to their stateless designation. In the 1950s Emwazi’s grandfather was a respected tribal leader, but he had refused to accept a Kuwaiti passport offered by the government during the country’s first census, which led to the declaration of independence in 1961. He was, according to a family friend, a proud man who felt confident in his position in tribal society and regarded a passport as little more than a state handout. But his pride and, more importantly, his decision to reject Kuwaiti nationality, would have damaging repercussions for the Emwazis for many generations.1


In the 1980s Mohammed Emwazi’s father Jassem had overcome his statelessness and found work as a policeman in Tayma’a, a town twenty miles north west of Kuwait City in the district of al-Jahra. According to a family member, Jassem was very proud of his job and had his services to law and order recognized by the Kuwaiti government.2 The family have kept a certificate presented to Jassem by the Kuwait police force which includes a citation referring to his loyalty and good work.


Tayma’a, or Taima as it is also known, is a ghettoized, urban sprawl where the Bedoon live among corrugated buildings, set apart from the Kuwaiti population. Traditionally Bedoon migrants are taken on as soldiers in the lower ranks of the Kuwaiti army. In the 1980s, those who weren’t given a military post often ended up scraping a living selling street food or begging. Jassem was one of the lucky few who escaped the hardships of a life on the fringes of society.3


By 1987 his prospects looked even brighter. He met Ghaneya, an immigrant from Yemen, and received her family’s blessing to marry her. Friends at the time remember the Emwazis were prosperous enough to hold the ceremony in a large white tent.4 Ghaneya conceived in the months after the wedding, and the Emwazis had everything they could have hoped for – a good job, a loving family and the unusual freedom to mix with both the Bedoon and the local Kuwaitis.


But in 1989 Kuwait’s 200,000-strong Bedoon population faced a sectarian crackdown.5 The world was in the grip of an economic downturn and Kuwait decided to put the squeeze on the Bedoon, as a sop to the country’s own working class struggling under the financial hardships.6 There was also historical suspicion that the Bedoon held no loyalty to Kuwait and that many still regarded Iraq as their natural home.7 These long-held resentments fuelled allegations of fifth-columnist penetration linked to a spate of terrorist attacks against the Kuwait government.8


And so at a stroke the Bedoon were wiped from Kuwait’s official census. Overnight, they were stripped of their rights to passports or other identification papers, leaving them unable to obtain birth, death or marriage certificates.9 Because of this, the Bedoon were forbidden from holding driving licences, sending their children to school or accessing hospital care. Even housing and social security were denied to them.10 Any Bedoon with a job had his or her employment status reviewed.11 Officially the Emwazis, along with the rest of the Kuwaiti Bedoon population, did not exist.12


For the Emwazis, who had little Mohammed on the way and were planning life as a new family, the sectarian crackdown represented an extraordinary reversal of fortune. For Jassem personally it meant the real possibility of losing his job and the end of a steady income which the family had come to rely on. This, however, was just the beginning of their troubles, as events in the region were about to take a dramatic turn for the worse.


Iraq’s leader, Saddam Hussein, had long harboured territorial ambitions over Kuwait and in 1990 launched a lightning assault, taking Kuwait’s complacent generals by surprise. The comparatively small military forces of the oil-rich Gulf state were quickly overwhelmed by the world’s fourth largest army. The country’s ruler, Sheikh Jaber al-Ahmed al-Sabah, fled into exile in his armour-plated Mercedes, across the desert to neighbouring Saudi Arabia. He was soon followed by Kuwait’s wealthy sheikhs, businessmen and anyone else who had the resources to escape. The Kuwaiti state was turned over to the new Iraqi rulers.


For the Bedoon, having recently been made stateless, the situation was particularly dire. Jassem Emwazi, who did not have the funds or contacts to follow the exodus, found himself at the mercy of a brutal regime that had a history of oppressing the Bedoon. The family quickly had to learn how to survive in a martial state that considered the Kuwaiti Bedoon to be traitors and enemies of Iraq.13 At the same time they had to be equally careful of not falling under the suspicion of Kuwaitis, who suspected the Iraqi Bedoon of helping the invaders.


In February 1991 the American-led coalition forces launched a sustained air and ground assault on Iraqi forces inside Kuwait. It took just four days for Saddam’s armies to be cleared from Kuwait but not before a major attack on an Iraqi armoured division stationed on the outskirts of al-Jahra. Thousands of Iraqi soldiers were burned to death in their vehicles when the leader of the coalition forces, General Norman Schwarzkopf, issued orders to blockade a hundred-mile radius of Kuwait City. The retreating Iraqi convoys, stalled on Mutla Ridge on Highway 80 just outside the town, became sitting ducks for the Apache helicopters and fighter-bombers which were launched against them.


While the Americans and their Saudi allies celebrated the vanquishing of Saddam and the alleviation of the threat to oil security, the returning Kuwaitis began the business of settling scores. The authorities acted ruthlessly against the Bedoon, sending thousands to Iraq and into the arms of Saddam. Although the Emwazis, who had no real links with Iraq, escaped deportation, they remained discriminated against and lived in constant fear of forced removal.14


Given their persecution by domestic authorities just as much as foreign invaders, it is easy to see how a sense of alienation and resentment may have become deeply rooted in the Emwazi family’s psyche. Jassem had not entirely given up on Kuwait but over the next few years his prospects became bleaker than ever.15


So in 1993 when Mohammed was aged six, the Emwazis decided to take a chance on a new life in the West. They settled on Britain because they had distant relatives who had moved to London and had sent back stories of a city in which many creeds and colours mixed freely with one another.16 Most importantly, for Jassem, this included the Bedoon, who were not regarded as a pariah people but genuine refugees.


On arrival in the UK the couple put their case for asylum to the Home Office and argued that they had been denied citizenship by Kuwait.17 The Home Office has published guidance which shows that those who can prove they are Kuwaiti Bedoon will be usually granted refugee status in the UK. However, the guidance by no means guarantees the right to asylum. It makes clear: ‘The individual circumstances of Bidoon in Kuwait vary greatly. All can be stigmatized through their lack of status, and the extra difficulty they can face in accessing government services. However some have close links with Kuwaiti families, and possess the support networks, contacts and wealth to circumvent any obstacles.’


The Home Office guidance also sets out the most likely ground for Kuwaiti Bedoon seeking asylum in the UK around the time the Emwazis were living in the Middle East. It says:


 


Internal instability in the mid-1980s, linked in particular to Kuwaiti support for Iraq against Iran during the Iran–Iraq war, led to a series of bombings, assassination attempts and minor civil disorder, sponsored by Iran. This led to a security clamp-down by the Kuwaiti authorities. In particular, the fact that a small number of Bidoon were implicated in terrorist offences caused the Kuwaiti government to look again at their status.


 


Britain was aware that some Bedoon had collaborated with Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990 and may have contributed to their own statelessness. The guidance continues: ‘Between the mid-1980s and the 1990 Invasion of Kuwait by Iraq, there was a further erosion of the rights of the Bedoon, including the right to free education. Some were directly affected. Others were cushioned by their positions in government service or by other personal connections.’


The government guidance meant that members of the Bedoon entering the UK were not automatically granted asylum and it explicitly authorized immigration staff to ask testing questions about their claims.


The Home Office took three years to deliberate before officials agreed to grant the Emwazi family asylum. Three years is a long time for an immigration case to be settled even factoring in Britain’s often grindingly slow legal system. Certainly, three years allowed ample time for immigration case officers to fact-check the Emwazi family’s story, and to trace their recent history. The Home Office would not have relied solely on the family’s testimony and would have tried to secure independent evidence to prove there was a genuine and well-founded case of persecution in Kuwait. Any suggestion that the Emwazis had supported Iraqi invaders would have helped their case as this would have made it difficult for them to return to Kuwait.


Omar Emwazi, Mohammed’s twenty-two year-old younger brother, insists his father was a loyal Kuwaiti citizen who was vehemently opposed to Saddam. ‘When the papers tried to say that [he was pro Saddam Hussein], my mum found that certificate [presented to his father by the Kuwaiti police force] to show me what nonsense it was.’


In 1996 the application was accepted by the British immigration officials and the family was finally granted asylum.18 The Emwazis settled in the affluent west London suburb of Maida Vale, where they had Kuwaiti relatives.19 But they were by no means affluent themselves. With a young and growing family, the Emwazis moved home four times in the same area. Their first home was a three-bedroomed first floor flat in Warwick Crescent. From there, they moved to a run-down terrace in nearby Desborough Close, overlooked by council blocks.


Jassem found work as a minicab and delivery van driver while Ghaneya stayed at home with Mohammed, his three younger sisters and his younger brother.20 Local residents described the family as close and caring, with both parents arriving at the school gate each day to collect their children. They spoke Arabic around the home and attended the local mosque. As in Kuwait, Ghaneya tended to wear traditional Islamic clothes and whenever she left the house she wore a niqab.21


But this was not a strict Muslim household. ‘They were just normal Muslims, I don’t think Mohammed was particularly religious and I don’t think the family forced them to be religious,’ a family friend told me.22 In fact, Mohammed went to St Mary Magdalene Church of England primary school.


Interviews with his teachers and fellow pupils show that on the outside he was no different to the other little boys. He liked S Club 7 and wanted to be a professional footballer.23 When he was ten, Mohammed Emwazi’s ambition for his thirty-year-old self was to be ‘in a football team and scoring a goal’ for his favourite team, Manchester United. In the school yearbook, he lists his favourite computer game as the shoot-’em-up Duke Nukem: Time to Kill, and his favourite book was How to Kill a Monster from the popular Goosebumps series.24 His favourite colour was blue, his favourite animal a monkey. He loved eating chips and watching The Simpsons.25


Although he was usually reserved and dedicated to his religion, he got into occasional fights after school assemblies. One former classmate recalls: ‘One time we had an RE lesson and he got up and talked about his religion. He wrote Arabic on the board to show us what it looked like and how it went in the other direction. He showed us a religious text and spoke about what his religion was about.’ According to the classmate, who was nine at the time, Mohammed still had a poor grasp of English.26 ‘He could only say a few words at first – like his name and where he was from . . . He played football every lunchtime and at the after-school football club. Through football, he learned different words and expressions. Like all the guys, he always wanted to be the striker. He wasn’t so good in school, he was the bottom half of the class, but he was one of the sporty guys. He was popular.’27


Yet his earliest memories were formed against a backdrop of war and discrimination, an interminable asylum process, a foreign culture and a struggle for acceptance. Mohammed was the only Muslim pupil in the school, his uniform a bright red pullover with a Church of England insignia.28


There is a video of the children playing in the school playground. In it Mohammed can be seen playing football with the other boys. But while he is part of the game, he doesn’t communicate with the other boys and when the camera pans towards him and someone shouts out ‘Emwazi’ he tries to cover his face.29 Another friend has described how he developed a habit of covering his mouth when he spoke after one of the girls had embarrassed him by telling a group of classmates that he had bad breath.


In so many ways, he was a pupil that we would recognize instantly from our own school days, self-conscious and anxious to fit in. But there is one episode from his time at primary school which, if true, may hint at a turning point. A former school friend who phoned the radio station LBC in February 2015 describes the incident:


 


We were in the playground and Mohammed was running away from someone, I think he was just about to get into a fight. And as he was running another guy blocked his path. And he ran into a goal-post and hit his head on a metal goal-post and fell to the floor. This was Year 6, we didn’t see him for six weeks. He was not the same ever since that brain injury. I am telling you one million per cent. He was not the same.30


 


The implication appears to be that Emwazi suffered some kind of brain damage when he collided with the goal-post, altering his personality. But I have been unable to find any other evidence to support this claim. Emwazi’s family say that he was a normal, shy schoolkid who occasionally got into fights. No one has said that after the accident, or at this time, he became more aggressive or more withdrawn. And even the former school mate makes no effort to link the injury to the psychopathic violence that Emwazi exhibited in the beheading videos.


After leaving his primary school in 1999, Mohammed moved to Quintin Kynaston Community Academy, in St John’s Wood, north west London, where he studied alongside former X Factor judge and pop star Tulisa Contostavlos. The school had consistently been awarded outstanding ratings from Ofsted, and indeed the Labour government singled it out as a model for secondary education in the capital. For a young immigrant family establishing themselves in London, the Emwazis could not have made a better choice for their son’s education.


Tony Blair made two visits to Quintin Kynaston as prime minister in 2003, when he used the school as the venue for launching his children’s services green paper. One can only wonder what Mohammed made of Blair’s visit to the school in the year that Britain invaded Iraq. It may have been that the Emwazi family in fact sympathized with his war in Iraq. After all they would have known many Iraqi Bedoon families who had been persecuted during Saddam Hussein’s reign of terror. But by the time Blair came to Emwazi’s school the popular tide had turned against his misadventure in the middle east.


On that visit, Blair was met by fifty anti-war protesters, among them children from the school, who booed him and chanted ‘Out, out, out’. (Three years later, he returned to the school to announce his resignation as prime minister, although not before telling staff the school was ‘a wonderful inspiration’.)


Mohammed lived with his family on the run-down estate in Desborough Close for four years until 2002, the year his youngest sibling Hana was born. There were now five children to look after and so seeking more space the family moved again, this time to a larger flat in Lisson Grove, not far from Lord’s cricket ground.


But Emwazi’s favourite sport was football and he was an avid Manchester United fan. His father on the other hand supported Chelsea and the teams’ rivalry was a source of banter between father and son. Omar recalls:


 


He loved playing football. He was very good at playing football. All his friends spoke about how good he was. He used to take us out for football. He supported Man United. I don’t know why, I don’t know about football. But him and my dad are football hooligans. My dad’s a Chelsea fan. So them two were always getting into clashes. He took my dad to watch the Chelsea–Man U. and Chelsea–Liverpool match.


 


Omar says he remembers one occasion when his brother treated him and his friends to tickets to watch a Manchester United–Chelsea game. ‘He took me and my friends to watch football too. And he always bought all the tickets. He said: “If they like they can pay, if they don’t it’s OK.” My friends went to the mosque and tried to give him the money for the match, but my brother said “What are you doing?” and he just laughed. He called him [one of Omar’s friends] back and said he doesn’t need to – just a treat for me, my dad and my friends.’


One friend who became close to Mohammed Emwazi at his secondary school describes how they spent their free time together either playing football or hanging out in burger bars and chicken takeaways. He recalls: ‘We became very close. I used to walk to and from school with him and later we would play football together at Paddington Rec before going to a café every Saturday morning. We were both a couple of jokers and he was a normal lad.’


However, the friend revealed that he got his first hint that Emwazi might harbour extreme views during a Year 9 lesson on Nazi genocide. He told the Daily Mirror: ‘I heard Mohammed mutter “Good. They deserved it.” I thought he was joking but later he told me that he hated all Jews and blamed them for the plight of Muslims. He really meant it. He absolutely hated Jews. If we ever walked past a house in Golders Green that he knew was owned by a Jew he would shout obscenities, calling them names like “fucking pigs”.’31


The friend, one of a number who spoke to the media but have chosen to keep their identities secret, said Emwazi’s opinions hardened after the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq: ‘He fucking hated George Bush and wanted to kill him in revenge for the killing of innocent civilians. He said the same about Tony Blair. It was strange because although he was Muslim, as far as I know he never went to a mosque and he never seemed religious. I felt that because he was so young and his views so strong, that he must have picked them up from somewhere outside school.’32


The friend added: ‘He loved rap music, particularly Jay-Z. He was actually quite small for his age but full of bravado. I only ever saw him get into a fight once and that was with an Iranian who joined us to play football one Saturday. Mohammed was punching and kicking this guy, even though he was much bigger. I had to step in to stop him being really hurt.’33 The former friend said he last saw Emwazi at the end of the sixth form. He added: ‘Our paths have gone completely different ways, I’m happily settled and have kids. He’s one of the most hated figures in the world.’


Others say that Emwazi suffered from bullying at the school, which left him depressed and insular. At the age of fourteen, Mohammed was smaller than most of the other boys. A gang of older teenagers used to wait outside the school for him, the friend said. ‘They would steal his lunch money and push him around a bit,’ he added. ‘He was very quiet and a bit scrawny back then so we used to call him Little Mo.’


The school’s former head teacher, Jo Shuter, told the BBC what she remembers around this time: ‘He had some issues with being bullied, which we dealt with . . . but it was not seen as a huge concern.’34 Shuter, who was head teacher for more than ten years from 2002, said there had been no indication that any pupils were being indoctrinated in extreme views: ‘I am not prepared to say when the radicalization took place. All I can say is, absolutely hand on heart, we had no knowledge of it. If we had we would have done something about it.’35 But serious concerns have been raised about the school after it emerged that two other boys went on to join terror groups: Mohammed Sakr and Choukri Ellekhlifi. Sakr, who would play a pivotal role in Emwazi’s life, died while fighting for al-Shabaab in Somalia in 2012.36 Ellekhlifi, who was two years ahead of Emwazi at the academy, was also killed while fighting in Syria in 2013.


Shortly after these revelations in March 2015, the government announced an investigation of the school.37 But Jo Shuter insists there was no evidence of extremism when she was head teacher: ‘There was never any sense that any of these young men as I knew them were radicalized when they were in school.’38 Instead she remembers Emwazi being ‘quiet and reasonably hard-working’, though with the usual problems of teenage pupils. ‘By the time he got into the sixth form he was to all intents and purposes a hard-working, aspirational young man who went on to the university he wanted to go to. I can’t stress enough, he wasn’t a huge concern to us.’


Shuter said the school had had an ethos of tolerance and created an atmosphere ‘where young people could talk to adults, there was always somebody that was available to talk to if they were concerned.’39 But when asked how she compared the boy she knew at school and the jihadist executioner that he became, Shuter was left with a sense of disbelief: ‘I can’t even begin to say the shock and the horror that I feel. Even now when I’m listening to the news and I hear his name I feel the skin on the back of my neck stand up because it is just so far from what I knew of him and it is so shocking and so horrendous, the things that he has done.’


Shuter’s impression of Mohammed Emwazi is supported by Omar, who said that his brother had an ordinary childhood: ‘He had a good upbringing, he was very shy. Initially, my sisters say that he had some trouble at school (bullies). But the way I see it was that he was very popular in school.’


In fact, Emwazi had turned his back on his religion, detached himself from his Muslim upbringing and embraced a destructive teenage lifestyle. A female friend who says she knew him well at the time describes Emwazi dressing as a gangster rapper who smoked cannabis and got into fights. The Muslim girl says she was part of a twenty-strong gang which included Mohammed Emwazi. She recalls how he took part in rowdy vodka-drinking sessions and squared up to boys who dared to challenge him. The girl, who says she knew Emwazi from when he was twelve, remembers: ‘He dressed like a gangsta rapper and was very into music at that time. He was obsessed with Snoop Dogg, Eminem and Tupac Shakur. I never saw him pray or wear Islamic dress – he would not even mention religion at all.’40 She added: ‘Being a Muslim myself I was very aware of it at the time. We had a gang and he was very much a part of it.’


In striking contrast to how he is portrayed by his former head teacher, the Muslim friend says the gang were impressed by his ‘very aggressive nature’ and that he ‘would not be pushed around’.41 She recalls a fight in the school sports hall when another pupil started pushing and shoving him: ‘He was suspended from school for two days because of that fight, but he didn’t seem to care – he was very rebellious . . . As a member of the gang, he would skip classes up to twice a week. They would smoke cannabis and cigarettes and swig cider from a bottle, outside a nearby convenience shop.’


The girl said: ‘He would enjoy sitting in the corner, smoking weed. It didn’t bother him that it was illegal or against his faith. We would roll joints and smoke them together. We also smoked the drug behind the school playground. Afterwards everyone – including Mohammed – would go back into class and act like nothing had happened. He was not a good Muslim.’


The gang hung together for five years until they finished school in the summer of 2006, when they went their separate ways. During a ‘graduation’ ceremony at a hotel in Swiss Cottage they were presented with special leavers’ books. Emwazi wrote in the book that he was most likely to be ‘something good’. Asked for advice to others, he put: ‘Work hard and be happy.’ He signed off with a smiley face.42


Students also named Emwazi ‘gossip of the year’. One friend remembers: ‘We had a very boozy night. Everyone, including Mohammed, got drunk on vodka and cranberry. There was wine and beer there as well.’43


Emwazi’s school days present a picture of an ordinary teenager finding his place in the world. His path towards radicalization had not begun at Quintin Kynaston academy. Emwazi was not searching for an Islamic identity. His interests were secular and his friends were non-religious. Instead it would be an accidental connection within his circle of friends that would expose him to the ideas and cult of the young jihadi.


 


The Emwazis lived close to another family of Muslim immigrants called the Sakrs. The Sakrs had arrived in Britain from Egypt in 1978. Gamal Sakr was a small-time entrepreneur and supported his family by running a number of retail businesses, mostly newsagents and tobacconists. Mohammed Emwazi and Mohab Sakr were both Muslim boys of the same age at the same school. They had a lot in common and very soon the two boys were spending a great deal of time together, often in and out of each other’s houses.44


Mohab’s older brother Mohamed was a charismatic young man. Born in London in 1985, he grew up as a normal, sporty child. He was three school years above Mohammed Emwazi, and shortly after Emwazi arrived at the school he carved out a laddish reputation for himself. ‘He was very popular amongst his friends, yet very quiet at the same time, very polite, he was just a normal child,’ recalls his mother Eman.45 But I have seen a court document which reveals another, much more worrying side to Mohamed Sakr. Shortly after Mohammed Emwazi had left school in 2006, Mohamed Sakr was at the centre of a group of young Islamist extremists who had fallen under the suspicion of the domestic security service, MI5.46


Gamal Sakr had wanted his sons to follow in his entrepreneurial footsteps. When Mohamed was just fourteen years old he was made a director of his father’s newsagents in London’s Soho. But as he hit his late teens he started getting into trouble at nightclubs and bars. ‘He loved going out, he loved to dress up, to wear the best clothes, he liked everything to be top range,’ recalls Mrs Sakr.47 ‘I used to tell him, “After midnight there’s no good news.” So I’d say, “Make sure you are home before twelve.” He said, “OK, OK, I’ll try,” you know.’


In July 2007 Mohamed set up in business for himself as a director running a car valeting service on the Westway in Shepherd’s Bush. Companies House records show that he ran this new business, Elite Mobile Valeting Service (MVS), with two other directors, his younger brother Mohab and Amin Mohamed Ali Addala. Mohammed Emwazi was a regular visitor to MVS, where he helped out his school friend and earned extra cash washing and cleaning cars. The Sakr parents were pleased their sons had followed in their father’s entrepreneurial footsteps. They were also relieved that Mohamed had appeared to have grown out of nightclubbing and the rowdy group he used to knock around with.48


But not all was settled in Mohamed Sakr’s life. He became drawn towards the ideas of radical Islam and his wayward Westernized pursuits of nightclubs and boozy, late-night parties had been replaced by a broader interest in the Muslim world. His role model was Bilal al-Berjawi, another young British Muslim who would soon meet Mohammed Emwazi.


In 2007 Mohamed Sakr travelled to Saudi Arabia on what his parents say was a pilgrimage ‘with a couple of friends and their wives’, before heading to Egypt to join his family on holiday.49 From there, the Sakrs say, Mohamed and his younger brother also visited the family of a girlfriend in Dubai.


But on his return to the UK Mohamed found himself pulled over at the airport and questioned for ‘at least three hours’ by ‘immigration’ officials. He was asked about countries he had visited and his reasons for going there. It was clear that his activities had made him a subject of interest to the security services. ‘He told them, “I didn’t plan to visit all these countries – it’s just how my summer has happened,” ’ his mother recalls.


Court documents show that MI5 believed Sakr was now part of a hardcore group of Islamists living in London who the security services suspected had links to foreign jihadists.50 They numbered no more than twelve young Muslim men who were looking to express their sense of grievance at what they believed was the persecution of Muslims in the Middle East. A central part of their worldview was an unquestioning acceptance that an alliance of powers in the East and the West were conspiring to suppress the Islamic faith and as a direct result innocent Muslims were being killed.


In Britain the security services were twitchy. It was just two years after the 7/7 bombings, when a group of bombers, a number of whom had been on MI5’s radar, had caught them completely by surprise. Tony Blair had said the ‘rules of the game have changed’ but it wasn’t just political attitudes that had hardened towards young Muslim men expressing extremist views or associating with known Islamist terror suspects. The police and MI5 were not going to be caught off guard again by a home-grown terror attack. Those who found themselves under suspicion were stamped on hard – their travel was disrupted, warnings were issued and associations were broken up.


Surveillance and intelligence gathered from a growing army of informants pointed to Sakr and his associates having strong views about overseas jihad. What MI5 and SO15, the Metropolitan Police’s counter-terrorism unit, could not be sure about was in what form this network of loosely associated extremists intended to express those views. Was it a questioning phase in their lives or was their real intent to join the armed jihad?


Mohammed Emwazi was just nineteen years old when he found out that the Sakrs had come into contact with the counter-terrorism police and MI5. At this time he was only on the periphery of this group. He had a social involvement through his friendship with Mohab and his ties with the Sakr family. But whatever his own interests may have been at the time, Emwazi had decided that his immediate future lay in further education.


In 2006 he enrolled on the BSc course at the University of Westminster in information systems with business management.51 He studied at the Cavendish campus, located between the BBC’s Broadcasting House and Regent’s Park in central London. The Emwazis were by no means rich and the location meant he could save money by living at home in Maida Vale while travelling into college.


A lot was expected of Mohammed. His father was a strong patriarch and had groomed his eldest son from a very early age to take his place at the head of the family. Even before he had left school, his father expected Mohammed to take on more responsible roles in the family looking after his younger siblings. As Mohammed rose to the challenge his father relied on him more and more.52 At the same time, he was the first member of the Emwazi family to win a graduate place and this was a proud moment for all the Emwazi family.


In 2006 Westminster University had a reputation as a left-wing establishment which attracted militant students. It also had a flourishing Islamic Society. Its former president, Yassin Nassari, lived in the same part of London as the Emwazis, and was once described by the Westminster University welfare officer as ‘wearing Western clothes and enjoying a drink’. But he took a break from his studies and student life after a trip to Syria, reappearing in long robes and headgear and referring to himself as ‘emir’ of the students’ Islamic society. Then, in 2006, the year Emwazi enrolled at the college, Nassari was stopped at Luton airport after getting off an easyJet flight from Holland with his wife. Police discovered a mass of jihadi material on a laptop and a removable hard drive including blueprints for a Qassam 1.5 rocket, as used by the Palestinian terror group Hamas.


The files gave detailed measurements and information about the missile components, and showed how to make the propellant and explosive charge and the assembly of the completed rocket. Also hidden in the files were articles entitled ‘Virtues of Martyrdom in the Path of Allah’, ‘Islamic Ruling on the Permissibility of Self-Sacrificial Operation – Suicide or Martyrdom?’, ‘Taking Care of the Family Left Behind by the Fighter’ and ‘Providing for the Families of the Martyrs’. After a short spell in prison Nassari was released back onto the streets of west London in 2008.


The university had a history of hosting extremist preachers. Speakers included Anwar al-Awlaki, an al-Qaeda leader later killed by a US drone strike in Yemen in September 2011. In April 2006, just before Emwazi began his studies, al-Awlaki gave a video speech to the university’s Islamic Society annual dinner. It marked the start of a five-year period in which the society became associated with Islamist extremism, including support for the emerging terror group al-Shabaab, a movement with which Emwazi was to become closely associated.


 


Mohammed Emwazi’s university ID card carries a portrait of a young man wearing a baseball cap and branded clothing, still looking more like a gangsta rapper than a devout Muslim.53 His profile at this time is very similar to that of another famous jihadist called Abdel-Majed Abdel Bary.54 Before he left for Syria, Bary was a rising rapper whose music was played on BBC radio stations. He was raised in a Maida Vale council home (now worth £1 million), not far from Mohammed Emwazi’s own home. After Jihadi John first made his appearance as the knife-wielding executioner of the Islamic State, Bary was frequently named as the most likely suspect. Given his history and appearance the misidentification is understandable. Bary’s father, believed to be closely linked to Osama bin Laden, was jailed in America in 2015 over a plot to blow up an embassy in Africa.


Friends have said Bary’s conversion to radical Islam happened as he grew increasingly frustrated with the British authorities over the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. And it came despite his fledgling success on the underground grime music scene, where he rapped under the names Lyricist Jinn and L Jinny. Bary appeared in dozens of videos, including one in which he posed outside the Bank of England and declared his allegiance to the global hacking group Anonymous – who in 2015 declared a cyber war against the Islamic State.
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