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To the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle






CAST OF CHARACTERS

AL-QAEDA


OSAMA BIN LADEN: The emir and creator of al-Qaeda’s global terror network.

DR. AYMAN AL-ZAWAHIRI: Al-Qaeda’s second-in-command, who visited Southeast Asia in June 2000 with Mohammed Atef. He remains at large.

MOHAMMED ATEF (ABU HAFS): Al-Qaeda’s military chief until his death during U.S. attacks in Afghanistan. He visited Southeast Asia in 2000 and green-lighted the Jemaah Islamiyah Singapore cell’s truck-bombing plot against U.S. and Western embassies in Singapore.

KHALID SHAIKH MOHAMMED (KSM): Took over as al-Qaeda’s military chief until his capture in March 2003. Considered to be the most significant arrest so far, KSM has been involved in nearly every major al-Qaeda attack since 1993. He has admitted to being the mastermind of the 9/11 attacks, a plot his cell hatched in the Philippines in 1994.

ABU ZUBAIDA: Al-Qaeda’s operations chief until his capture in March 2002. He was in charge of logistics and support for al-Qaeda’s associate groups in Southeast Asia. He sent operatives to help create and run training camps in the southern Philippines.

HAMBALI (NURJAMAN RIDUAN ISAMUDDIN): The only non-Arab sitting on al-Qaeda’s leadership council at the time of his arrest in August 2003. An Indonesian cleric, he worked simultaneously for al-Qaeda and Jemaah Islamiyah (JI). As Jemaah Islamiyah’s second-in-command and operations chief, Hambali was the primary recruiter for and planner of numerous terrorist operations throughout Southeast Asia, including the Christmas church bombings in 2000 and the Bali blasts in 2002. He began working with KSM in 1994, helping funnel money to the first al-Qaeda cell in the Philippines.

MOHAMMED JAMAL KHALIFA: Osama bin Laden’s brother-in-law, he was sent to the Philippines in 1988 to create a financial network that would support operational cells activated in 1994. Much of that financial infrastructure still exists today.

RAMZI YOUSEF: The mastermind of the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Center, he fled to the Philippines and began training members of Abu Sayyaf, a group al-Qaeda helped create. Working with his uncle, KSM, Yousef set up the first al-Qaeda cell in Southeast Asia, which plotted to bomb eleven U.S. airliners. An accidental fire in their safe-house apartment foiled the plot and unearthed numerous other plans, including the blueprint for 9/11. Yousef was arrested in 1995 and is serving a life sentence in a U.S. prison.

WALI KHAN AMIN SHAH: An Afghan war veteran who fought with Osama bin Laden, he was sent to the Philippines in 1993 as an al-Qaeda sleeper agent, part of KSM and Yousef’s cell. He was arrested in 1995 and convicted in a New York court but has yet to be sentenced.

ABDUL HAKIM MURAD: A high school classmate of Yousef, he was the first commercial pilot recruited by al-Qaeda for a suicide mission. Part of the Manila cell, he was arrested in 1995 and is now in a U.S. prison serving a life sentence.

SULAIMAN ABU GHAITH: An al-Qaeda spokesman who recruited and sent Mohammed Mansour Jabarah to Afghanistan.

MOHAMMED MANSOUR JABARAH: A nineteen-year-old Canadian-Kuwaiti sent by KSM one day before 9/11 to activate sleeper cells in Southeast Asia for al-Qaeda’s second wave of attacks.

OMAR AL-FARUQ: An al-Qaeda sleeper agent sent in 1994 by Abu Zubaida to Southeast Asia. He was arrested by Indonesian authorities on June 5, 2002, and confessed to being “al-Qaeda’s senior representative in Southeast Asia.”

KHALID AL-MIDHAR AND NAWAF AL-HAZMI: September 11 hijackers who attended an al-Qaeda planning meeting organized by Hambali in Malaysia in 2000.

ZACARIAS MOUSSAOUI: On trial in the United States for September 11–related charges, yet very likely not the “twentieth hijacker,” as he has been labeled in the press. He visited Malaysia twice in 2000 and had extensive contact with Jemaah Islamiyah’s Singapore cell members.

JEMAAH ISLAMIYAH


ABU BAKAR BA’ASYIR: The emir and spiritual leader of Jemaah Islamiyah. Arrested in October 2000 and sentenced to four years in prison.

ABDULLAH SUNGKAR: Cofounder along with Ba’asyir, he met with Osama bin Laden and offered him the services of Jemaah Islamiyah. Died of natural causes in 1999.

FAIZ BIN ABU BAKAR BAFANA: A Hambali deputy, he brought a videotape of a JI plot to Afghanistan for the approval of Mohammed Atef.

YAZID SUFAAT: Another Hambali deputy, whose apartment in Malaysia was used for an al-Qaeda planning meeting in 2000 and who hosted Zacarias Moussaoui. KSM claims that Sufaat, who has a bachelor’s degree in biochemistry, worked on al-Qaeda’s biological weapons program.

MOHAMMED IQBAL ABDUL RAHMAN (ABU JIBRIL): Another Hambali deputy, a fiery Muslim cleric who became Jemaah Islamiyah’s primary recruiter for the jihad in Ambon.

FATHUR ROMAN AL-GHOZI: An Indonesian explosives expert who worked for Jemaah Islamiyah and al-Qaeda on a suicide-truck-bombing plot against U.S. and Western embassies in Singapore.

IBRAHIM MAIDIN: The leader of Jemaah Islamiyah’s Singapore cell.

HASHIM BIN ABBAS: A Singaporean brother-in-law of Mukhlas (see below) who took part in the Christmas church bombings in Indonesia in 2000, and was part of the foiled plot to bomb the U.S. embassy and other Western interests in Singapore.

MUKHLAS: A key Hambali deputy, he is one of three people in Jemaah Islamiyah who worked directly with KSM (including Hambali). He ran a JI school in Malaysia and replaced Hambali as the head of Mantiqi 1, leading JI cells in Malaysia and Singapore.

IMAM SAMUDRA: The field commander of the Bali bombings, he lived for years next door to Ba’asyir, Hambali, and Abu Jibril in the neighborhood in Malaysia known as “Terror HQ.”

ALI IMRON: The youngest brother of Mukhlas, he helped build the Bali bombs.

AMROZI: The middle brother of Mukhlas, he bought the explosives and the van for the Bali bombings. He was the first person arrested for the Bali bombings and was given the death sentence on August 7, 2003.

HASHIM SALAMAT: The founder and chairman of the largest Muslim separatist group in the Philippines, the MILF (Moro Islamic Liberation Front), which has set up training camps for al-Qaeda and Jemaah Islamiyah.

AGUS DWIKARNA: The head of Laskar Jundullah, a paramilitary group in Indonesia allegedly funded by al-Qaeda. He worked closely with Omar al-Faruq; the two acted as guides for al-Qaeda’s senior leaders when they visited Indonesia in 2000. He was arrested in the Philippines in March 2002.

ABDURAJAK JANJALANI: The Filipino founder of the Abu Sayyaf, which he named after famed Afghan fighter Abdul Rasul Sayyaf. He was killed by govemment forces in 1998 and was replaced by his brother Khaddafy Janjalani.

NIK ADLI NIK AZIZ: An Afghan war veteran and son of an opposition Malaysian politician, he took over the leadership of the extremist group KMM (Kumpulan Mujahidin Malaysia) in 1999. KMM was co-opted by Hambali into the JI network.

NOTE: Jemaah Islamiyah’s leaders created a clandestine umbrella organization known as Rabitatul Mujahidin, which includes all the armed Muslim groups in the region: the MILF, Abu Sayyaf, Laskar Jundullah, and several others. Although each of these groups has a separate leadership structure, for specific operations, they act essentially as part of the Jemaah Islamiyah and al-Qaeda terror network.






TIMELINE

1949

Darul Islam, an Islamic militia fighting for independence under Dutch rule in Indonesia, is formed. Much of this network would later evolve into Jemaah Islamiyah.

1965

After a series of massacres, a little-known general, Suharto, uses the military to suppress an alleged communist-led coup and deposes Indonesia’s first president, Sukarno. Suharto stays in power for thirty-two years.

1971

Abu Bakar Ba’asyir, later dubbed the Asian Osama bin Laden, and his partner, Abdullah Sungkar, open the Pondok Ngruki Islamic boarding school in Solo, Indonesia, which later becomes Jemaah Islamiyah’s first source of recruits. Although the clandestine organization didn’t use the name Jemaah Islamiyah for more than a decade, at some point in the 1970s its leaders began creating their first network of cells and study groups.

1978

Hashim Salamat splits from the Philippine Moro National Liberation Front and forms a more Islamic-based separatist group, the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF).

1980

Hashim Salamat begins sending Filipino Muslims to Pakistan and on to Afghanistan to join the first modern jihad—fighting the Soviets in Afghanistan.


1985

Abu Bakar Ba’asyir and Abdullah Sungkar flee Indonesia during a crackdown by Suharto, and settle in Malaysia, bringing the leadership of Jemaah Islamiyah with them. Sungkar begins sending Indonesian Muslims to fight the continuing war in Afghanistan, and he himself travels there to meet Osama bin Laden. Jemaah Islamiyah is co-opted by al-Qaeda, which begins training and funding Jemaah Islamiyah’s key operatives.

1988

Osama bin Laden sends his brother-in-law Mohammed Jamal Khalifa to the Philippines to begin setting up a financial network in Southeast Asia that would support the terrorist operations cells he planned to create.

1991

Khalifa brings Filipino Abdurajak Janjalani to Osama bin Laden in Peshawar, Pakistan, where Janjalani is given support and operatives to create the Abu Sayyaf.

1993

The first group of Singaporeans, led by Ibrahim Maidin, goes to Afghanistan for training.

An al-Qaeda operative named Mukhlas establishes Jemaah Islamiyah’s second school, the Lukmanul Hakim, in Malaysia. Many of the Bali bombers would later be connected to this school.

Wali Khan Amin Shah, who fought with Osama bin Laden in Afghanistan, is sent to the Philippines to create al-Qaeda’s primary operational cell working with Khalid Shaikh Mohammed and Ramzi Yousef, fresh from having masterminded the bombing of the World Trade Center.

1994

Dozens of expert terrorists are sent to major cities of the Philippines to create al-Qaeda’s operational cells. They include Mohammed Sadiq Odeh, who helped plan the 1998 East Africa bombings from the southern Philippines. The primary cell, led by Ramzi Yousef, is activated.

Al-Qaeda’s operations chief, Abu Zubaida, sends Omar al-Faruq and other al-Qaeda operatives to the southern Philippines to help the MILF set up more training camps.


1995

A freak apartment fire alerts authorities to al-Qaeda’s plans to assassinate the pope and bomb eleven U.S. airliners. The ensuing crackdown leads to the arrests of Abdul Hakim Murad, Wali Khan Amin Shah, and Ramzi Yousef. They are tried and convicted in a New York court.

1996-1998

More than one thousand Indonesians are trained at MILF camps in the Philippines.

1999

Osama bin Laden calls Hashim Salamat and asks him to open more training camps for al-Qaeda. Salamat agrees.

One year after riots and looting herald the end of Suharto’s thirty-two-year rule in Indonesia, Abu Bakar Ba’asyir and Abdullah Sungkar move Jemaah Islamiyah’s base of operations back to Pondok Ngruki, their school in Solo, Indonesia. Sungkar dies soon afterward.

Ba’asyir and al-Qaeda leader Hambali create Rabitatul Mujahidin, an umbrella organization that unites Jemaah Islamiyah with the MILF, Laskar Jundullah, KMM, and other Southeast Asian and South Asian groups.

Violence erupts in Indonesia: in Ambon, Poso, West Kalimantan, Aceh, and East Timor.

2000

Dr. Ayman al-Zawahiri, bin Laden’s deputy, and Mohammed Atef, al-Qaeda’s military chief, visit Indonesia to see if they can shift the base of al-Qaeda to Southeast Asia.

Jemaah Islamiyah carries out a series of bombings in Indonesia, which ends in the spectacular delivery of thirty-eight bombs to churches and priests across Indonesia on Christmas Eve. Six days later, the bombings are followed by five near-simultaneous explosions in the Philippines.

2001

A foiled robbery in Malaysia alerts authorities to the presence of terrorist cells. The crackdown in Malaysia begins in August.

One day before 9/11, Khalid Shaikh Mohammed dispatches Mohammed Mansour Jabarah to activate sleeper cells in Singapore for the “second wave.”

Spain arrests the leader of its al-Qaeda cell and warns Indonesia of the presence of operatives and an al-Qaeda training camp within its borders.

Malaysia and Singapore issue warrants for the arrest of Abu Bakar Ba’asyir, but he continues living freely in Indonesia. Authorities in Jakarta repeatedly deny the presence of terrorists in their nation.

In December, Singapore foils a plot to truck-bomb the U.S. embassy and other Western interests in the city-state by arresting thirteen members of Jemaah Islamiyah.

2002

Fathur Roman al-Ghozi and Agus Dwikarna are arrested in the Philippines.

Omar al-Faruq is arrested in Indonesia and handed over to U.S. authorities. Information from him pushes the United States for the first time to raise its terror alert level to orange on the anniversary of the September 11 attacks.

On October 12, three bombs explode in Bali, Indonesia, killing more than two hundred people.

Within days, Indonesian authorities arrest Abu Bakar Ba’asyir. He would later be tried for treason but sentenced to only a four-year term in prison.

2003

By August, Indonesia arrests nearly ninety Jemaah Islamiyah members within its borders. More than two hundred are arrested in Southeast Asia.

On August 5, a suicide bomber sent by Jemaah Islamiyah attacks the J.W. Marriott Hotel in Jakarta’s central business district, killing twelve people.

On August 11, Hambali is arrested in Thailand, but authorities across the region warn that Jemaah Islamiyah is plotting more attacks.

Indonesian intelligence officials say Jemaah Islamiyah may be getting ready to switch tactics: from bombings to assassinations.

The threat alert level has never been higher.






PRELUDE FACE TO FACE WITH OSAMA BIN LADEN


It is nearly two o’clock in the morning, and I am sitting in a cubicle on the sixth floor of the North Tower of CNN’s headquarters in Atlanta, Georgia. Stacked around me are 251 videotapes from Osama bin Laden’s personal collection. As I take another one from the pile, I can’t help thinking, “When was the last time he touched this tape? What was he looking for?” Some sand spills out, part of the saga of this collection. Some savvy Afghans found them in one of the four houses allegedly owned by bin Laden in Kandahar.1 Thinking they might be mistaken for al-Qaeda members if the tapes were found in their possession, the Afghans panicked and buried them after U.S. troops arrived. Later, through middlemen, they contacted CNN’s Nic Robertson and Mark Phillips, who recovered the tapes and brought them to Atlanta less than a month ago.

It is now the end of September 2002, and the war on terror is in full swing. Nic had already aired a series of exclusive reports based on these “terror tapes,” showing how al-Qaeda used videos to teach the basics of chemical weaponry, urban guerrilla warfare, assassinations, hostage taking, and other terrorist tactics. The tapes span nearly a decade and chronicle the interests and growth of al-Qaeda. All of them were recorded before the 9/11 attacks, except for one, a recording of news reports from different media organizations, including CNN, that show the disaster caused by simultaneous plane attacks and the collapse of the World Trade Center.

The tapes are graphic, at times horrifying and extremely alarming, always providing new insights into al-Qaeda’s organizational structure, its strategies for training, its tactics and its recruitment methods. The fact that no intelligence agency around the world had seen these tapes, nor anticipated their contents and the extent and professionalism of the terrorists, showed how badly the West had underestimated al-Qaeda’s fortitude, scope, and depth.

Because of the work I had done in tracking al-Qaeda’s networks, CNN’s investigative producer, Henry Schuster, asked me to come to Atlanta to look for any familiar faces—in my case, that meant any connections or links to al-Qaeda’s network in Southeast Asia. Though the world’s attention was focused on Afghanistan and Pakistan, I knew that the next major battleground would be to their south and east, in Indonesia, the Philippines, Malaysia, and other countries where al-Qaeda was busily setting up its training camps and financial networks and where it had already been active for years.

Some of the tapes are motivational propaganda, for the purpose of recruiting new mujahideen. One that I had already watched with our producers and Arabic translator, Hayat Mongodin, earlier that day, incites Muslims to join the jihad in Indonesia.

“This is what they’re saying,” Hayat told me as we saw pictures of horribly burned, often charred bodies. She translated, “Look at what your brothers are going through. Look at what you’re closing your eyes to. They’re burning mosques in order to put up synagogues and churches. This is a country of pride. Now it is a country of shame.”2

The pictures dissolved into a map of Indonesia. She continued to translate: “Since the thirteenth century, Islam came to Indonesia spreading the word of Allah, replacing Hinduism. Now there are people working against you, behind your back, and they are killing your brothers. The government of Suharto [Indonesia’s president until 1998] is treating the Muslims in such a harsh way, harsher than the colonizers.” Then a more graphic image appeared—a man whose arm was being amputated as the camera panned to the tattered flesh on his back. “Look at this man,” translated Hayat, “look at his back. You can’t hide his torture. Even if your pens lie, his back won’t lie. Be patient and strong in facing this.”

The images were from the island of Sulawesi, where Muslims and Christians had been fighting, and the province of West Kalimantan, where brutal beheadings triggered by ethnic conflict between Dayaks (the old head-hunters of Borneo) and Madurese were portrayed as Christians killing Muslims. Because the Dayaks were mostly Christian converts and the Madurese were Muslims, you could say the tape was technically correct—although religion wasn’t the source of that conflict. This, I thought, was the key to al-Qaeda’s success: in the anger it incites, its claims always lie on a foundation of unavenged truth.

At the time, the government of Indonesia was officially denying that al-Qaeda had come to the country, though some of its military investigators knew otherwise. Indonesia was fast becoming a stronghold. As the tape continued, the evidence leaped out: men training in a Kashmiri-style training camp, their faces covered with masks that had holes for their eyes and mouths. They were in the forests, running on a military-style obstacle course carrying homemade rifles. It was the first videotaped confirmation that Indonesia was becoming a key node in al-Qaeda’s network. I was elated—and terrified.

By now, in the middle of the night, I am the only person on the entire floor. I am working through some of the other subjects in bin Laden’s video library—tapes of news broadcasts that showed al-Qaeda’s focus, including reports of Muslim conflicts in the Middle East, Chechnya, Kashmir, Bosnia, Indonesia, and the Philippines. Like he did with 9/11, bin Laden watched media coverage of the bombing of the USS Cole in 2000 and afterward even recorded news reports as the ship was moved from Yemen to the United States. It seemed that bin Laden monitored the news to see how al-Qaeda operatives and plots were doing and to get an idea of how much the authorities knew.

Finally, I reach the tape numbered 106 on the al-Qaeda registry. I press the PLAY button and watch news coverage of Pope John Paul II’s 1995 visit to the Philippines. He had a record number of followers in what was then Asia’s only Catholic nation; more than one million people came to see him at Luneta Park. Just weeks before he arrived, a freak chemical fire had led to the discovery of a plot to assassinate him by al-Qaeda operative Ramzi Yousef, the mastermind behind the first World Trade Center bombing.

The coverage that bin Laden or his associates had taped was CNN’s. I was the correspondent on the story. I turn up the sound and hear my own voice, like listening to a ghost from the past. I try to picture bin Laden watching me. It is chilling. Did he laugh at my naiveté? Was he relieved at the simplistic picture my reports created? At the time, I had made the same mistake the CIA and FBI had about his terror plots in the Philippines, completely underestimating his organization’s imagination and perseverance.



Even then, al-Qaeda members in the Philippines were planning what would become the 9/11 attacks, carried out because their discovery in 1995 had been ignored by authorities around the world. Now the Philippines, Indonesia, and neighboring countries had blossomed into one of al-Qaeda’s most important centers.

What I didn’t know was that in 1995 I had stumbled onto al-Qaeda’s first-known cell in Southeast Asia. Although its plots would be foiled and most of its cell members arrested, al-Qaeda learned from its mistakes. Instead of sending Arabs to set up the next cells, al-Qaeda began to recruit from the regions it wanted to control. Over the years, al-Qaeda successfully infiltrated and co-opted homegrown Muslim movements around the world: in North America, Europe, the Middle East, Chechnya, Kashmir, Africa, and Southeast Asia. Groups from these regions have their own domestic agendas, but they are also pushing forward al-Qaeda’s anti-Western goals. Through al-Qaeda, terrorist organizations around the world have exchanged tactics and information for more than a decade, fueling conflicts that, had they remained domestic issues contained within borders, may long ago have ended or been controlled. As I’ll show in this book, this has been going on silently in Southeast Asia, slipping beneath the sensors of intelligence and law-enforcement agencies since 1988.

September 11 exposed something that had long been ignored—how al-Qaeda capitalized on the growth of radical Islam and anti-U.S. sentiment around the world. For me, it created a new framework for analyzing recent events. My discovery of al-Qaeda’s network in Southeast Asia was like building links in a chain: each link led to the next, and forging the chain meant revisiting many of the stories I had reported on over the past fifteen years—particularly those that had struck me as instances of irrationality and senseless violence. For the first time, I began to understand why events had happened the way they did—mainly, what was behind the numerous, unexplained bombings and ethnic and religious riots I had reported on from the region. I began to realize much of the violence I had lived through had been fueled and exacerbated by al-Qaeda.

After 9/11, I looked up longtime contacts—investigators who had risen in the ranks in the Philippines, Indonesia, Singapore, and Malaysia. I realized they all were scampering to harness their resources and gather intelligence. My contacts were more than willing to share past intelligence reports. And for a short period of time, they desperately needed help. That was my window of opportunity. Often, because some nations lacked resources or the case officers didn’t have time to go through unwieldy bureaucracies, investigators picked up the phone and called me—to find out whether a name was familiar or to brainstorm about the meaning of some new information.

Talking to investigators in different countries, often on deep background, I discovered what information they shared—or didn’t share—with their neighbors. I was horrified at how crucial information would get lost when someone didn’t see how it fit into the bigger picture. I saw firsthand how the United States underestimated the threat in the region.

The Philippines—because of the information it discovered in 1995—had much more information about al-Qaeda than its own intelligence or that of the United States realized. I began to collect intelligence documents. The joke in Manila now is that CNN’s library is more extensive and better organized than the main Philippine intelligence database. Why? Because most Filipino case officers keep their own files and don’t necessarily share them with others outside their units. There isn’t a single, central data bank. The same situation exists in Indonesia and other countries in the region. This, on a simple scale, shows one of the main problems of this war on terror: the inability of law-enforcement officials and investigators on the ground to share their information with one another, let alone with other nations.

It didn’t help that at the time al-Qaeda was gathering momentum, senior U.S. officials had little knowledge of the way things really worked in the region beyond the briefing papers they received in Washington. They had an inherent distrust of “third-world intelligence,”3 and regional intelligence officers often told me they wished they had more information from the United States.4 Intelligence agents are not only fighting to uncover information about terrorist networks, but after getting the information, they often have to fight, at great personal risk, to get their information passed up the chain of command, and struggle even harder to get the politicians to act on it.

Sometimes countries and institutions are so factionalized they can’t even decide on a common agenda within their borders. In Indonesia, everything was in disarray. Imagine the office of the president—and the chief of intelligence—changing four times in four years. After the fall of Suharto, the most experienced information source, the military intelligence, had been discredited. The police, separated from the military in 1999 and now tasked with domestic intelligence-gathering, had no experience.

Ajaj Sahni, the head of the Institute for Conflict Management in New Delhi, summed up the intelligence dilemma for me: “Nation-states have still not gotten beyond the conventional position of interests of state. Each country thinks that it is, in some measure, on its own in this ball game. We talk about globalization, but I would like to emphasize that the only truly globalized enterprise today is terrorism.”5

Much of what you will read in this book has never been published before. It is information I gathered from intelligence documents I collected over two years from Southeast Asia, the United States, Canada, and two European nations. I have used only information I have been able to cross-check with three different sources from at least two different countries.

I wrote this book because I was frustrated with the denial of public officials about the scope of the threat even as their countries’ intelligence services gathered this information. This is the reality that lies beneath the surface. I’ve lived through many of the terrorists’ attacks in the region. I’ve met victims and operatives. I’ve seen the violence the terrorists can unleash. And I believe the only way to stop the network from growing is to understand what they’ve accomplished, what they believe in, what they tell their new recruits, and, above all, to shift the paradigm of how we respond to this global threat.






CHAPTER 1 PICTURES DON’T LIE


An aide drew the curtains as the official took the CD out of his bag. The ground rules were clear: everything I would see or be told was for background purposes; I couldn’t report this for CNN; I couldn’t even tell anyone else this meeting took place. The date was December 12, 2002.

“This is highly classified, Maria,” he said. “No copies exist outside of the military command.” He pulled the CD out of its case, inserted it into the computer, and clicked the mouse. Seven files appeared on the computer screen. He clicked on one of the icons, and a black-and-white photograph appeared. Taken from 7,000 feet in the air, it showed the Philippines’ southern island of Mindanao, huge tracts of forests making it extremely easy to see where the trees had been cleared and the land put to use.

“Let me explain,” he said, pointing to a large, developed clearing with many structures. “This was the main Abubakar complex”—referring to Camp Abubakar, a sprawling complex and set of terrorist training camps that had been highly active for several years, despite one major government crackdown in 2000. The camps were run by the MILF, the Moro Islamic Liberation Front, for al-Qaeda and its associate groups. One of the camps, named Camp Palestine, was an exclusive Arab facility; another, named Camp Hodeibia, was for Jemaah Islamiyah, al-Qaeda’s network in Southeast Asia.

“Camp Hodeibia was set up with al-Qaeda’s help in 1994.” He clicked on another icon. “When we looked through our files, we found this area had been photographed at the time. This is what it looked like. You can see here”—using the mouse to point to a long rectangular shape—“this long building is the barracks. Here, outside, you can see the clearing and something like an outdoor track which they set up. This must be their main area for training. Around the outskirts of the clearing, you can see a smaller series of structures, houses.”

“Can we get closer?” I asked.

The official clicked on the mouse to zoom in closer. Now I could see the marks of the tracks and what seemed like fencing delineating the perimeter.

“Okay, that was in 1994,” he said, closing the file. “Now look what happened in 2000.”

In six years, the camp had grown significantly. Large swathes of trees had been uprooted to link the small original oblong area through a thick tunnel-like corridor to another large clearing farther south. It looked as if there was a T cut out of the forests, its base slightly enlarged and bulging. I used the mouse to zoom the picture in and saw that the running tracks had been moved from the original spot in 1994 to this bulge-like clearing to the south. At the base of the T was a small circular tract of land with several small structures and one rectangular building at its southernmost tip.

“See how they expanded?” he asked. Using the mouse, he traced the route. “Here, these trees were cleared to make room for this expansion. It’s twelve by sixteen kilometers here. There are two bridges inside the camps. Here”—using the mouse to point to a small sticklike structure—“and here. And here’s the football field. So we know as early as 1994, Hashim Salamat [the head of the MILF] had funding.”

“But that’s so early. Couldn’t the Filipinos have set that up on their own?” I asked.

“No. No. Impossible. Hashim can’t do it alone. That place is very inaccessible. Whoever made this had to have a lot of money and support. Look, it’s in the northernmost, northeast portion of Abubakar.”

In 2000, Philippine President Joseph Estrada had declared all-out war on the MILF and attacked the complex. But it had not been a successful war, and it was abandoned by his successor’s regime.

“Are the al-Qaeda camps still operating?” I asked.

“I can’t say they’re al-Qaeda,” the official replied coyly.

“But can I? Would I be accurate if I did?”

“We know there are foreigners there. A lot of Indonesians, Arabs, Middle Easterners,” he replied. It was the intelligence I had been searching for. Despite the fact that the American war on terror was more than a year old, despite the Bali bombing, there were active al-Qaeda camps in the Philippines.

I took a deep breath. “Is the Philippines doing anything about it?”

“No. We’re in peace talks now, right?” he answered, his voice heavy with irony. No Philippine government official wanted to say al-Qaeda. The evidence was filtering from its neighbors: more than a hundred al-Qaeda-linked terrorists had been arrested in Southeast Asia, and most of them confessed they had trained in camps in Afghanistan prior to the U.S. invasion, or in the Philippines.

“Ask your friend, Madam President,” he added. When Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo took office on January 20, 2001, she pulled the military back and reversed the policy of her predecessor, saying she believed the way to lasting peace with the MILF was to negotiate.

“Look,” he said, taking the mouse. “This”—holding it up—“is Abubakar. Then up here”—putting down a water bottle top—“is Hodeibia. Then there’s a huge mountain, and you get to Bushra in Lanao del Sur.”

In several intelligence documents, I had seen lists of foreigners training in three MILF camps, including Camp Bushra. One named fourteen men—from Indonesia, Egypt, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar.1 That report was dated August 24, 2001. Years before that and until today, thousands of Islamic militants, Filipinos and foreigners, have learned terrorist techniques in more than twenty-seven camps set up by the MILF in the southern Philippines. These training courses are not just patterned after the al-Qaeda camps in Afghanistan; they are run with al-Qaeda’s support and leadership.

He clicked on the mouse again. “In Bushra, there are three camps, here—1, 2, 3. See them? One of them is Palestine, but we don’t know which one. But here, this is target 1…”

“When was this a target?” I asked.

“During the war.”

“In 2000?”

“Yes,” he said. “This is area 1”—using the mouse to encircle it—“this is area 2, and there’s area 3. Area 3 is supposed to be the main camp, Bushra proper. You can see it’s obliterated.” All that remained was a clearing. No structures. “Area 2 is also obliterated.” Then he clicked and enlarged area 3. “Now area 3—that still exists. There are structures still there, and the camp seems to be in relatively good condition, meaning someone is taking care of it.”

“It’s still being used?” I asked.

“Yes.”

Incredible. One year earlier, I had wagered with several friends there would be an attack in Indonesia before the end of 2002 because government denial allowed the terrorists to work in peace. When the Bali bombings killed more than two hundred people on October 12, 2002, it was in spite of many signals that authorities had documented of a growing threat. Bali could have been prevented. The Indonesian police had had the names of every single one of the Bali plotters well in advance. But political gamesmanship—courting moderate Muslims by ignoring extremists—had prevented anyone from taking action.

Now I had the same churning feeling at the pit of my stomach. The lessons hadn’t been learned. Indonesia may now be arresting terrorists, but the key American ally in the region, the Philippines, remained in denial about the existence of terrorist training camps. The terrorists still have a place to train and gather. If they can do that, another attack is certain.



Long before the United States was ever aware of it, Osama bin Laden had declared war on America in Southeast Asia, his first attempt to expand his influence. In 1988, he sent his brother-in-law Mohammed Jamal Khalifa to the Philippines to set up a financial infrastructure of charities and other organizations. Khalifa married a local woman and integrated into Filipino society, often asking politicians and Manila’s elite to sit on the boards of his charities.2 In fact, he had the help of the Saudi Arabian embassy to establish his first charity. That was phase one. A few years later, in 1994, when the financial support network was in place, bin Laden activated phase two by sending in several cells of expert terrorists. It is no coincidence that every single major al-Qaeda plot since 1993 has had some link to the Philippines: the attack on the World Trade Center in 1993; the 1995 Manila plot to bomb eleven U.S. airliners over Asia; the 1998 bombings of U.S. embassies in East Africa; the attack on the U.S. naval destroyer, the USS Cole, in 2000; the 9/11 attacks in 2001; the plot to truck-bomb U.S. embassies and Western interests in Southeast Asia in 2002; the Bali blasts later that year, and the J. W. Marriott Hotel attack in August 2003.

In 1994, one Filipino investigator picked up the underground movements and began to warn of an alarming trend he had discovered. Colonel Rodolfo “Boogie” Mendoza had combined hundreds of wiretaps and countless man-hours of surveillance into a 175-page report on the infiltration of local Muslim groups by international terrorists. It documented the dramatic 150 percent rise in terrorist acts from 1991 to 1994; the boom of madrassas, or Muslim religious schools (1,308 in number), and mosques (2,000); and a watch list of Arab nationals Mendoza believed were involved in spreading radical, jihadist ideas from the Middle East.

The statistics were alarming.3 His watch list alone—those names he believed were connected to international terrorist groups—had more than 100 names on it.



The countries with the largest Muslim populations are in Asia: Indonesia, India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh. More than 230 million—nearly 25 percent—of the world’s 1.2 billion Muslims live in Southeast Asia, influenced by its history, traditions, and cultures.

Locked between giants India and China, with 1 billion people each, Southeast Asia’s 500 million people have often been ignored in recent history, but these chains of islands may hold the key to the future of Islam, and they certainly hold the key to the future of al-Qaeda. Unlike the Middle East or South Asia, Islam in Southeast Asia is moderate, malleable, and adaptable. Islam here is relatively new; it was brought in by traders in the thirteenth century rather than imposed by conquest, and Islam has merged freely with local cultures. Like most other religions in Southeast Asia, what lies underneath is still visible: at times, strains of animism and Buddhism peek through. Islam here has coexisted for centuries with other religions. In fact, Indonesia’s 220 million Muslims are abangans—Muslims who fused Islam with Buddhism, Hinduism, and other beliefs like animism. Consequently, many hardliners in the Middle East patronizingly dismiss Islam in Southeast Asia as “not real” or “the fringes.”

That is a mistake. Islam here is a work in progress, and as such has responded often successfully to the challenges of the modern world. The growth and appeal of radical Islam in the region is not only part of a global trend; it is also part of the march of progress. The war on terrorism here is a struggle for the soul of Islam.

Radical Islam’s entry into the region coincided with a growing demand for democracy. Most nations in Southeast Asia have a colonial past: Indonesia was ruled for 350 years by the Dutch; the Philippines was ruled by Spain for 250 years; Singapore and Malaysia were ruled by the British. In the 1970s, these countries developed strongman leaders: Suharto, Marcos, Lee Kuan Yew, and Mahathir. By the late 1980s the cry was for democracy. Ironically, democracy—the nemesis of radical Islam—helped create the conditions under which the radical ideology could spread in Southeast Asia. It began with People Power in the Philippines in 1986. The ensuing chaos, reorganization of the political landscape, and shifts of power helped al-Qaeda infiltrate the MILF, the largest Muslim separatist group in the country, and the more extremist Abu Sayyaf. More than a decade later, the same thing happened in Indonesia, when massive, violent protests forced President Suharto to step down.

During times of sweeping change, people look for meaning, creating boom times for religion. Radical Islam in Southeast Asia was growing by leaps and bounds, spurred by the oil boom of the early 1970s. After the price of oil quadrupled, Saudi Arabia poured massive amounts of cash into Southeast Asia, building mosques and religious schools and spreading the austere version of Wahhabi Islam. That was followed by the overthrow of the Shah of Iran in 1979, a revolution that had a profound effect on Muslims’ belief in Islam as a form of political power. Finally, there was jihad, the first modern holy war, in 1989.

The call to jihad against the Soviets in Afghanistan was highly appealing in Southeast Asia. In the Philippines alone, more than one thousand Muslims made the trip. They were joined by hundreds more from Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, and Singapore. When they returned home, they brought back the radical ideas—and terrorist techniques—they learned from the camps of Afghanistan.

The network al-Qaeda set up in Southeast Asia is not just its new center of training and operations; it is also a model for other regions, such as Chechnya and East Africa. Harnessing local groups, al-Qaeda has encouraged them to carve out autonomous Islamic areas that can be linked together worldwide. “He was able to tap different youths in different regions on different issues,” Pakistan’s former prime minister, Benazir Bhutto, told me, “by pegging it all as a war between Islam and the West, but in fact, he was damaging the regional conflicts for his own agenda, which was to topple important Muslim countries and seize power for himself.”4 Much like fascism and communism before, the goal is political power: using Islam as a tool for global domination. “Their goal is world dominion,” says Philippine immigration commissioner Andrea Domingo, “and they are using religion as the battle cry.”5



I sat down with Philippine president Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo in January 2003, less than a month after I saw the aerial photographs of the MILF training camps. About a year earlier, more than 600 U.S. special forces, part of 1,200 American troops, were sent to the Philippines, dubbed “the second front” after Afghanistan. Their focus was the extremist group the Abu Sayyaf, notorious for kidnappings and beheadings. I believed that American and Filipino troops were looking at the wrong people.

Based on hundreds of intelligence documents from more than half a dozen countries across the region, along with intelligence from at least three Western nations, including the United States, it was clear to me that the main al-Qaeda ally in the Philippines was the MILF, the largest Muslim separatist group in the country. Yet when the United States had tried to place it on the list of terrorist organizations, high-level American and Filipino sources told me that President Arroyo personally lobbied to keep it off. The MILF is interwoven into the social fabric of the south. It is strongly identified as a prime fighter for Muslims and enjoys popular support. President Arroyo’s critics charged that she wanted to sign a peace agreement as a great vote getter for the 2004 elections, but a few days before my interview, Arroyo announced she would not be running for office in the 2004 elections.

Never having been elected president herself, Arroyo’s reign was highly political, wracked by infighting and intense lobbying. She came to power in January 2001 on the wave of protests that threatened to derail her country’s fragile democracy. It was a bastardized version of the mighty 1986 People Power revolt, which captured the world’s imagination and peacefully ousted then-President Ferdinand Marcos, who had been in power for twenty-one years. Those heady protests brought democracy to this country, but in the decade that followed, the political infighting, rampant corruption, and a sluggish, barely moving economy all took their toll on its once idealistic people.

The Philippines practiced one-man, one-vote democracy. A high illiteracy rate ensured election campaigns would cater to the lowest common denominator, turning campaigns into rock-and-roll parties with politicians banking on name recognition rather than issues and platforms. By the 1998 presidential elections, Joseph Estrada—an aging movie star known for playing underdog roles—won the polls. Under him corruption became so flagrant, his society rebelled. He became the first Philippine president to be impeached for corruption, and the trial—held by the senate—was so flawed that, during the televised proceedings, when a decision was made not to accept key evidence against the president, some senators walked out and the people took to the streets.

The protests, dubbed People Power 2, lasted around the clock for nearly a week. It was history strangely revisited: The middle class and elite flocked to the streets against Estrada while his poorer supporters held their own demonstrations in another part of the city. The military was the deciding vote, planting the seeds for its further forays into politics. Less than a week into the civil disorder, the military abandoned Mr. Estrada and threw its lot behind his vice president, Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo. A little less than two years into his six-year term, Mr. Estrada was deposed.

On January 20, 2001, in the middle of a massive crowd of people on the main highway, EDSA (Epifanio de los Santos Avenue), where People Power had succeeded in 1986, Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo took the oath of office as her nation’s fourteenth president. But the power of the people was tainted by a key difference between 1986 and 2001: The protests that brought Arroyo to power deposed a duly elected president, not a dictator. That would haunt the first few months of her presidency as Estrada’s supporters attempted to launch a third People Power revolt against her on May 1, 2001. For a while, Filipino society split on economic lines: Mr. Estrada’s supporters came from the bottom rung, while Mrs. Arroyo was backed by the middle and elite classes. She survived the split, attempting to unite her fractured people, but the damage had been done. Through the beginning of her term, Mrs. Arroyo was constantly forced to compromise her vision in order to maintain the unwieldy coalition that brought her to power. By announcing she would not run for office in 2004, she defanged the political lobbyists and empowered her administration by effectively declaring her political debts paid.

I had done many one-on-one interviews with her for more than a decade—first when she was a trade undersecretary, then a three-term senator, a cabinet member, the vice president—including the day after she took office as her nation’s leader. At 4 feet, 9 inches, this petite, energetic woman was fun to interview. She was lively, honest, at times impatient, but always willing to engage in a debate.

So now, in January 2003, my crew was set up, and I was going over my notes when her aides walked into the room at Malacañang Palace. Our interview was in her study: a two-camera shoot, which meant there were at least fifteen other people listening to our conversation. We stood up. The door opened, and she walked in—wearing a suit that was the same color as mine. Wearing nearly identical red, we looked at each other. My cameraman, Andrew Clark, was horrified. She laughed and ducked back out. “Let me change!” she said.

When she returned, she sat down, and we began by discussing her decision and some general topics of the day. Her main goals now, she said, were political and economic reforms, setting the stage for the 2004 elections and setting the policies to win the war on terror.

“We have the terrorist threats, and that’s the biggest security concern.” She outlined a comprehensive strategy. “We have to tackle it in several ways: a military solution, a political solution, cultural solution, economic solution: they are all important. The military solution is to make sure we win the victories. The political solution is to continue to talk peace with those who are willing to try peace—to give peace a chance. The cultural solution is that there is that threat to make the terrorist war a religious war. Instead, we must make it an opportunity for religious understanding. And the economic solution, of course, is to remove the recruiting grounds for terrorism—which is not to be distracted from our fight against poverty.”

In our last four interviews, I had grilled the president harshly about the MILF’s links to al-Qaeda. Each time, Mrs. Arroyo had denied that they existed, characterizing the MILF as a domestic political issue. “After September 11, the MILF made it very clear that they are not linked to Osama bin Laden and al-Qaeda,” she had told me earlier. “I think that their statement is a very big confidence-building step, and it makes our peace process even more successful.”6 Now that she was stepping down, I tried again. Her position had clearly changed.

“We are hoping that by dealing with the MILF both militarily and politically, that we can get them to understand that they must break all links—if any—with terrorist groups, and that there is life—there is more life for their people, who are of course, our people, if they go on the road of peace talks, laying down their arms and seeking to participate in development.”7

It was something—hedged, perhaps, but far from a categorical denial of the evidence of the aerial photos. She continued, “I would not want to, I would not want to be detailed on intelligence reports, but what I can say is that our peace efforts are aimed at getting the MILF to recognize that peace is the better road for them than being linked up with terrorist groups.”

The truth in the Philippines and Southeast Asia is something that anyone concerned about the future of terrorism needs to face. Few countries did it instantly, but the September 11 attacks were like a tidal wave, washing away the flimsy, outdated security and defense paradigms largely determined by the cold war. In effect, it was a pivotal moment that forced reexamination of recent history. Stripping away outdated notions revealed new, unfamiliar terrain that showed the extent and power of the infrastructure al-Qaeda had been building since 1988. In one Southeast Asian country after another, I witnessed a level of denial from political leaders who did not want to even admit there was a threat. There were several reasons: acknowledging the threat required taking action; sometimes, leaders were afraid of its impact on tourism; other times, officials had different priorities and terrorism didn’t seem like an unmanageable problem.

These leaders’ reactions were similar to the reactions triggered by Boogie Mendoza’s pioneering report in the mid-90s. There was interest, but as long as there were no attacks, no one felt the need to take action. That only meant the terrorist cells could build their network in peace.



Mendoza’s report was released on December 15, 1994, the same month Khalifa left the Philippines as Phase 2—the creation of terrorist cells—began. Intelligence sources say bin Laden himself had already made at least one trip to establish his network. A former CIA station chief in Manila placed bin Laden in the country in 1992. “Bin Laden presented himself as a wealthy Saudi who wanted to invest in Muslim areas and donate money to charity,” the former CIA officer said. Then President Fidel Ramos even allegedly authorized the use of a C-130 airplane to fly bin Laden from the capital, Manila, to Mindanao.8 Others said bin Laden allegedly met with several government officials who helped him purchase property and set up bank accounts.9



Mendoza’s report was largely forgotten, and Mendoza’s career was even derailed by political opponents until the events of September 11 brought him back to the center of the action. Meanwhile, al-Qaeda had long since brought in its top guns—to Manila’s red-light district.






CHAPTER 2 THE BASE


MANILA, PHILIPPINES: FEBRUARY 1993

Outside the Manila Bay Club on Roxas Boulevard, car horns are blaring. Another Saturday night in the notorious red-light district of Malate. Boys selling cigarettes and mints stop by open car windows. If you lean your head out, you can feel the sea breeze. On one side of the road is the black ocean. On the other, bright neon lights and raucous music hit you as you approach. Taxis drop their passengers at the numerous clubs offering girls for sale. The drivers are really the guides: for the newbies, there’s Firehouse, a little more laid back than some, girls dancing on a stage, wrapped suggestively around poles; for those wanting something more than suggestive, there’s Manila Bay. When you walk in, the music is so loud it feels like the pounding of your heart. The promise of sex is palpable.

Girls come to you in different ways. You can sit at the bar, and inevitably someone will approach. She’ll talk to you. You buy her a drink. If you’re interested in conversation, you can stay there all night. Her job is to get you to buy her specially priced drinks. The tab may surprise you at the end of the night. If you ask her what she does, she may say she’s a GRO—guest relations officer, a high-class euphemism for bar girl. Some encounters with GROs never go beyond conversation. But occasionally, if you get along well, she’ll ask if you’d like her to go home with you. The limit is always up to you. That’s really the thrill for most of the regulars. The power is always on your side. As long as you pay.

At Manila Bay, you can get special karaoke rooms. You and your friends can drink and sing, the girls helping you select your songs and sometimes singing for you—always ordering more drinks for everyone. Go a little farther to the back, and you may be invited into a special room. Here, everything is more blatant. Behind two-way mirrors, you can see girls in suggestive or sometimes lurid acts. In one corner, it’s just a groups of girls sitting in bikinis with numbers, like beauty queens. All you have to do is point or give the number of a girl, and for a price, she’s yours for the night. It’s the ultimate buffet.

Although it looks gaudy and impersonal, the beauty of the red-light district in the Philippines is that it’s neither. Few of the girls are hardened prostitutes. They’re here because they left their families in the provinces and came to the capital looking for jobs, expecting to send money home. Some are hoping to find a foreigner husband—a Prince Charming to take them away from life in the Philippines. They’re young. Still idealistic. Often gullible. The irony is that many of these girls are looking for romance. That, combined with the air of sex for sale, is what attracts the men.

Look at Carol Santiago. At twenty-eight years old, she’s older than most of the other girls, but when the average height is 5 feet, 2 inches, at 5 feet, 6 inches she stands out. Slim at 105 pounds, long black hair, Carol is an Asian beauty.1 She left her family in Davao City in Mindanao to look for a job in Manila. She didn’t think it would be hard. After all, she’s a college graduate with a degree in nutrition.

When Wali Khan Amin Shah and his friend Amein Mohammed walked in, Shah picked her out of the crowd. Carol sat and talked with the two Arabs. It wasn’t out of the ordinary. Many Arabs come to the red-light district for a little R&R. The Arabs these Filipinas knew dropped the restrictions of the Muslim world. Although some came in flowing robes, most wore Western clothes, as Shah and his friend did.

That night in early 1993, Shah introduced himself to Carol as Osama Asmurai. Twenty-eight years old, with brown eyes, dark brown curly hair and a moustache, at 5 feet, 7 inches, Wali Khan weighed about 150 pounds. Compared to the other men who often came to Manila Bay, he was good looking. The three talked for a while that night, but it was difficult with the loud music. They spent much of the time drinking and watching the scene. Carol noticed there was something wrong with Shah’s left hand: his ring and middle fingers were cut off. Later, he would tell her he was injured in an explosion while he was fighting in Afghanistan. When Shah asked if she was free for dinner the next night, Carol was thrilled.

She met him before coming to work in a restaurant nearby—across the street from the Army and Navy Club on Roxas Boulevard. In the open-air restaurant that served Filipino food, the two hit it off. By September 1993, Carol became the girlfriend of Wali Khan Amin Shah. She opened a bank account for him in her name, and she also registered a pager for him in Manila under her name. She told him her real name was Catherine Brioso, but that she didn’t like using it at the club.2 He told her he traveled under different names. She knew he had a passport from Afghanistan under the name Wali Khan Amin Shah. He also had a Norwegian passport in the name of Hashin Grabi.3 She had a chance to see that for herself. In the two years or so they lived together, Shah traveled frequently, and he took her with him on some of those trips.4 They went to beaches in the Philippines—Boracay and Cebu—but they also traveled together to Hong Kong, Bangkok, and Kuala Lumpur, where Shah attended to business. Until the day she was picked up by Philippine investigators, January 12, 1995, she said she had no idea her boyfriend was a terrorist.5

Carol had met Shah’s other friends, and these are the names she gave to the police: Adam Ali, the alias of Ramzi Yousef, the mastermind of the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Center; Munir, whom police would later identify as Muneer Ibrahim, a rich Saudi Arabian businessman (and whom authorities still want to question); and Abu Omar, an alias for Ahmad al-Hamwi, from Turkey, tied closely to bin Laden’s brother-in-law Khalifa. Al-Hamwi was the director of a nongovernmental organization Khalifa set up in the Philippines, the International Relations and Information Center, IRIC. Al-Hamwi is also married to the sister of Khalifa’s Filipina wife.6

Later, with Carol’s help, investigators would find out Wali Khan Amin Shah and Amein Mohammed were part of the financial network that funded what would be the first al-Qaeda cell in Manila. Lead investigator Boogie Mendoza would spend much time trying to track down Mohammed, a Yemeni member of the cell based in Malaysia’s capital, Kuala Lumpur. Shah and Mohammed were both on the board of directors of a Malaysian trading company named Konsojaya, which channeled money from bin Laden to the Manila cell. It had incorporated in Kuala Lumpur on June 2, 1994. One other name stood out on the incorporation papers: Riduan bin Isamuddin, a Malay, born April 4, 1964. An Indonesian cleric who fled to Malaysia in the mid-1980s, Isamuddin would later take on the pseudonym Hambali. After 9/11, he would be one of only two non-Arabs to sit on al-Qaeda’s leadership council.



Carol’s first meeting with Wali Shah in 1993 is as good a date as any for the starting point of al-Qaeda’s organized presence in Southeast Asia. There were plenty of local Muslim extremists, including some who had fought against the Soviet Union with bin Laden in Afghanistan in the 1980s, like Hambali, and others who studied with al-Qaeda leaders in Pakistan and returned to start local organizations, like Abdurajak Janjalani, the Filipino who set up the Abu Sayyaf. Some of those, investigators have concluded, were Middle Eastern sleeper agents embedded during that time, like Hadi Yousef Alghoul, would be imprisoned only after the September 11 attacks. He had lived in the Philippines since the early 1980s and was a cousin of Ramzi Yousef. Alghoul had married a Filipina and ran a women’s clothing business. Yousef had another family member in Manila in the mid-1990s: his brother Adel Annon had literally set up shop in the Philippines, buying the Mindanao Meat Shop, a small store at the edge of the red-light district selling Arabic food and halal meat. According to intelligence sources, he was ready for his role in Yousef’s “48 hours of terror,” the planned attacks on eleven U.S. airliners. If these sources are correct, bin Laden and his network had plotted all this before 1994.

But not until the arrival in Manila of Wali Shah, Ramzi Yousef, and such other notorious leaders as Khalid Shaikh Mohammed (KSM) did al-Qaeda activate the cells and their plots. Using local women to solidify their new identities and establish them as members of the community is a strategy al-Qaeda operatives around the world use. Investigators have learned a good deal of information from the ex-girlfriends of terrorists. In all the time he was in the Philippines, KSM was known as Abdul Majid or Salim (Salem) Ali.7 His English was fluent after attending two colleges in the United States. He was also fluent in Arabic, Persian, and his native Urdu. At times, he masqueraded as a wealthy Saudi sheikh. On other occasions he was a Qatari plywood exporter.

Yet surprisingly, in August 1994 in a seedy Quezon City bar, he introduced himself to the girls he met there as Shaikh Mohammed.8 He was staying in a small, dingy motel in that suburb of Manila, about an hour away from the red-light district. It was the kind of place where the girls who are too old for Malate wind up. The bar at KSM’s hotel, Sir Williams Karaoke, has since burned down, but back then it was on the second floor of the building. There, Rose Mosquera first saw Shaikh Mohammed with one of her friends, a girl named Precious who worked at the bar. The next night, she joined Precious and her friend at their table. He seemed pleasant enough. When he came back a third night, she asked him to sit with her at a table with her friends Helen and Jovy. He stayed with them for about an hour, shared jokes, and bought them all drinks. Before he left to go to his room upstairs, he asked her if she could come speak with him.

“I have a little problem,” he said. “I need to open a bank account so I can send money I can use in Manila. As a foreigner, it’s not so easy, and I wonder if you can help me with this?”

“What do you want me to do?” asked Rose.

“Just open a bank account in your name.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Because I can help you with other things. I will take care of the account, and maybe you will let me help you with anything you want. Is there something I can do for you?”

“That’s all I’d have to do for you? Open a bank account?”

“We can talk about this tomorrow. We can meet about one o’clock. Where can we have lunch?”

“We can meet at Wendy’s down the street—at the corner of EDSA and Kamias. You know which one?”

“I can find it, and please everything must be kept secret—for my business, you understand?”

The next day, she met KSM at Wendy’s. He was with two other Arab-looking foreigners. They had lunch, hamburgers and french fries. Conversation was natural. After eating, they rode a bus to go to Megamall, about a thirty-minute ride away, a sprawling shopping complex touted as the largest mall in Asia. They had her picture taken at the photo booth. Then they went to the bank in the complex. The three men helped her fill out the forms, and she opened an account in her name. When she was given the bankbook, she gave it to KSM and never saw it again. He and his friends also asked her if she could buy a cellular phone, and that’s where they went next. They took the escalators to the third floor to look at phones. KSM found a nice model for which he paid 21,000 pesos, or about $800. By that time, it was 4:30 P.M., and she told her new friends she had to go to work. KSM gave her 500 pesos for taxi fare. She calculated the ride would cost about 100 pesos, so it was a nice gesture.

That night, KSM didn’t show up at the bar. She had told him what she wanted in exchange for what she did for him, and she wondered whether he was now trying to get out of it. So she called his room.

“Hello, Mr. Shaikh?”

“Yes, hello, Rose.”

“Mr. Shaikh, what about your promise to buy me a round-trip ticket to Davao?”

“Don’t worry, Rose. I remember. Let’s meet again tomorrow at Wendy’s, and we’ll take care of it then, okay?”

The next day when they met, KSM was alone. They had a pleasant lunch together and again took the bus to Megamall. They got off and crossed the four-lane highway in front of the complex. They basked in the mall’s air-conditioning as they rode up the escalators to the fourth floor and entered the Williams Lines Booking Office. There, she told police, Shaikh paid 1,460 pesos for her ticket. After that, he took her shopping for a blouse and a skirt. Before she left him, he gave her 1,600 pesos for spending money on the trip and another 500 pesos for her taxi.

About a month later, she called the cell phone registered under her name. She was in Davao visiting her parents at that time, and she needed more money. KSM wired it to her. She last spoke with him in December 1994. She never heard from him again. Their transactions epitomized the world she lived in: money for favors.

KSM would meet other girls and actually get a girlfriend. That he did with his nephew, Ramzi Yousef. Using the names Adam Ali for Yousef and Salem Ali for KSM, the two men introduced themselves to Aminda Custodio and Jane Ramos in August 1994.9 They were standing outside a busy intersection in the Espana neighborhood. The two girls had just come out of rehearsals for newer and better jobs: they were trying to go to Japan as “cultural dancers.” In Japan, such Filipinas were known as Japayukis. Some of them could barely dance, but they could do the same thing GROs did back home: entertain men. Cultural dancers are sent by legitimate organizations allied with the Philippine Overseas Employment Association. They are paid in yen, and the money they send home makes them the new heroes of Manila’s poorer neighborhoods.

Twenty-one year-old Aminda Custodio was a student in her second year at the National Teacher’s College. She also worked at the Kentucky Fried Chicken near her house in Fairview in Quezon City and as a receptionist at a karaoke bar at the Manor Hotel. That was where she met Jane Ramos, who said she would introduce her to regular guests Yousef and KSM.

Yousef and KSM told the girls they were chemical engineers working for TIC Chemical Company based in Qatar. Aminda became Yousef’s girlfriend, and KSM became Jane’s boyfriend.10 By that time, the two men were staying in a five-star hotel between Quezon City and the financial district, Makati. The Edsa Plaza Hotel was a symbol of status for the two young girls and their families, its expansive lobby and high prices beyond their reach. Aminda brought her twin sister and her mother to meet Yousef there. At one point, he visited their family home. Little is known about Jane Ramos, who would disappear soon after Yousef’s terrorist cell was busted.

It is hard to know where the plots began and the good times ended. In early December 1994, KSM and Yousef rented a helicopter from the Airlink International Aviation School.11 Yousef was considering several plots with attacks from the air, and they may have been on a test run. But KSM, who was piloting the chopper, flew over the Sheafa Dental Clinic on M. Adriatico Street near Malate. He pulled out his cellular phone and dialed the number of the dentist he was dating—or, in Philippine terms, “courting”—and told her to come outside and wave to him. It seemed that he wanted to impress her—or that was how Yousef told the story. A few weeks later, the two men went to a beach resort near Manila for scuba diving lessons.12

It seemed like fun and games, but KSM prepared years in advance and kept his cell tightly compartmentalized. Only his nephew, Yousef, knew his real name and the extent of his involvement. Yousef brought his high school classmate Abdul Hakim Murad, a commercial pilot, to KSM’s Karachi apartment in July 1993, introducing KSM by the alias he would use in Manila: Abdul Majid. The three would meet two more times. Each time, the conversation would center on airplanes, “the mechanics of flying,”13 and the potential ways to use planes for terror attacks.

Later that month, Yousef, Murad, and a third classmate used Murad’s Karachi apartment for a terrorist plot to assassinate Benazir Bhutto, then the Pakistani prime minister. They planned to detonate a bomb near her home as she drove out. A police patrol stopped the men just in time. As Mrs. Bhutto explained: “The men said they had dropped their keys in the gutter and that they were looking for them. And at this stage, they were putting a bomb down there.”14 After the police left, Yousef apparently tried to pull the bomb out, and it accidentally detonated, sending shrapnel into his left eye and injuring his fingers. Murad brought him to the hospital and again met KSM, who came to visit.

In early August 1994, Yousef and Murad visited KSM’s apartment again to meet Wali Khan Amin Shah, introduced to Murad by the pseudonym he used in Manila, Osama Asmurai.

Soon after, Yousef and Murad went to Lahore, Pakistan. There, Yousef spent eighteen days taking Murad through an extensive explosive-training workshop.15 It was in a peasant village in Lahore; Yousef rented a warehouse. Parts of the building had no roof, but two rooms and the bathroom were enclosed. Murad stayed in the building throughout; Yousef went out once to buy food.

Yousef went over the strategies for getting through airport security with the right elements for making a bomb. He also went over the chemicals needed, meticulously showing Murad how high-density chemicals should be avoided because they can be detected by X-ray machines. He used his laptop computer to explain which chemicals should be mixed and in what proportions. Murad took notes on a spiral notebook.

Right after the training, Yousef left for the Philippines. Murad went on to Dubai, where he would get a call from Yousef in mid-December to come to the Philippines.

Yousef’s return to the Philippines was through the back door—Basilan, the stronghold of the Abu Sayyaf.16 Yousef’s plan was to train members of the Abu Sayyaf in the use of explosives, but at some point, he became frustrated. According to a later interrogation report, “he saw the problem that the Abu Sayyaf Group’s members only know about their ‘assault rifles’ and nothing more. He called them illiterates.”17 He did not think the members of the Abu Sayyaf would be able to understand the complexity of his chemical mixtures. He would have to set certain bombs himself.



Yousef had been training members of the Abu Sayyaf from the birth of the group. In 1991, when Yousef came to Basilan with Abdurajak Janjalani to form the fledgling group, Janjalani spoke eloquently at the mosques, enticing younger Filipinos to find Islam’s true meaning. His quiet demeanor won him converts, whom he asked to help him establish an Islamic state in Mindanao “where Muslims can follow Islam in its purest and strictest form as the only path to Allah.”18

You could hear bin Laden’s views powering his message. At one point, Janjalani encouraged his men to kill their enemies, saying the Koran supports this through the calling of jihad. He spoke about a vision for an Islamic state patterned after the Caliphate of the Prophet Mohammed, and condemned Muslim nations like Saudi Arabia, Indonesia, and Libya for corrupting the true meaning of Islam.19

Still, the Abu Sayyaf is also a product of its environment, and ideologues like Janjalani are rare when the daily fight is to put food on the table. The two provinces that are home to the Abu Sayyaf, Basilan and Sulu, are predominantly Muslim and among the poorest in the nation. They’re known as “the Wild West of the Philippines”: men with guns rule the land, and the government and military are often ineffective, unable to enforce the rule of law. Residents live in grinding poverty, with no jobs, no justice, and little prospects for hope.
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