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GLOSSARY

Al-Anfal: the spoils, Surah 8 of the Holy Koran

Ansar: supporters of the Prophet Mohammed

At-Taubah: Repentance, Surah 9 of the Holy Koran

Burqa: all-enveloping women’s cloak

Dhabaha: to slaughter

Dar Harb: house of war

Dar Silm: house of peace

Djinm a being or spirit in Muslim belief who could assume human or animal form and influence man by supernatural powers

Fajr: early morning

Fatwa: religious decree

Ghazwah: raid, battle

Hadith: the body of tradition about Mohammed and his followers

Hajj: pilgrimage

Hawala: informal banking system

Hijrah: migration

Imam: religious leader

Inshallah: God willing

Ifiar: literally, breakfast, but in Iran and Afghanistan it also means the evening meal at the end of Ramadan

Jihad: holy war

Kdaba: the House of Allah which Muslims believe was built by the Prophet Abraham in Mecca

Kabair: major sins

Kunyah: Arabic pseudonyms, usually begins with Abu or Tbn’

Laqab: title, family name

Madrassas: religious schools

Majlis al-Shura: consultative council

Muhajiroum migrants (refers usually to early Muslims who followed the Prophet Mohammed from Mecca to Medina)

Mujahideem holy warriors

Namaz: prayers

Pukhtunwali: & strict social code of the Pukhtuns in the tribal areas in Pakistan/Afghanistan

Sahour: pre-dawn meal during the fasting month of Ramadan

Salaam: greetings

Shuhadaa: martyrs

Shalwar kameez. traditional Pakistani two-piece costume

Shaytaan: Satan

Takbeer: the chanting of the words Allah-u-Akbar’ (God is Great)

Ulema: religious scholars

Ummah: nation

Zakat: religious donations


INTRODUCTION

The attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on 11 September 2001 changed the world. Not since Pearl Harbor in 1941 had America suffered such a devastating attack on its own soil. Islamic groups had previously mounted attacks on American forces around the world, but this was something different.

For months after the attack, as American and Allied forces geared up for war in Afghanistan, intelligence and security organisations searched desperately for proof that Osama bin Laden’s al-Qaeda organisation had planned and carried out the attacks. Each statement by bin Laden emerging from his fastness in Afghanistan was analysed to see if it provided any kind of irrefutable proof. The British government issued a document that in everything but name was the case for the prosecution. Even that lacked proof.

In the absence of a full claim of responsibility, arguments raged. Conspiracy theorists said the attacks had been organised by the American government itself to justify its attacks on Islam. Others blamed the Israelis. Sceptical governments demanded proof before considering taking action to freeze assets or arrest suspects.

Not until Yosri Fouda returned from his meeting with Khalid Shaikh Mohammed and Ramzi Binalshibh in Pakistan’s southern port city of Karachi and the story broke in September 2002 did the world find out the identity of the real masterminds who had planned and carried out the most devastating act of terror the world had ever seen.

For 48 hours, Fouda lived with them, ate with them, prayed with them. Khalid – the chairman of al-Qaedas military committee – and his faithful coordinator, Ramzi Binalshibh, were proud of their ‘finest hour’. Not only would they do it again, but also they called for a thousand similar operations.

Events following the interviews were just as dramatic. Within a few days of the story breaking Ramzi Binalshibh was arrested in a dramatic two-hour gun battle in Karachi, the city where four months before he had been interviewed by Fouda. Six months later, in the early hours of 1 March 2003, al-Qaeda suffered an even more devastating blow when Khalid Shaikh Mohammed was also arrested in Rawalpindi, 15 miles from Islamabad, the capital of Pakistan. Now the two main planners of the attacks on Washington and New York were in American custody (see Afterword p. 181).

The interviews were the starting point for this book. They revealed new details about the planning of the attacks, the methods used by the hijackers, their training and planning. But they also stimulated the authors to research further into the background of all the principal players. Now, finally, we can learn what motivated 19 young men to die for their beliefs and in so doing take the lives of more than 3,000 innocent people. We can see how the al-Qaeda organisation was able to grow in the arid plains and forbidding mountains of Afghanistan and how its message has been taken up by thousands of recruits in neighbouring Pakistan and throughout the Islamic world.

The confessions of Khalid Shaikh Mohammed and Ramzi Binalshibh have finally answered the question of who planned the attacks on America. But America has not stood still. The war on terror is still in full swing. Those who know and respect America will be deeply concerned about the impact this twenty-first-century war is having on that country.

Despite protestations to the contrary, the message from America is that Muslims are no longer wanted. Draconian, discriminatory laws have been introduced based on profiling, which require people entering the country from certain countries – mostly Arab – to be photographed and fingerprinted before they are allowed in. The demonisation of the enemy has unjustifiably developed into demonisation of individuals, their culture and sometimes their religion.

And despite hopes to the contrary in the immediate aftermath of the Washington and New York attacks, when President Bush appeared to sympathise with the view that America needed to curtail its open-ended support for Israel’s policies in the Occupied Territories, the conflict there has gone from bad to worse.

The peace process is a dead letter. We are left to consider the fact that President Bush and his close associates are every bit as ideologically motivated as Osama bin Laden, Ayman al-Zawahiri and the rest. Somewhere, in the wreckage between these opposing forces, lie the principles and values of three great religions.

We hope that this book will bring a greater level of understanding to the debate over the attacks on America. As journalists from two very different backgrounds we have sought to understand and explain to each other what we have learned in the writing of this book. We hope that the insights we have developed will be appreciated and that others will see the benefits of such an approach.


PROLOGUE
Gun Battle in Karachi – The Arrest of Ramzi Binalshibh



‘My name is Abdullah.’

Ramzi Binalshibh, answering his interrogators







On the morning of 11 September 2002 – exactly a year to the day since the al-Qaeda attacks on Washington and New York – anyone up in the early hours just before dawn around building 63C in the upmarket Defence Society area of Karachi might have caught a glimpse of a small group of men in paramilitary garb arriving in a couple of vehicles.

It was 3 a.m. and the group of about 20 armed men took up positions around the concrete apartment block and hid discreetly from public view. The block itself was typical: a shuttered ground floor of lock-up shops, a mezzanine floor above of offices and then three floors of apartments leading to a flat roof. Small balconies from the apartments overlooked the street below.

As the neighbourhood began to wake, parents leaving their homes around 7.30 a.m. to drop their children off at school found the area was beginning to take on the air of a siege.

By 9 a.m. the small contingent of intelligence officers and paramilitary rangers were still in their positions surrounding the four-storey residential building known officially as 63C, 15th Commercial Street, Defence Housing Authority, Phase 11 extension. Half an hour later, workers at the Karachi Electrical Supply Company situated directly opposite 63C, where employees worked on a 24-hour cycle, heard what sounded like a blast.

According to one agitated employee: ‘It did not sound like firing, but rather like a bomb had gone off. We heard four such blasts and then within ten minutes saw two men, with eyes covered and hands tied behind their backs being brought out of the building. Soon after that a hurqa-clad woman with a little girl was also seen leaving the building. The woman was very calm and composed and was bare-footed. Then the firing began and continued intermittently until about 1 p.m.’

The dozen or so residents of the apartment block had moved in quietly about three months before – when neighbours had first noted curtains going up on the top-floor pair of apartments. The rental agreement had been signed on 14 June 2002 by one Noor Islam, who came originally from Bahawalpur, a rural part of the northern Punjab province.

One woman in the neighbourhood remembers seeing her new neighbours: ‘I remember seeing four men who spent time playing cards and went for early morning prayers to the mosque just 200 yards from the apartment block.’ Another eyewitness said he had noticed that the men he observed in the apartment often wore shorts and T-shirts while sitting out on the roof balcony. Sometimes they even stripped down to their bare torsos. They looked light-skinned to their neighbours and many speculated that the newcomers might be Chechens or of Central Asian stock.

Despite these odd glimpses, most people had neither seen nor heard their strange neighbours and thought the block was still vacant, with the exception of the mezzanine floor, which was being used as an office by the owner of the building. An employee of Shakil Airconditioning recalled seeing a satellite dish through one of the top-floor apartment windows. ‘That was the first time I realised someone was living there,’ he said. ‘Later the dish was moved to the rooftop.’

The only people ever seen leaving the apartment were a woman and child who went to fetch groceries, itself unusual in an Islamic country where men often do most of the shopping.

‘These people, they merge with the local population and they don’t interact very much,’ Brigadier Javed Iqbal Cheema, a senior interior ministry official, said later. ‘They do not come out very frequently, so it becomes difficult to track them down. There hasn’t been that much activity in these places. The women and children go out and get them the necessities.’

‘I had been seeing them for the past one month,’ said local religious leader Molvi Abdul Rehman. ‘They did not mix with other people in the area.’

As the hot morning sun began to rise, bringing with it an intense humidity, the team decided to make its move, rushing up the stairs towards the apartment. They had watched as four or five men had left the apartment early in the morning to attend fajr (dawn) prayers at the mosque down the street. After seeing them return they calculated that they would probably go back to sleep for an hour or two before getting up, making it a prime time to launch their mission.

On the stairs they met two men and tried to grab them. The men shouted out, raising the alarm in the apartments above, and as the officers dragged their captives down with them, shots rang out and several grenades were thrown into the stairwell behind them. The police returned fire and the siege had begun.

Neighbours now ran to their windows and quickly called the local police, who had not been informed about the raid, indicating that it was an intelligence-led operation, run by Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence Directorate (ISI). Now, as gunfire rang out and bullet holes began to pockmark the concrete surrounding the upper windows of the block, dozens of local police converged on the scene thinking there had been a bomb attack.

By the time the first reporters arrived on the scene around 10 a.m. hundreds of police and paramilitary rangers were in the surrounding streets and lanes – which they had cordoned off – and on nearby rooftops with a clear view of the building. Amidst chaotic scenes, at least two men from the building had moved up to the roof and taken positions on the northern and western corners, shielded by a low cement barrier. Police tried to fire teargas canisters onto the roof, but several missed and bounced back onto the policemen below.

Then, under a screen of smoke grenades, a group of rangers wearing body armour made their way to the pavement outside the shops on the ground floor, where they were protected by a three-foot overhang. Slowly and cautiously they made their way up the stairs.

A woman dressed in a red shalwar kameez and carrying what appeared to be an unconscious child was led out of the building. According to one senior official, she provided key information on the number of gunmen in the building.

Later, as more rangers poured up the stairs, a second woman with a child, clearly of Pakistani origin, was led out by two men in plain clothes. ‘There are more inside. I don’t know how many. I don’t know,’ she cried, speaking in the local language, Urdu.

During a lull in the firing, which was chaotic, police called on the gunmen to surrender. ‘You can’t get away,’ someone was heard to shout. The defiant reply, ‘Allah-u-Ak bar! (God is Great!)’ could clearly be heard in the streets below.

Within a few minutes police led a well-built man out through the ground-floor doorway, his arms tightly bound behind him and a filthy shirt tied over his eyes. More gunfire from within was followed by further shouts of Allah-u-Akbar!’ The captive had been forced out by teargas grenades fired through the now-shattered windows.

Around noon five rangers entered the building. According to witnesses they were muttering prayers to themselves. By this time the three remaining men were cornered in the windowless kitchen, using a rifle to fire at the officers. When asked to surrender they shouted back ‘Bastard! Bastard!’ in English. One of the militants ran out of the room and was shot dead by police.

Back inside the room, the rifle jammed and the two men began throwing anything they could – kitchen knives, forks and pans – at the officers. Realising what had happened, the police then fired tear gas into the tiny room and within seconds the two men walked out with their hands in the air.

The second man fell to his knees and, as he did so, the first made a grab for one of the rangers’ guns. He was forcibly subdued, though he struggled fiercely, reciting verses from the Koran and shouting, ‘You’re going to hell! You’re going to hell!’ in Arabic.

A security man showed the prisoner at the window to the crowd below and flashed a sign that the battle inside was over. Down below in the streets the local police unleashed a fusillade of shots in celebration, emptying their magazines, despite calls for restraint from their officers. The prisoner, by this time down at street level and dressed in a blue shirt with his face covered and his arms tied behind his back, was pushed through the waiting crowd of police and journalists, shouting loudly in Arabic and trying to raise his hands in the air. It was none other than Ramzi Binalshibh, one of the two principal organisers of the attacks on America.

Almost immediately a row broke out between a rangers colonel and a senior policeman over who should have custody of the prisoners.

Talking to reporters on the spot, Inspector General of the Sindh Police, Syed Kamal Shah denied that the incident had any link with the anniversary of the 11 September attacks. ‘This incident has nothing to do with the anniversary,’ he said. ‘We have arrested five terrorists after an encounter in which two others were killed.’ The number of arrests was later upgraded to ten. He said the encounter took place after police gave those in the apartment a warning to surrender, but instead they had attacked the police. ‘We warned them several times to surrender, but the firing from them continued and they also hurled grenades at the police.’ Police later revealed that inside one of two apartments on the top floor they had found a message scrawled in blood on the kitchen wall, proclaiming in Arabic the recitation known as the first pillar or principle (kalma) of Islam: ‘There is no God except Allah, Mohammed is his messenger.’ In the streets nearby, chalked on the wall in Urdu, were the slogans: ‘Long Live al-Qaeda and ‘Suicide attacks on America will continue’.

Two of those staying in the apartments were killed and at least six officers were wounded, two seriously, during the operation. Assistant sub-inspectors Omar Hayat and Baqar Shah and police constables Muhammad Zamir, Muhammad Yousuf and Sher Ali received injuries from bullets and grenade fragments. Two ISI officers, including a colonel in charge of the operation and a major, were also wounded. The two men who were killed were both Yemenis and named as Mohammad Khalid and Saleh Ibrahim, one of whom was shot on the roof and fell to his death. A senior police intelligence officer later said that the Yemenis were suspected of being involved in the murder of Wall Street Journal reporter Daniel Pearl six months earlier. ‘We have very strong suspicions that one of them was the one who beheaded Pearl,’ he said. ‘We are rechecking this information from other intelligence agencies, but one of them looked like the person suspected of murdering Pearl.’

Their bodies were moved to the Jinna Postgraduate Medical Centre that evening for autopsy. At the mortuary the doors were locked and no one was allowed to enter. Police said the remaining ten prisoners were Arabs: eight Yemenis, one Saudi and one Egyptian.

They appear to have been involved in helping al-Qaeda militants fleeing from Afghanistan to escape back to the Gulf. A large number of documents were recovered, including travel documents – passports and identification papers. Also recovered was an instruction manual for their clients, outlining procedures and tactics to evade the prying eyes of police and the intelligence agencies while boarding aircraft or crossing borders. One source suggested that Jose Padilla, the US citizen referred to as the ‘Dirty Bomber’ who was arrested in Chicago on his return to the United States, was one of those who had passed through the apartment. Many of the Arabs who arrived in Karachi before boarding ships bound for the Gulf were posing as Pukhtuns from the wild border areas with Afghanistan. Their comparatively light colouring and good language proficiency in Pushto and Dari gained during their years of fighting in Afghanistan meant they could often travel on Pakistani documents.

Police also recovered a satellite telephone, several laptops and mobile phones, a few CDs, some books, a Russian AK-47 rifle, a pistol, two hand grenades and dozens of rounds of ammunition. They added that a Pakistani couple living in the building had been taken into protective custody. Their four-year-old daughter had fallen unconscious after breathing in the teargas.

Some reports suggest that American FBI agents watched the entire proceedings from a black four-wheel-drive vehicle parked nearby, although this was later denied by Pakistani officials.

Two days later, Pakistani president General Pervez Musharraf gave credit to the ISI for the arrests. ‘It was a good operation,’ he said. ‘I’m told maybe there is an important person also involved.’ At least nine more suspects were arrested in follow-up operations the next day from two locations in Karachi. One report stated that amongst those picked up were the wife and young daughter of Khalid Shaikh Mohammed, the other principal planner of the 11 September attacks, although he himself evaded capture.

The prisoners were initially taken to the fortified headquarters of the paramilitary rangers in central Karachi before being moved later to a well-guarded facility run by the ISI in a military area. During their interrogation in Pakistan, where they were held for three days, they were blindfolded and handcuffed. They were interrogated by two FBI men, while three Pakistanis observed from behind a one-way mirror. One, according to an army officer, was very tough and all he would say was ‘My name is Abdullah’ – literally ‘servant of Allah’. Lieutenant General Moinuddin Haider later stated that this person was Ramzi Binalshibh.

On 16 September the captives were handed over to American security officials and taken to an unknown place outside of Pakistan, initially at least to a warship in the Indian Ocean. At the time of writing it is still not known where the captured prisoners are being held.

It has not been revealed what led the police to this nondescript building in Karachi. According to official comments by the Pakistani government, the lead came from two other raids conducted the evening before. In those raids, two Burmese men and several Yemenis were captured.

According to Major General Rashid Qureshi, press secretary to the president and director-general of Inter Services Public Relations: About two and a half months before the arrests, US intelligence passed on a list of the most dangerous and wanted terrorists connected to 11 September. They were looking for Ramzi Binalshibh because of his connections to Mohammed Atta, leader of the hijackers. The ISI started working on finding these people.

‘Two days before the raid on the apartments, the ISI got hold of two foreigners in Karachi. We have learned to keep such things quiet. They told us that some Arabs had rented two apartments in Phase 11 of Defence Housing Authority. The building was placed under surveillance and we found that they were Arabs and they had rented a complete floor, comprising two adjacent apartments. The landlord was living in another adjacent flat and the ISI got hold of him and he gave them the layout and description of the apartments rented by the Arabs. He is still under protective custody’

‘The FBI was not involved,’ said Qureshi. ‘We thought initially that the other main organiser of 11 September, Khalid Shaikh Mohammed, was also captured, but he was not. All the people were identified after the raid.’

Qureshi confirmed that several computers had been seized. ‘Pakistani and US intelligence went through the evidence in the computers together. I don’t know what was in them, but it will certainly compromise their future operations and plans. All the cases cracked so far have been done by our ISI, except for Faisalabad, where Abu Zubaydah was caught on a US tip-off. But the operation itself was ISI.’

Qureshi was in optimistic mood after the arrests. Al-Qaeda are either hiding or on the run. Their back is breaking and we are getting constant leads, more and more with each arrest. It is snowballing. Even locals inspired by them are being caught.’

Lieutenant General Haider added: ‘We had no names of the Arabs. Only descriptions. We did not even have Ramzi’s photograph, only a newspaper photo of a biometric sketch drawn by an expert on the basis of a verbal description. The Americans gave us newspaper photographs of the sketch from which we think that it is Ramzi Binalshibh. We did everything. What can the Americans do here? They don’t know the country or the language.’

The Pakistanis say that they did not even know that Binalshibh was in the apartment. ‘If we had thought he was going to be there, we would have moved in at the beginning with more troops,’ said one official.

But despite the Pakistani insistence that it was their own lucky break which led to the capture of Binalshibh, there is another, more intriguing possibility. Four days before his arrest, The Sunday Times published Yosri Fouda’s interview with him and Khalid Shaikh Mohammed. The interview was recorded in April 2002 in Karachi. Until the interviews were published and Al-Jazeera Channel began running previews to Fouda’s documentary, which was shown on 12 September 2002, US intelligence had little idea about the planning behind the 11 September attacks.


CHAPTER ONE

Invitation to the Unknown



‘It is okay now, you can open your eyes. Recognised us yet?’

Khalid Shaikh Mohammed







Early one morning in the first week of April 2002, Yosri Fouda’s mobile phone rang just as he got into his new office. He hadn’t yet fully settled into Al-Jazeera’s new London bureau on the Albert Embankment, but had quietly enjoyed the irony of the fact that directly across the River Thames he could clearly see the carefully screened windows and imposing buildings of Thames House, headquarters to Britain’s domestic intelligence service, MI5.

On the line was a voice Fouda did not recognise. Salaam-u-alaikom, brother Yosri. I am someone who means well,’ a kind male voice struggled to explain in Arabic down a bad, distant-sounding line. Religious too, as most mainstream’ Arabs would use the more common greeting, Sabahel-Khair, during the early morning hours rather than the Islamic greeting, Salaam-u-alaikom.

‘I hope you are thinking of preparing something special for the first anniversary,’ the distant voice enquired, and then quickly got down to business, ‘because if you are, we can provide you with some exclusive stuff, Sirri Lilghaya! It was an amusing comment. Sirri Lilghaya - Top Secret – was the name of Fouda’s regular programme on Al-Jazeera and so the caller clearly knew what he wanted and who he was talking to. About 20 seconds elapsed before the unusual and un-named caller – whom Fouda later decided to call Abu Bakr – asked for a secure fax number and hung up.

Bewildered and unsure what to do next, Fouda looked at the silent mobile phone lying in front of him. Thoughts began racing through his mind. Who was this mystery caller? Is the fax machine on? Yes. Has it got enough paper? Some more would not hurt. What about ink? Okay. The waiting had started, and the speculation too.

The caller had asked him if he was preparing anything for the first anniversary of the 11 September attacks. What was it that he was offering? How could he trust a person calling out of the blue like this? Checking out the credibility of Abu Bakr would later prove to be both a difficult and risky task, but Fouda made a few phone calls to contacts anyway to ask them if they knew what was happening. The insight of some of those who had previous experiences with al-Qaeda was not, however, very helpful.

As he waited for further contact from his mystery caller the same evening, at least Fouda was able to find it amusing when, by sheer coincidence, an interview producer with a famous international news network called him to ask for a favour. ‘Would you happen to have a phone number for one of those al-Qaeda people?’ she wondered. ‘We need their reaction to some reports.’ Unaware that she was actually serious, he suggested that it might be a good idea to try dialling 192 (the number for British Telecom directory inquiries).

The producer who called Fouda was sadly stereotypical of many of those in the Western media who were chronically ill-informed about the background to the 11 September attacks. As far as many of them were concerned, the whole thing was seamless – 11 September, bin Laden, Islam, Arabs, Afghanistan, Middle East terrorism: they all ran together.

Partly as a result of such ignorance, when global fame caught up with Al-Jazeera it did so for the wrong reasons. Many in the West, particularly in the US, who had little if any knowledge of the Middle East and/or Islam, were enraged when they heard after the attacks in Washington and New York that it was an ‘Arab’, a ‘Muslim’ TV channel called Al-something’, which had sole access to the Taliban’s Afghanistan. Very few were aware that CNN, months before, had been offered equal access, but had failed to see the story in Afghanistan that Al-Jazeera had spotted. And very few, in the run-up to the ‘war on terrorism’, resisted wondering, ‘Can Arabs operate a camera, link it up to a satellite dish and beam a signal out? Can they really make good journalists?’

The pervasive prejudice really was that bad and only slowly did news reports begin to refer to Al-Jazeera, instead of ‘an Arab TV station’, or a ‘Gulf-based TV station’ or, even worse, ‘bin Laden’s TV station’.

The follow-up to that first intriguing phone call came four days later when the fax machine started buzzing and regurgitated a three-page message. It was from Abu Bakr, or someone close to him. The fax did not contain rhetoric or abuse, but was instead a general outline for a three-part documentary to mark the first anniversary of the 11 September attacks.

There was a certain arrogance about this. Didn’t these people know that it is the programme makers who determine the content and structure of a programme, not its subjects? But here it was, as bold as you like. The fax proposed ideas, locations and personalities for the programmes. The proposed documentary should, according to the author of this outline, start with the photographs of the 19 ‘brothers’ (the 11 September hijackers) accompanied by the voice of ‘the Sheikh’ (Osama bin Laden) reciting poetry:


They swore by Allah that their jihad [holy war]

Shall go on despite Khosrow [the Emperor of Persia] and Caesar:

Our raids shall never end

Until they leave our yards.



This, according to the proposal, should be followed by ‘Bush’s sound bite on the Crusade’ – a reference to the infamous comment by US president George Bush in the days following 11 September: ‘This is a new kind of, a new kind of evil and the American people are beginning to understand. This crusade, this war on terror is going to take a while.’1

This in turn should lead to a ‘historical analysis of the conflict between Christians and Muslims’. The proposal named a number of prominent Islamic scholars who could take part in such a discussion. They included Dr Abdul-Adhim al-Deeb, Dr Abdul-Halim Oais and Dr Jamal Abdul-Hadi, none of whom had been approached by anyone to ask if they would want to take part and none of whom were known supporters of Osama bin Laden’s al-Qaeda organisation.

Other names – including the Kuwaiti Dr Abdullah al-Nafeesi, Abdul Bari Atwan and Dr Mohammed Abbas – were recommended to talk about America’s crimes against Red Indians, the CIA’s crimes in Latin America, America’s crimes in the black continent, America’s crimes in Asia — Vietnam, Japan and North Korea – America’s crimes in Iraq and America’s crimes in Palestine and its unlimited support for Israel’.

It was also suggested that the programme should answer the following questions:


• What are the true unofficial statistics for the World Trade Center and the Pentagon victims? They remain unannounced, though preliminary estimates indicated the death of 25,000 people.

• Why have we not seen pictures of the victims’ coffins in the news? Has bin Laden fulfilled his promise by sending more coffins(?)!!!!

• Why did America’s free media hide the pictures of the graves and the wounded? And would the coming days reveal the truth behind the killed to break Americas heart(?)!!!

• How do aviation experts evaluate the skill with which the aircraft were flown, especially the Pentagon attack — accurate and professional as it was? Is it credible that the executers had never before flown a Boeing? Is it credible they only had some lessons on small twin-engine aircrafts and some lessons on simulators?

• What is the total damage to American companies in the aviation industry, travel sector, insurance companies, banking and financial institutions? And to what extent has this all affected the American economy, particularly in the long run?

• Do political analysts and military experts consider 9/11 a military action in terms of targets and timing in light of the repeated warnings that preceded it, and especially because the war had already been declared by bin Laden?

• How has America responded to the attacks? Will 9/11 be top of the agenda for the next presidential elections? Will it split Americas national unity, especially in light of the carelessness and fragility of the security agencies, which failed accurately to predict such an operation or prevent it? The security agencies played down the warnings by their most formidable enemy, believing it would be enough to cancel scheduled military manoeuvres in Jordan and Egypt, pull some warships out of Bahrain and close down a few embassies, only for the catastrophe to hit them where they never expected.

• How does America’s free press deal with the consequences of 9/11 in light of the blackout policy exercised by the US Administration in relation to progress in the War Against Terror? In other words, what is it that the world is not allowed to see or hear about 9/11?

• Why did so many political and military analysts and security experts initially fail to recognise al-Qaeda was indeed behind the operations of 11 September?



‘These,’ the document concluded, ‘are but some ideas and suggestions for the first part of a documentary within your valuable programme, Sirri Lilghaya” As for the second part, it was to focus on the lives of those who carried out what were referred to in the fax as ‘the Tuesday Operations’, in particular Mohammed el-Amir Atta, who led the attack on the North Tower of the World Trade Center; Marwan Yusif al-Shehhi, leader of the attack on the South Tower; Ziad Samir al-Jarrah, shot down over Pennsylvania, the fax claimed; and Hani Saleh Hanjour, leader of the attack on the Pentagon.

Ambitious as it was, the carefully typed outline clearly showed some rudimentary understanding of how the media works. It was simple, direct and well organised. And, it was tempting. ‘If you are interested,’ the confident author finally threw a carrot, ‘we will provide you with addresses of people and locations which will help you bring about this investigation.’

At the time this fax arrived, more than seven months had elapsed since the devastating scenes in New York and Washington. Nobody had yet taken direct responsibility for the atrocities. The Bush administration had flatly accused bin Laden of involvement and the British government had produced what amounted to a prosecution brief naming him as the chief culprit. But real proof, the kind that could stand up in a court of law, was lacking. Not that this had prevented the US from making its move. Within a month of the attacks it had launched military action in Afghanistan and quickly deposed the Taliban government, bin Laden’s host and protector.

And yes, bin Laden had spared no effort in praising the attacks and asking Allah to accept those who carried them out as martyrs. But he had not yet claimed responsibility. Even those who believed, or wished in their hearts, that it was indeed bin Laden’s men who had been involved found it difficult to grasp the reality that their fellow human beings had planned, slept and then woken up to execute such an unprecedented and sophisticated act of terror.

People were desperate for answers and one result of this desperation was the proliferation of conspiracy theories that spread across the globe after what bin Laden later branded the New York and Washington ghazwahs (raids). Fouda could hardly cope with the volume of emails, faxes, phone calls and even SMS text messages that flooded into Al-Jazeera’s offices offering explanations.

A French writer captured the mood of many in the Muslim world, as well as in the West, and secured himself a small fortune by claiming that the attacks had been organised by the American government itself. When interviewed, Thierry Meyssan vigorously defended his grand conspiracy’ theory saying, ‘First of all, I am not sure that the planes were hijacked by people. There is no evidence … to support this theory. Second, we know that the secret code for the White House was stolen and you need to have some people in George Bush’s administration [to do that]. Third, when we examine the Pentagon attack we find it impossible to be done by a Boeing … the hole in the building [suggests] it was done by a cruise missile.’2

A bestseller, his book was translated into 28 languages, including Arabic. Meyssan was also invited to speak in some Arab countries.

Another theory, which was particularly popular in Saudi Arabia, stemmed from the fact that someone had spotted that in a clip from the American movie The Long Kiss Goodnight there is a scene in which an FBI agent sets out in detail to his colleagues a vision for a secret operation:


- 1993, World Trade Center bombing – remember? During the trial one of the bombers claimed that the CIA had advance knowledge. (Laughing sarcastically.) The diplomat who issued the terrorist visa was CIA. It is not unthinkable they paved the way for bombing purely to justify a budget increase.

- You telling me you gonna fake some terrorist thing just to get some money out of the Congress?

- Well, unfortunately Mr Hennessey, I have no idea how to fake killing 4,000 people. So, we’re just gonna have to do it for real -umm, and blame it on the Muslims naturally.



The fact that the movie was produced in Hollywood long before 11 September 2001 gave support to the arguments amongst conspiracy theorists, including some Americans, that the whole idea of the attacks was actually born inside America. ‘Bin Laden could not have done this,’ Edward Spanaus of the Electronic Intelligence Review tells us. ‘It was such a sophisticated secretive operation that it had to be conducted from within the US.’ And the purpose? ‘The purpose was very clear … to draw the US into a general war in the Middle East, a clash of civilisations and a war against Islam.’3

11 September was, therefore, in the conspiracy theorist Spanaus’s opinion, a pre-determined plan ‘drawn intellectually by Zbigniew Brzezinski and Samwell Huntington’, promoted politically by ‘some groups within the US, perhaps assisted by people in Britain, some in Israel’ and executed militarily by ‘a sort of rogue element within the US Army’.

It was also done, as the notable Egyptian scholar, Dr Zaghloul al-Naggar put it: ‘to stop the spread of Islam that has been sweeping the West in recent years, to make it even more convenient for the Israelis to put the Palestinian issue beyond recognition, to provide the US with a pretext to extend its influence to Afghanistan and strengthen its position in the Far East without risking a third world war with Russia and China, and to give oil merchants and arms dealers the chance to become even richer.’4

Dr al-Naggar, who taught Islam in the US and the Gulf, also makes the following point: ‘The CIA once suggested to President JFK that 30 Cuban migrants should be used to destroy two federal buildings in Los Angeles as a pretext for a US invasion of Cuba. But he turned the offer down when they estimated that between 1,000 and 1,500 people might be killed.’

Meyssan goes further back in history to the nineteenth century when the Americans were on their way to invade Cuba. ‘They destroyed some of their own military boats, killed many of their own sailors and claimed they had been attacked by Spain. Thus, they had a reason to launch a retaliatory war.’

While these theories proliferated across the Internet, it was still unclear what role, if any, bin Laden would claim for the attacks. All that changed, however, with this first written message received by Fouda. For the first time, someone from within al-Qaeda itself was expressing concern about ‘attempts to strip the brothers of the credit’.

And yet it was all still very confusing, despite the arrival of this fax. Nobody had heard from bin Laden for months, although his presence was vividly felt in every newsroom around the world. But how could Fouda be sure that the invitation implicit in the fax had actually come from him?

That evening, Fouda went home with the three anonymous pages in his pocket and a mountain of thoughts on his mind. It was very tempting to share this with someone, but very risky. It was time to relax and think it all through. But his thoughts were interrupted as the sound of his mobile broke the silence. There was no number registered on the phone. It could be Abu Bakr again. If he were calling from Pakistan, which was the best bet, it would have been around 2 a.m.

‘Would you like to come to Islamabad?’ the distant voice asked. ‘We will make sure that you are, Inshallah (God willing), fine and that you get what you want.’ So, things were beginning to move. Someone, somewhere had taken a decision. If he did not take the opportunity now, who knew if there would ever be another chance? Absolutely,’ Fouda replied urgently, knowing full well that his anonymous caller would not stay on the line for longer than a few seconds. As soon as I can get a visa you will find me, Inshallah, at your end.’ Abu Bakr then hung up without telling Fouda where exactly in Islamabad or when, if at all, someone would meet him.

Getting a journalist’s visa to visit Pakistan was not particularly difficult, but the press section at the London Consulate always wants to know what you are working on. Fouda had the perfect reason for making a return visit to the country. His investigation into the detainees held in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, by the Americans, The Road to Camp X-Ray, partly filmed a few months earlier in Pakistan, had been warmly received by Al-Jazeera’s viewers and so it was only natural that he would want to return to make a follow-up. Locations this time round would have to include the tribal areas between Pakistan and Afghanistan, where already some 130 al-Qaeda fighters who had crossed from the Tor a Bora mountains after extensive bombing by the US Air Force had been captured by Pakistan’s Border Scouts and Army. To allay suspicions further, Fouda even requested an interview with the Pakistani interior minister, Moinuddin Haider, during his visit.

A two-visit media visa was issued with no fuss in London on 9 April 2002. Seven days later Fouda, putting aside his many concerns, was in the Gulf in Dubai, changing flights for Islamabad. He called his mother just to say he might see her in Egypt in a couple of weeks. He knew from long experience that she would not expect any more details. But more problematic was what to tell his boss.

Al-Jazeera’s director general, Mohammed Jasim al-Ali, trusted Fouda when he told him that he was on his way to investigate a new angle for a second part of The Road to Camp X-Ray. Abu Jasim, as Fouda usually calls him, was quick to wish his colleague good luck. More than six weeks later, when things were a lot clearer, it would take him a little longer before he could manage an understanding smile.

Fouda arrived at the airport in Islamabad in the early hours of Wednesday, 17 April 2002. Al-Jazeera correspondent Ahmed Zaidan quickly picked him up from outside the main terminal building. Ahmed knew that the ‘brothers’ were up to something with his visiting colleague, but that was all he knew and he was professional enough not to ask. Having been based in Islamabad for a few years, Ahmed had a feeling from the way things had been set up that an important meeting was in the offing. He dropped Fouda at a modest hotel near the Al-Jazeera office and left, as neither of them had a clear idea about what was likely to happen next.

Fouda enjoyed a much-needed shower, ordered food up to his room, read for a while and quickly became bored with the three Pakistani TV channels on offer. It was hot, but at least the air conditioning had finally started working. It was noisy and the hours passed slowly. His patience was being stretched to the limit. Here he was in Islamabad, where he had come on the strength of a fax and a couple of conversations with someone he had never met. Doubts were beginning to set in. Waiting for something to transpire was bad enough, but waiting for the unknown was unbearable.

It was now 12 hours since he had arrived and nothing had happened. How long should he stay before admitting that this had all been a waste of time? Two days should be the limit – three at most – and then it would be time to leave. As if prompted by the thought, the phone began to ring. It had to be his contact. Who else knew where he was staying?

He picked up the receiver to hear the now much clearer voice of Abu Bakr. ‘Hamdellah Alas-Salamah (thank God you have arrived safe),’ he said, without giving a name. ‘Take the night flight tomorrow to Karachi.’ That was it. The phone clicked and only then did Fouda begin to take this journalistic fantasy a little bit more seriously. They knew he was there and that he had at least kept his part of the bargain. Now he was putting himself in their hands.

In an Iranian restaurant in Islamabad later that night, Fouda shared the most minimal of details with Ahmed. He would be the only one to know Fouda’s whereabouts – at least as far as Fouda himself was allowed to know. Ahmed’s advice was to stay at the Marriott Hotel in Karachi and follow any instructions exactly.

Fouda was unable to sleep that night. Why had he been called in the first place? Why bring someone all the way over from London when they could have spoken to Ahmed, who lives and works in their realm? And why not use one of those journalists who are commonly believed to be more sympathetic to the Islamist cause?

He could not think his way around these questions. From now on, it was all going to be about survival. Getting back home in one piece was his main concern. If he got a reasonable story on the back of the trip, that would only be a bonus. ‘It’s pointless and even foolish to go after a big story and not come back,’ the former BBC war correspondent Martin Bell had once told a young and impressionable Fouda when he had worked alongside him in Bosnia for the BBC. And at the forefront of his mind was also the fate that had befallen Daniel Pearl, the Wall Street Journal reporter who had been kidnapped in Karachi at the end of January 2002 and literally slaughtered. His body had been found only a couple of weeks earlier, buried in the grounds of a Karachi nursery.

The following day Fouda made his way back out to the airport and joined a crowded flight south for the two-hour flight to Karachi. Once again his mind began to wander. Was there anyone on the flight who knew what he was doing? Was he being set up? He might just as well act as if he was under surveillance and try to be as quiet and natural as possible.

Why would bin Laden’s people go to so much trouble to kidnap him? Daniel Pearl, after all, was not a Muslim, but a Jew, and, as far as his murderers were concerned, a Zionist whose father was a ‘Zionist bastard’. Pearl had not been invited to meet his killers, but had been forcibly abducted. As far as his abductors were concerned, he had been asking too many questions and getting too close to important people within their network. These are not the kind of people who appreciated being tracked down. But if they wanted to see you, that was another matter: they would dog your movements until they got what they wanted.

As he found his way out of Quaid-e-Azam Airport in Karachi and into a taxi, Fouda began to believe that his would-be hosts could gain little or nothing from harming a fellow Muslim who was working for the only Arab TV channel which had been praised for its openness and willingness to criticise Arab regimes. Had he not just criticised the US administration for the bizarre way it was handling the ‘illegal combatants’ issue in Guantanamo Bay? And as Bush’s war on terrorism was aimed primarily at politically assassinating, before physically eliminating, an uncompromising militant organisation, Fouda also managed to find comfort in the fact that they were probably now looking for sympathy rather than challenge.

Better to think positive. It was obvious that his contact, who was clearly close to the leadership of al-Qaeda, wanted to make sure that their interpretation of events received some kind of an airing. They must have known by then that even if some of their supporters around the world admired the mouse that dared step on the elephant’s toes, many did not approve of the way in which it had been done. If they were hoping to emerge from a phase of operational activism to another of political existence, then they probably felt that they needed to justify themselves – politically as well as religiously. And to do that they were going to have to deal with journalists. Who would trust them if harm befell anyone who came to tell their story?

In the teeming city of Karachi, the taxi driver told Fouda that they were now a few minutes away from the Marriott. Once again, the phone rang. It was Abu Bakr and he was not keen on the hotel. Ask the driver to take you to the Regent Plaza instead.’ The Marriott was too close to the US Consulate and there were too many foreigners staying there, Abu Bakr told him later. Within weeks the Marriott was the target for a huge car bomb which killed 14 people, including 11 French naval technicians working on a contract for the Pakistan Navy.

Fouda reflected on the fact that he was almost following in the footsteps of one of the men behind the 11 September attacks. He knew that seven months earlier Said Bahaji, who had lived with Mohammed Atta and Ramzi Binalshibh in a tiny flat in Hamburg, had also travelled to the same city. On 3 September Bahaji had shaved off his beard, told his wife he was off to Pakistan for a computer seminar and boarded Turkish Airlines Flight 1056 bound via Istanbul for Quaid-e-Azam International Airport in Karachi. Here, he made his way with two companions to the Embassy Hotel. He stayed for only one night, paid $30 and then vanished.

A similar hotel but in the noisy Faisal Street, the Regent Plaza, was undergoing renovation when an Arab-looking businessman produced his British passport and asked to pay in cash. Fouda would not be specific with the receptionist on how many days he would be staying as this would depend on my business deals’.

Half an hour later Room 322 was to be the venue for Fouda’s first meeting with an al-Qaeda representative. A knock on the door brought Fouda running from the shower. When he opened the door he saw a tall, middle-aged man – probably an Arab, but dressed in the Pakistani costume of shalwar kameez.

The visitor quickly slipped into the room as soon as the door was open. He did not shake hands, did not kiss on the cheeks, but used a form of greeting that is common among Sudanese. He stretched his right arm to Fouda’s left shoulder and sort of hugged him – right and left. But the voice that had lived in Fouda’s ears for the previous two weeks had not sounded very Sudanese. It was hard to tell if switching between different Arabic dialects was a deliberate attempt to cover his origins or if it was the result of having dealt for a long time with other Arab nationals. From the way he looked and sounded, he could have passed for a Yemeni, a Sudanese, an Egyptian, a Saudi or even a Somali.

Though in the beginning Abu Bakr had restless eyes, there was an instant sense of trust between the two men, even after a few minutes when he asked Fouda if he could use his shower. In the circumstances, it was an unusual request. But Fouda had noticed that Abu Bakr really needed a shower. Fouda also asked Abu Bakr if he would like something to eat. ‘Yes, please, if it is not too much trouble,’ he immediately replied.

Twenty minutes later, Abu Bakr had finished his shower and asked Fouda to join him in evening prayers. Over a bowl of lentil soup and a couple of chicken sandwiches, Abu Bakr gave Fouda his first piece of news: Osama bin Laden was not dead as many commentators had speculated. ‘Sheikh Abu Abdullah [bin Laden], God protect him, is an avid viewer of your channel,’ he said.

‘How does the Sheikh watch us now?’ Fouda asked, hoping for a few more hints.

‘Do not worry, brother Yosri. Sheikh Osama, God protect him, is alive and well. Whatever he misses he gets on tape.’
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