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“[A] superb piece of journalism, unsparing in its analysis of the folly of the Obama administration.”—Nick Cohen, The Spectator (UK)


“The first book to fully explain what ISIS is seeking and why they are such a threat to the world. An absolute must-read for anyone who wants to understand the risk we all face from radical Islam.”—Douglas E. Schoen, political analyst, author of The Russia-China Axis: The New Cold War and America’s Crisis of Leadership


“A . . . detailed and nuanced story.”—James Traub, The Wall Street Journal


“Weiss and Hassan have produced a detailed and readable book. Their informants include American and regional military officials and intelligence operatives, defected Syrian spies and diplomats, and—most fascinating of all—Syrians who work for Isis (these are divided into categories such as politickers, pragmatists, opportunists and fence-sitters). The authors provide useful insights into Isis governance—a combination of divide-and-rule, indoctrination and fear—and are well placed for the task. Hassan, an expert on tribal and jihadist dynamics, is from Syria’s east. Weiss reported from liberated al-Bab, outside Aleppo, before Isis took it over.”—Robin Yassin-Kassab, The Guardian


“Weiss and Hassan have written the most serious book-length study of the Islamic State so far.”—New York Times Book Review Editors’ Choice


“Recounted in painstaking detail . . . the book presents a granular analysis of the IS’s organization, ideology, funding and recruitment.”—Muhammad Idrees Ahmad, In These Times


“Gripping . . . [T]he most comprehensive account to date.”—Michael Totten, Commentary


“ISIS: Inside the Army of Terror, by Michael Weiss and Hassan Hassan, does a first-rate job of describing the Islamic State’s layers . . . in Syria and in Iraq.”—Paul Berman, author of Terror and Liberalism and The Flight of the Intellectuals


“Concise, valuable, and a compelling read for anyone—general reader or specialist—interested in ISIS.”—Aymenn Jawad al-Tamimi, Syria Comment


“Incredibly rich and valuable for the specialist and non-specialist alike . . . it is a rich and nuanced piece touching on all the points that the arrival of ISIS has raised in Syria and Iraq.”—Tam Hussein, The Huffington Post


“Michael Weiss and Hassan Hassan provide a comprehensive account of how the Islamic State came to be, who is to blame for its emergence, and why world leaders should be worried about its expansion.”—Kevin Sullivan, Real Clear World
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For Amy and Julia, and Ola, Jacob, and Daniel, who have put up with ISIS (and us) more than any family ever ought to





INTRODUCTION


In late 2011, a sixteen-year-old Bahraini boy named Abdelaziz Kuwan approached his Syrian uncle and asked for an introduction to Riad al-Asaad, a colonel in the Syrian Air Force and one of the first military defectors from the dictatorship of Bashar al-Assad. Abdelaziz wanted to join the armed rebellion in Syria. His parents had forbidden him from doing so, but he was ready to defy their wishes.


In early 2012, he flew to Istanbul and then, as so many other foreign fighters have done, took a thirteen-hour bus ride to the southern Turkish border town of Reyhanli. From there he crossed into the Syrian province of Aleppo, the northern countryside that by then had fallen to the rebels. Abdelaziz fought for moderate factions for several weeks before deeming them too corrupt and ineffectual. Then he moved between various Islamist brigades, including Jabhat al-Nusra, which later revealed itself to be the al-Qaeda franchise in Syria. Despite having earned a reputation as a fearless and devout fighter, Abdelaziz eventually grew disenchanted with his Islamist comrades. He also faced significant pressure from his family to return to Bahrain—pressure to which he caved in at the end of 2012. Upon his arrival, Abdelaziz’s mother confiscated his passport.


“I walk in the streets and I feel imprisoned,” Abdelaziz said, still pining for his days as a holy warrior. “I feel tied up. It’s like someone is always watching me. This world means nothing to me. I want to be free. I want to go back. People are giving their lives. That’s the honorable life.”


Abdelaziz’s family had moved to Bahrain from eastern Syria in the 1980s. His parents provided him with the means to lead a decent life. “His father raised him well,” one relative recalled. “He did not make him need anyone and wanted him to be of a high social status.” Abdelaziz, the relative said, had been “quiet” and “refined” and had “always behaved like a man.”


Abdelaziz stayed in Bahrain for three months before managing to persuade his mother to return his passport. (Why she agreed remains a mystery.) He left for Syria three days later. Once he arrived, Abdelaziz joined the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS), which was then rising in prominence as one of the most disciplined and well-organized jihadist groups in Syria. Abdelaziz later confided in us that during his last few months in Bahrain he made the decision to join ISIS, after speaking with “some of the brothers” in Syria via Skype. His prior experience with other Islamist factions ideologically similar to ISIS was an advantage, he said, in joining one that was dominated primarily by foreign fighters. Abdelaziz rose through the ranks of ISIS, first becoming a coordinator among local emirs and other rebel groups, then delivering messages and oral agreements on behalf of his leader. When ISIS seized enormous swaths of territory in both Syria and Iraq in the summer of 2014, Abdelaziz was promoted to the role of security official overseeing three towns near the Syrian-Iraqi border town of Albu Kamal, long a portal between the two countries for men like him.


Abdelaziz discovered in ISIS new things about himself. He learned that he was violent, brutal, and determined. He beheaded enemies. He kept a Yazidi girl in his house as a sabiyya, or sex slave. She was his prize for his participation in battles against the Iraqi Kurdish peshmerga forces and other Kurdish militias in Sinjar, Iraq, near the Syrian border. According to ISIS’s propaganda magazine, Dabiq, one-fifth of the sex slaves taken from Sinjar were distributed to ISIS’s central leadership to do with as it so chose; the remainder was divided among the rank and file, like Abdelaziz, as the spoils of war.


Abdelaziz showed us a picture of his sabiyya. She was in her late teens. She “belonged” to him for about a month before being handed off to other ISIS commanders.


One of Abdelaziz’s fellow warriors said that during news broadcasts Abdelaziz would cover the television screen to avoid seeing the faces of female presenters. Yet being a rapist never seemed to impinge on what Abdelaziz considered his moral obligations as a pious Muslim. He fervently quoted the Quran and hadith, the oral sayings attributed to the Prophet Muhammad, and spoke pompously about al-Dawla, the “state,” which is the term ISIS uses to refer to its project. Asked what he would do if his father were a member of Jabhat al-Nusra, the al-Qaeda group to which Abdelaziz had temporarily belonged, and the two met in battle, he replied promptly: “I would kill him.” Abu Obeida, he explained, referring to one of the companions of the Prophet Muhammad, killed his father in battle, and so there was nothing extraordinary about patricide in the name of God: “Anyone who extends his hand to harm al-Dawla will have his hand chopped off.” Abdelaziz also called his relatives in the Bahraini army or security forces “apostates,” because his adoptive country’s military was by then involved in a multinational coalition bombing campaign, led by the United States, against ISIS.


Before he went off to join the jihad in Syria, Abdelaziz was a theological novice who had barely finished a year of Islamic studies at a religious academy in Saudi Arabia. He had dropped out of high school in Bahrain and traveled to Medina to study Sharia, or Islamic jurisprudence. In school, according to one of his family members, he avoided nondevout peers and mingled primarily with hard-line students. Soon he was compulsively using “jihadi speak,” referring constantly to the dismal conditions which persist for Sunni Muslims in Africa, the Middle East, and Southeast Asia.


His metamorphosis continued on the Syrian battlefield. He called himself Abu al-Mu’tasim, after the eighth Abbasid caliph, al-Mu’tasim Billah, known for leading an army to avenge the insulting of a woman by Byzantine soldiers. Abdelaziz said he wanted to emulate the caliph in supporting helpless Muslims in Syria and Iraq. Though he had been appointed as a security official, he always looked for opportunities to fight on the front lines. “I cannot sit down,” he told one of the authors. “I came here seeking martyrdom, and I have chased it everywhere.”


On October 23, 2014, Abdelaziz found what he was looking for. He was shot dead by a Syrian regime sniper in the eastern province of Deir Ezzor.


When ISIS stormed Mosul, the capital city of Iraq’s Ninewah province, in mid-June 2014, the world’s response was one of confusion as much as of shock. Men very much like Abdelaziz had just conquered an expanse of land in the Middle East roughly the size of Great Britain. That they had done so under the unblinking gaze of orbital satellites and surveillance drones did not mean that world governments were any less surprised by this blitzkrieg than the average citizen.


Even more incredible was how ISIS had sacked the city. A thousand of their number had overthrown Mosul, which, according to the Iraqi government, had been guarded by as many as thirty thousand American-trained soldiers and policemen. Those personnel had simply vanished, forfeiting to the black-clad insurgents tens of millions of dollars in American-made Humvees and Abrams tanks. Photographs of jihadists of every ethnicity and skin tone, beaming as they stood in front of newly commandeered state-of-the-art war machinery, circulated across every continent. What kind of terrorists drive armored vehicles and tanks on modern highways? Aren’t they meant to be astride mules and donkeys in the Hindu Kush? Is ISIS a fundamentalist guerrilla outfit, or is it more like an army? And how, after nearly a decade of blood and treasure expended in Iraq, did men whose epitaphs had been serially inscribed—and whose deaths just as serially exaggerated—manage to accomplish so much in so little time?


Five months before the fall of Mosul, President Barack Obama had, in an interview with the New Yorker’s David Remnick, rather regrettably dismissed ISIS as the “jayvee team” of terrorists. Now that “jayvee team” had razed the berm barriers separating the modern nation-states of Syria and Iraq—barriers that had been in place for nearly a century. They declared that this physical and symbolic act of recombination was the end of a British-French colonial compact that had helped draw the map of the region even before the official end of World War I. There would no longer be any Western fingerprint on that map, according to ISIS. There would now be only the caliphate. If Muslims were strong, intoned Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, ISIS’s newly appointed “caliph,” this Islamic empire would eventually reach Spain again and even conquer Rome.


This book is personal. Hassan is a native Syrian from the border town of Albu Kamal, which has long been a gateway for jihadists moving into, and now out of, Iraq. Michael has reported from the Aleppo suburb of al-Bab, once a cradle of Syria’s independent and prodemocratic civil society, now a dismal ISIS fief ruled by a malevolent union of Sharia law and Cosa Nostra–style intimidation. Al-Bab is today a place where cigarette smokers are tossed into an outdoor cage for days on end and suspected “traitors” are decapitated in the town square, their heads and corpses left to suppurate on pikes in the hot Levantine sun.


We set out to answer a simple question, one asked repeatedly on cable news shows in the haunting summer and fall of 2014: “Where did ISIS come from?”


The question was understandable, given the images and videos then circulating around the world—most notoriously the horrifying snuff films depicting the executions of several Western hostages, beginning with the American journalist James Foley. But the question was also a strange one, because the United States has been at war with ISIS, in its various incarnations, for the better part of a decade. It has fought ISIS as a group known colloquially to the US military as al-Qaeda in Iraq—a name still in use by force of habit among the many officer-grade veterans of the Iraq War interviewed for this book. It was as if the Vietcong had returned under a different banner and laid siege to a third of Southeast Asia in 1985, only to be goggled at as a heretofore unknown militancy by everyone from CNN to the Reagan administration. If ever there was a familiar foe, ISIS was it.


And yet much about this theocratic, totalitarian enemy remains forgotten or occluded or simply underexamined, lost in a decade-long haze of polemics about the wisdom of invading Iraq or the Islamic-or-not nature of its nastiest terrorists. Debates about ISIS’s ideology, war strategy, and internal dynamics persist in every country committed to its defeat. Is it greater or less than the sum of its parts? Is it winning or losing nearly two years into a concerted multinational air campaign, backed by the provision of arms to select allies and proxies? Is the stated US objective articulated by President Obama to “degrade and ultimately destroy” ISIS feasible given the current US policies in Syria and Iraq? Or will this latest iteration of war in the Middle East last for thirty years, as former defense secretary Leon Panetta recently suggested, as ISIS expands the precincts of its power well into Turkey, North Africa, Afghanistan, and Russia—and as it perpetrates or “inspires” atrocities from the Sinai to Paris to San Bernardino?


We begin by examining ISIS as it is now but also as it evolved and adapted over the past decade. The early chapters of this book deal mainly with the complex history of ISIS’s prior incarnations, drawing on dozens of original interviews with former US military intelligence and counterterrorism officials and Western diplomats who tracked, fought, and jailed al-Qaeda in Iraq. ISIS is in fact the latest bloody stage in a long-running dispute within the ranks of international jihadism. Namely, how should this holy war be waged, and against whom? Are Shia, Alawites, and other minority sects and ethnicities viable targets for attack, or should they be spared in light of the more urgent need to combat the Americans and their “Zionist-crusader” allies? The fanatical side of this dispute was embodied by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, the Jordanian founder of al-Qaeda in Iraq, while the relatively “moderate” side was embodied by al-Zarqawi’s own patron and nominal superior—Osama bin Laden. The recent split between al-Qaeda and ISIS was inevitable ever since al-Zarqawi and bin Laden first laid eyes on each other in Afghanistan in 1999. Allied, they helped tear Iraq apart, inspired Shia counter-atrocities, and took a bloody toll in American and allied lives. It is this history that ties together the past decade of conflict with the agendas of regimes in Iran and Syria, without which we cannot truly understand ISIS today. Although it is impossible to determine which side of the jihadist argument will ultimately win out, or even if there will be a winner, the fact that al-Qaeda has for the past two years been in a state of fratricidal conflict with its former subsidiary will surely determine how the West continues to fight both.


Having addressed the history of that conflict, we then look at the origins of the Syrian revolution. We demonstrate how the al-Assad regime, which had long facilitated and suborned al-Qaeda terrorism next door, not only attempted to portray itself as the victim of its erstwhile ally, but also perversely created the fertile conditions for such terrorism to take root inside Syria. Bashar al-Assad, like many a dictator who grasps the tenuousness of his rule, has sought for nearly half a decade to eliminate any legitimate or democratic challenge while quietly encouraging the rise of a usurper that no one, least of all Western onlookers, could ever countenance. “Assad, or we burn the country.” That was the rallying cry of regime loyalists from the earliest days of the Syrian protest movement in 2011. It was no idle threat. Under the guise of “political reforms,” al-Assad released from his prisons the very extremists he had once dispatched into Iraq to murder US and Iraqi forces, and then had them arrested upon their return to Syria. Defectors from his security services have since alleged that they were instructed to arm Islamist guerrillas in the hopes that the latter would attack regime institutions, furnishing the excuse to escalate al-Assad’s war. As recounted by numerous eyewitnesses, regime soldiers and mercenaries also purposefully couched their pogroms against protestors in an explicitly sectarian grammar. The aim was to humiliate and demoralize Sunni Muslims, as this would only accelerate a process of radicalization within the insurgency and pull in foreign fighters to the benefit of groups like ISIS. These are merely some of the indirect forms of collaboration between the regime and ISIS. To this day, according to the US Treasury Department and independent analysts, al-Assad continues to subsidize one of ISIS’s main sources of income: hydrocarbons. The jihadists now control the majority of Syria’s oil wells and refineries, making it what one energy expert has called the “Con Ed” of a Middle Eastern country. They sell al-Assad back his own power, which goes not only to keeping the lights on in the presidential palace in Damascus but also to fueling a barbarous war machine that has mainly targeted Syrian rebels fighting both al-Assad and ISIS.


For the ruling dynasty of Syria, terrorism has never before been viewed as an existential problem, but rather as a nuisance that was easily repurposed into an opportunity. Al-Assad, as we will show, dangled the threat of al-Qaeda before the West, hoping to lure it into a counterterrorism-based entente cordiale with his regime. Why? For two reasons: First, there is no greater insurance policy than for the world’s only superpower to consider you indispensable to its national security. Second, there is no better way to project yourself as a regional heavyweight, a power not to be underestimated or antagonized, than to have the ear of the United States. Indeed, in the months leading up to the Syrian revolution, al-Assad was on a sinuous path toward normalizing his relations with a new US administration. Even after that revolution got under way, and well after his henchmen began kidnapping, torturing, and murdering Syrian children, al-Assad could still enjoy hearing himself referred to as a “reformer” by Washington. Indeed, he cunningly exploited this fact in gradually increasing the butcher’s bill in Syria, while egging on terrorists to fight back.


In this respect, al-Assad is hardly unique. As Emma Sky, the slight, soft-spoken British adviser to the US military in Iraq, has said: “Corrupt regimes and terrorists keep each other in business. It’s a symbiotic relationship.” And as we shall see, Saddam Hussein played much the same dangerous game with jihadists committed to his ouster but desperate enough to cut short-term, expedient alliances with him or his followers, such as after the US invasion and occupation of Iraq. Still another skillful manipulator of terrorism has been one of the world’s leading state sponsors of it, the Islamic Republic of Iran. As recently as July 2011, Iran stood accused by the US government of allowing the transit of known al-Qaeda recruiters into Syria, no doubt to help supply the very terrorists its client al-Assad had claimed to be fighting all along. And while Iranian proxies have now taken a lead role in fighting ISIS in Iraq, at least where it threatens Iranian interests in the country, they have mainly refrained from going after the terror army in Syria.


That two avowed enemies, ISIS and al-Assad, depend upon and exploit each other’s existence in pursuit of a common goal—the wholesale destruction of any and all credible alternatives to themselves—should not be so surprising in the twenty-first century, given the precedents of other absolutist bedfellows in the twentieth. Not least among the tragedies of Syria is that what began as rather transparent agitprop has culminated in US foreign policy.


Al-Assad has now convinced the West to leave him be while it focuses on the degradation and destruction of ISIS. The West is objectively, if not subjectively, aligning itself with his interests, not to mention those of his two main allies, Iran and Russia. Both countries are currently directly intervening in Syria to keep al-Assad’s regime alive—not to fight ISIS.


Finally, we look at ISIS as it is today, under al-Baghdadi and his willing executioners, relying on interviews with active or now-deceased ISIS militants, spies, and “sleeper agents”—as well as the victims of the same, including Syrian tribesmen, rebels, and activists. Before the world knew ISIS’s name, one brave and defiant schoolteacher in Raqqa said “enough,” standing up to the foreign riffraff telling her native Syrians how to dress, where to pray, and, indeed, which houses of worship could even remain standing. We chronicle the samizdat resistance that has emerged in Raqqa, led by one furtive but hounded collective of activist-reporters, whose members risk everything to explain to outsiders how the ISIS “capital” looks and feels.


The last eighteen months of international war against ISIS have yielded a surplus of valuable studies in how ISIS proselytizes and recruits, relying on its own vast and well-run propaganda apparatus. This includes a glossy monthly magazine, an entire media division that issues daily videos—in multiple languages and with alarmingly high production value—and more social media accounts relaying and regurgitating the ISIS message than intelligence agencies can keep track of. And these are just the materials designed for foreign consumption. Internally, too, ISIS maintains a strict diet for its captive minds, a daily ration of stories of battlefield victories and divine glory, even where the jihadists have suffered total defeat.


How did ISIS learn to brainwash so many, so well? In short, it has had a lot of practice. Among this book’s focuses is the role prisons have played for a decade now as organizing hubs and recruitment centers for ISIS. Whether by accident or design, jailhouses in the Middle East have served for years as virtual terror academies, where known extremists can congregate, plot, organize, and hone their leadership skills “inside the wire,” as well as, most ominously of all, recruit a brand-new generation of fighters.


“Remaining and expanding” is the motto of the caliphate. While ISIS has lost some territory in Syria and Iraq, it has held firm in the geostrategic heartland of the Sunni Arab tribal regions of both those countries, while also continuing to metastasize worldwide by establishing franchises or having preexisting jihadist organizations pledge their allegiance to ISIS. It is by no means “contained” according to any working definition of the term. In this revised and expanded edition, we explore how some of these wilayahs, or “provinces,” got started in Egypt’s Sinai peninsula, Yemen, and Libya and weigh which are likely to gain in prominence and lethality in the coming years.


As the caliphate contracts, its terrorism abroad has increased with horrifying consequences. The November 2015 gun-and-bomb massacre in Paris represented a turning point in how the world views ISIS, not least because it was not a singular performance. Three NATO countries were attacked in 2015 in as many months (in Turkey’s case, repeatedly) and this does not include other “spectaculars”: the immolation of a Russian commercial airliner and a dual suicide attack in Beirut that killed more people than any one act of terror since the end of Lebanon’s civil war in 1990. Nearly a year before Paris, a massacre had been narrowly averted in Verviers, Belgium, after a police commando raid on an ISIS safe house resulted in the largest gun battle that country had experienced since World War II. No doubt similar plots are under way as this book goes to press. But just how new is this emphasis by an Iraq-born insurgency on committing mass murder outside of its immediate zone of activity? True, ISIS’s spokesman Abu Muhammad al-Adnani issued an injunction in September 2014: “If you can kill a disbelieving American or European—especially the spiteful and filthy French—or an Australian, or a Canadian, or any other disbeliever from the disbelievers waging war, including the citizens of the countries that entered into a coalition against the Islamic State, then rely upon Allah, and kill him in any manner or way however it may be.” But, as we shall see, killing “disbelievers” abroad has always been a central tenet of the Zarqawists, one twice-realized in Jordan.


This revised and expanded edition also features a lengthy profile of a former member of one of ISIS’s elite spy services, “Abu Khaled.” He trained the group’s ground infantry and a handful of its foreign operatives, including two French nationals who repatriated months before the grisly Paris attacks in November 2015. Weeks after defecting from ISIS, Abu Khaled sat with one of the authors in Istanbul, where for three straight days he recounted life and death under the black flag. He provided crucial inside information about how ISIS makes and extorts money, manages a surprisingly effective “Islamic welfare state,” and withstands a multinational effort to eliminate it. For all that, Abu Khaled conveyed, ISIS remains brittle and unpopular, tolerated by those it rules only for lack of a better alternative, which neither the West nor regional actors have yet been able to proffer.


ISIS is a terrorist organization, but it is not just a terrorist organization. It is a mafia adept at exploiting decades-old transnational gray markets for oil and arms trafficking. It is a conventional army that mobilizes and deploys foot soldiers with a professional acumen that has impressed members of the US military. It is a sophisticated intelligence-gathering apparatus that infiltrates rival organizations and silently recruits within their ranks before taking them over, routing them in combat, or seizing their land. It is also a spectral holdover of an even earlier foe than al-Qaeda. Most of its top decision makers served either in Saddam Hussein’s military or security services. In a sense, then, “secular” Baathism has returned to Iraq under the guise of Islamic fundamentalism—less a contradiction than it may appear.


Most important, ISIS presents itself to an embattled Sunni minority in Iraq, and an even more persecuted and victimized Sunni majority in Syria, as the sect’s last line of defense against a host of enemies—the United States and Russia, the Gulf Arab states, or the Alawite dictatorship in Syria, the Shia one in Iran, and the latter’s satrapy in Baghdad. Here ISIS relies, as all peddlers of conspiracy theories do, on kernels of truth and awkward geopolitical realities to depict a satanic global enterprise ranged against its followers. Syria’s warplanes are now flying the same skies as America’s, purportedly bombing the same targets in eastern Syria—while the US government maintains that Assad has no future in Damascus. In Iraq, Iranian-built Shia militias, some of them designated as terrorist entities by the US government (because they have American blood on their hands), now serve as the vanguard of the Iraqi Security Forces’ ground campaign to beat back ISIS—and with the advertised supervision and encouragement of Iran’s Revolutionary Guards Corps, another US-designated terrorist entity. These militias are also committing acts of ethnic cleansing in Sunni villages along the way, earning the censure of Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch—all while US warplanes provide them with air cover. Whatever Washington’s intentions, its perceived alliance of convenience with the murderous regimes of Syria and Iran is keeping Sunnis who loathe or fear ISIS from participating in another grassroots “Awakening” to expel the terrorists from their midst. Those who have tried have been mercilessly slaughtered; others have simply been co-opted and forced to pledge fealty to the slaughterers.


At once oversold and underestimated, brutal and savvy, ISIS has destroyed the boundaries of contemporary nation-states and proclaimed itself the restorer of a lost Islamic empire. An old enemy has become a new one, determined to prolong what has already been a tragically protracted war.





1



FOUNDING FATHER



ABU MUSAB AL-ZARQAWI’S JIHAD


“Rush O Muslims to your state. Yes, it is your state. Rush, because Syria is not for the Syrians, and Iraq is not for the Iraqis.” Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi—by then anointed Caliph Ibrahim—heralded the birth of the Islamic State on June 28, 2014, the first day of Ramadan, from the pulpit of the Great Mosque of al-Nuri in Mosul. His forces had sacked Mosul, a city in northern Iraq of two and a half million people, just days earlier. The commandeered mosque was named for the twelfth-century ruler Nur al-Din Mahmud Zangi, who reigned over both Aleppo and Mosul and was celebrated as a hero of the Second Crusade. Nur al-Din destroyed Frankish forces in southern Turkey and defeated (and beheaded) the Christian prince Raymond of Poitiers in Antioch. Later, he unified Syria by marrying the daughter of the atabeg, or ducal governor, of Damascus. Nur al-Din’s vassal, the Kurdish military commander Saladin, a man whom many contemporary jihadists still channel, would become the overlord of Mosul. Before going off to fight the Crusaders, Saladin preached from the very pulpit from which al-Baghdadi now exhorted all Muslims to gather in this ancient land, newly liberated from the hirelings of new Crusaders. And so, the organization that just weeks earlier had been known by its geographical circumscription, the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham, was at an end, al-Baghdadi declared, for the simple fact that geography itself was irrelevant. As he saw it, the nations of the Fertile Crescent and indeed of the world no longer existed. Only the Islamic State did. Humanity could now neatly be divided into two camps. The first was “the camp of the Muslims and the mujahidin,” or holy warriors, bound by no race or country of origin (they were “everywhere,” as he put it); the second was “the camp of the Jews, the Crusaders, their allies,” a surprisingly baggy coalition consisting of the United States, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Israel, Russia, Iran, all the nations of Europe, and pretty much everyone else. Standing there, draped in black, his long black beard betraying penumbras of white on either side, al-Baghdadi presented himself as a man of two pasts, one remote, one not so distant. He was the heir to the medieval Abbasid caliphate, the last true glory of Sunni Islam, and he was also the embodied spirit of his heroic predecessor, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, who had spoken in similarly messianic terms before meeting his fate in 2006 when an F-16 dropped two five-hundred-pound bombs on his head. For his successor to be delivering a sermon to all Muslims from the al-Nuri Mosque was al-Zarqawi’s legacy and his revenge. He had, after all, revered this holy place for most of his adult life and he would gladly have died all over again for the chance now given to al-Baghdadi, to preach the fulfillment of a darkling vision eleven years in the making.


THE BOY FROM ZARQA


The scruffy burg of Zarqa lies about twenty-five miles to the northeast of Amman, Jordan. Before its most notorious native son adopted the name of the town for his nom de guerre, it had two main associations, one liturgical and the other humanitarian. Zarqa was the biblical staging ground of Jacob’s famous struggle with God; today it is the location of al-Ruseifah, the oldest Palestinian refugee camp in Jordan. Ahmad Fadhil Nazzal al-Khalaylah, as al-Zarqawi was born, hailed not from a nationless people but from the Bani Hassan tribe, a confederation of Bedouins who resided on the East Bank of the Jordan River and were known for their loyalty to the Hashemite Kingdom. His father was a mukhtar, or village elder, municipally empowered to arbitrate local disputes, although his son was more fond of getting into them. Al-Zarqawi was an unpromising student who wrote Arabic at a semiliterate level, dropped out of school in 1984, the same year his father died, and resorted immediately to a life of crime. “He was not so big, but he was bold,” one of al-Zarqawi’s cousins later recounted to the New York Times. He drank and bootlegged alcohol; some contemporaries also claim that he was a pimp. His first stint in prison was for drug possession and sexual assault. His victims in the latter category were not confined to a single gender. “His idea of a sexual conquest,” writes Joby Warrick, one of al-Zarqawi’s recent biographers, relying on the testimonies of Jordanian security officials and acquaintances of the future jihadist, “was to force himself on younger men as a way to humiliate and assert his own dominance.”


Upon his release from prison, al-Zarqawi became known throughout Zarqa as “the green man,” owing to the many tattoos he sported on his arms and shoulders—haram, or sinful, markings he would later have cut from his flesh with razors during a second incarceration, this time for terrorism. Worried that her son was descending into an underworld from which he’d never escape, al-Zarqawi’s mother, Um Sayel, enrolled him in religious courses at the Al-Husayn Ben Ali Mosque in Amman. The experience was transformative. Faith had the intended effect of supplanting the lawlessness, but not, of course, in the way Um Sayel might have hoped.


Since the 1970s, Jordan had been awash with Islamist ideology in one form or another. The most prevalent was the ideology of the state-indulged Muslim Brotherhood, which, as reward from a grateful King Hussein for its help in ousting the Palestine Liberation Organization from Jordan, was given control of the Ministry of Education. In return, the Brotherhood forswore violent uprising and simply sought to transform the kingdom’s politics through the ballot box. For all that, the curricular Islamism that found purchase in the alleyways, mosques, and sitting rooms of Zarqa took Zionism and Israel as its most popular objects of hatred. And when the Hashemite monarchy embarked on creeping accommodation with the Jewish state, that hatred was directed inward as well. The Brotherhood had competition: a strand of Islamist thinking known as Salafism, which dated back much earlier, to the nineteenth century, and had undergone a complete inside-out transformation of its core philosophy. Originally, the Salafists had sought to marry Islam with Western-style democracy and modernity for use against what was then their bugbear, the corrupt, depraved, and crumbling edifice of the Ottoman Empire. Beginning in the 1920s, however, Salafism was adapted to account for dawning new realities following the close of World War I. Now the enemy was no longer a defunct, notionally Islamic empire but rather the Western-enabled dynastic governments that had risen to take its place, the kingdoms of contemporary Arabia. The Salafist prescription was nothing short of a complete return to Islamic first principles and the seventh-century ways of the Prophet Muhammad. Western-style democracy and modernity were now shunned as irreconcilable with the faith because the pools where these pollutants had gathered were in the very birthplace of a magnificent and now lost civilization, the lands of Egypt, Jordan, Syria, and Iraq, where illegitimate, “apostate” regimes had emerged. The Salafists were revolutionary and uncompromising—Bolsheviks to the Brotherhood’s Mensheviks. At the most extreme end of their continuum they practiced jihad, a word that means “struggle” in Arabic and may be defined in a number of ways. But by the late 1970s and 1980s, after the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in an act of imperial aggression, jihad meant only one thing: armed resistance.


It was in the Al-Husayn Ben Ali Mosque that al-Zarqawi first imbibed this world-upending doctrine and where he first volunteered to go to Afghanistan to help his fellow Muslims expel the communists. By the time he arrived, the Red Army was already in retreat. And though he would fight—bravely, by most accounts—against the pro-Moscow satellite government left in its wake, al-Zarqawi’s more transformative experience would be his immersion in a different kind of civil war, one taking place within the intellectual ranks of Salafi jihadism itself. At issue was the basic question of who the real and immediate enemy of Islam now was in the aftermath of Soviet defeat, and what the acceptable targets were in the prosecution of holy war. These questions preoccupy us still and are being answered, bullet for bullet, suicide bomb for suicide bomb, in every time zone on the planet, between two rival jihadist organizations that once carried the same banner. The first was founded by Osama bin Laden, the second by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi.


THE HAYATABAD MILIEU


Hayatabad is a city on the outskirts of Peshawar, Pakistan, that rests at the base of the Khyber Pass, through which multiple empires have entered, and then exited, Afghanistan. In the late 1980s, the city had become a kind of Casablanca for the Soviet-Afghan war, then winding down. It was a city of perpetual waiting and planning, host to soldiers, spies, peddlers, crooks, warlords, smugglers, refugees, black marketeers, and both veteran and aspiring holy warriors.


It was also the operational headquarters of Osama bin Laden, one of the scions of a billionaire Saudi industrial family, who was busy laying the groundwork and amassing the personnel for his own start-up organization, al-Qaeda. Bin Laden’s mentor at the time was also one of Hayatabad’s leading Islamist theoreticians, a Palestinian named Abdullah Azzam, who in 1984 had published a book that became a manifesto for the Afghan mujahidin. It argued that Muslims had both an individual and communal obligation to expel conquering or occupying armies from their sacred lands. Certainly galvanized by Israel’s military occupation of his birthplace—his famous slogan was “Jihad and the rifle alone; no negotiations, no conferences, no dialogues”—Azzam explicitly made the anti-Soviet campaign the priority for all believing Muslims, not just Afghans. Like al-Baghdadi’s exhortations decades later, Azzam’s was a global casting call for mujahidin from around the world to join one camp against another. Though not quite advocating a transnational caliphate, Azzam did think that Afghanistan was where a viable Islamic state could be constructed on the ashes of communist hegemony. This war was still a purist one, not yet diluted by competitive and paradoxical ideologies—which the Palestinian cause had lately been, thanks to the secular nationalism of Yasser Arafat and the jet-setting Leninist terrorism of Carlos the Jackal.


So when Azzam relocated to Peshawar, he and bin Laden became den mothers to the arriving “Arab-Afghans,” as the foreign mujahidin were colloquially known, who were eager to wage holy war but clueless as to how or where to begin. Together they founded Maktab al-Khadamat, or the Services Bureau, which operated out of a residence bin Laden owned. If Azzam was the Marx, a grand philosopher articulating the concept of a new revolutionary struggle and drawing in the necessary disciples to realize it, then bin Laden was his Engels, the wealthy scion who paid the bills and kept the lights on while the master toiled on texts that would change the world.


About three thousand Arab-Afghans passed through this jihadist orientation center, where they were provided food, money, and housing, as well as being acculturated to a strange and ethnolinguistically heterodox North-West Frontier. Untold millions of dollars passed through the Services Bureau as well, much of it raised by bin Laden and Azzam, and some of it channeled by the Saudi government, with which bin Laden had close ties through his family’s construction empire. Some of the world’s most infamous international terrorists gained their most valuable commodity—contacts—under the patronage systems set up by bin Laden and Azzam during this period.


Duopolies made up of outsize egos seldom endure, and Azzam and his pupil eventually fell out, owing principally to bin Laden’s closeness to another rising celebrity in the jihadist firmament: Ayman al-Zawahiri. Al-Zawahiri was an Egyptian surgeon who had done three months of medical work for the Red Crescent Society in Pakistan in the summer of 1980, and had even taken short jaunts into Afghanistan to observe the war firsthand. By the end of the decade, al-Zawahiri had earned global notoriety for being among the hundreds imprisoned and tortured for his alleged complicity in the assassination of Egyptian president Anwar Sadat in 1981. He had been the emir, or prince, of the Jihad Group, which had sought a coup d’état in Cairo and the establishment of an Islamic theocracy in its place.


After his release, al-Zawahiri returned to Peshawar in 1986 to resume his medical work at a Red Crescent hospital, and to reconstitute his Egyptian organization. His Salafism by that time had grown more extreme; he had been flirting with the concept of takfirism—the excommunication of fellow Muslims on the basis of their supposed heresy, and an injunction that almost always carried with it a death sentence. Theologically justified, as all jihadist concepts were, takfirism was also a pragmatic means by which suspect, competitive, or ideologically iffy elements within Sunni Islam could be purged. It was the terrorist’s lettre de cachet. Thus, when al-Zawahiri befriended bin Laden, he was put on a direct collision course with Azzam, who was categorically opposed to Muslims killing other Muslims. For Azzam, jihadism’s true target was the irreligious and irredeemable West, its denizens and allies, known in the theoretical discourse as the “far enemy.” Muslims, he believed, even those who were beneficiaries of backward Arab regimes, were meant to be persuaded, not bombed, into submission. Al-Zawahiri could not disagree more. He had gone to Afghanistan, in fact, with the express purpose of acquiring the training and know-how to destabilize and overthrow the ruling government of his native Egypt, one of those backward Arab regimes, a “near enemy.”


And so, like two squabbling courtiers from rival families, al-Zawahiri and Azzam hated each other and competed for bin Laden’s attention and good graces. Most of all, they competed for his money.


In late November 1989, Azzam and two of his sons were killed after a roadside bomb blew up their car on the way to a mosque. Theories as to the likely culprits ranged from the KGB to Saudi intelligence to the CIA to bin Laden and/or al-Zawahiri to Mossad. The very next month, one of Azzam’s other sons, Huthaifa, went to the Peshawar airport to collect a group of mostly Jordanian Arab-Afghans who were arriving at the tail end of the struggle to fight the Red Army, then about two months shy of a categorical withdrawal from Afghanistan. One of the arrivals was al-Zarqawi.



CLAUSEWITZ FOR TERRORISTS


Rather than return to Amman as the man who had missed the holy war, al-Zarqawi stayed on in the North-West Frontier region until 1993, building up a knowledge base, military résumé, and valuable network of associates among the international retinue that lingered on to determine the fate of a newly liberated Afghanistan. Among those he encountered were the brother of Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, the 9/11 mastermind, and Mohammed Shobana, who published a jihadist magazine called Al-Bunyan Al-Marsus, or The Impenetrable Edifice. Despite his somewhat impenetrable Arabic, and solely on the basis of his referral by a well-regarded cleric, al-Zarqawi was hired as one of the magazine’s cub reporters. He also met his future brother-in-law, Salah al-Hami, a Jordanian-Palestinian journalist affiliated with Abdullah Azzam’s own in-house magazine of the Services Bureau. Al-Hami had lost a leg to a land mine in Khost, Afghanistan, and he later claimed that it was during his convalescence in a hospital, after complaining that with his deformity he would never find a wife, that al-Zarqawi offered one of his seven sisters to al-Hami for marriage. She traveled to Peshawar for the wedding, an event that furnished the first and only footage of al-Zarqawi until April 2006, when his al-Qaeda franchise in Iraq released a propaganda video showing its black-clad commander firing a machine gun like Rambo.


According to al-Hami, al-Zarqawi’s reportage for The Impenetrable Edifice consisted mostly of interviews with veterans of the Soviet-Afghan war, through whom he lived vicariously, tromping through the North-West Frontier, writing no doubt heavily embroidered memoirs of mujahidin who had faced off with Russian Hind attack helicopters and T-62 battle tanks. At night he would try to memorize the Quran. Al-Hami remembers him “crying whenever he said prayers, aloud, even when leading the prayers.” Once, on a camping trip with his brother-in-law, al-Zarqawi relayed a rather kitschy epiphany of how he would spend the rest of his life. He said that he had dreamt that a sword had fallen from the sky and upon which the word “jihad” was inscribed.


Al-Hami returned to Jordan after a few months with his new bride, but his brother-in-law stayed on, participating in what was then an incipient civil war between and among manifold belligerents, many of them Islamic warlords. Al-Zarqawi cast his lot with the Pashtun warlord Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, who served intermittently as the prime minister in Kabul; his administration was eventually usurped by the Taliban, whereupon Hekmatyar fled to Iran. He also attended a series of training camps on the Afghanistan-Pakistan border, including the most significant, Sada al-Malahim, or the Echo of Battle. It was al-Qaeda’s Fort Dix, graduating the masterminds of the two separate World Trade Center attacks, Ramzi Yousef and Khalid Sheikh Mohammed. As recounted by Loretta Napoleoni in her book Insurgent Iraq: Al-Zarqawi and the New Generation, bin Laden’s ex-bodyguard, Nasir Ahmad Nasir Abdallah al-Bahari, described camp life at the Echo as three distinct phases of training and indoctrination. The first was “the days of experimentation”—which lasted for fifteen days, to be exact—during which a recruit was subjected to “psychological, as well as moral, exhaustion,” evidently to separate the real warriors from the softies. The second was the “military preparation period,” which lasted for forty-five days, during which a recruit was taught first how to wield light weapons, then graduated on to shoulder-borne surface-to-air missiles and cartography courses. The third and final phase was “the guerrilla war tactics course,” which taught military theory. Clausewitz for terrorists.


Al-Zarqawi is said to have fought well and without fear, at least according to Huthaifa Azzam, the son of the dead cleric, and al-Zarqawi’s chauffeur from Peshawar’s airport years before; he claims that al-Zarqawi once fended off a dozen Afghan soldiers by himself. What drove him during this transition from two-bit hood to budding commander? Guilt, the younger Azzam maintains. Al-Zarqawi had much to atone for in his wayward youth and felt that a battlefield martyrdom was the surest way to expunge his sins. Whatever the discrepancy here between legend and reality, the Jordanian’s days as an avid chronicler of other people’s war stories were at an end. He was just beginning to make his own.


HOMECOMING


Al-Zarqawi returned to Jordan in late 1993 and was immediately placed, like every other repatriating Arab-Afghan, under surveillance by the Kingdom’s General Intelligence Directorate, or Mukhabarat. It was rightfully reckoned that whatever skills these veterans had learned abroad would be turned against a new enemy at home. The Mukhabarat’s fears were borne out within six months.


For al-Zarqawi, return to civilian life was inevitably uneasy and abortive. Jordan was still a largely secular country, saturated with Western popular culture, where alcohol, pornography, and sex could be had relatively easily, as al-Zarqawi well knew firsthand. So, seeking the spiritual sustenance and camaraderie that he had felt in the mountains of the North-West Frontier, he visited Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi, another Jordanian-Palestinian cleric whom al-Zarqawi had first encountered in Hayatabad. Al-Maqdisi was fast rising up the totem pole of internationally known Salafist theoreticians, and had recently published a blistering anti-Western screed, Democracy: A Religion, which drew a stark line between the political economy of the “pagans” and Allah’s divine law. Together, in a Levantine shadow play of the bin Laden and Azzam double act, al-Zarqawi and al-Maqdisi proselytized in makeshift salons around Jordan, inveighing against their government’s warming relations with Israel and against America’s meddling, imperialistic role in the Middle East. Al-Maqdisi was a pedantic scholar, full of invective about the perceived shortcomings of contemporary politics; al-Zarqawi was charismatic but an intellectual lightweight. “He never struck me as intelligent,” Mohammed al-Dweik, his future lawyer, recalled years later. It was a view shared by al-Zarqawi’s mother, Um Sayel, the person responsible for first introducing him to religion as moral and emotional ballast.


Al-Maqdisi had founded his own Jordanian jihadist cell known as Bayat al-Imam, or the Pledge to the Imam. In spite of the thorough infiltration by the Mukhabarat, he enlisted al-Zarqawi’s help in recruiting and plotting attacks. Their first foray into homegrown terrorism smacked more of a Keystone Kops farce than of a grisly tragedy. Weapons discarded by the retreating Iraqi army at the end of the First Gulf War had furnished a thriving Kuwaiti market for matériel. Al-Maqdisi, who had lived in the Persian Gulf for a time and had the relevant connections, purchased antipersonnel mines, antitank rockets, and hand grenades and had them smuggled into Jordan for future assaults against targets inside the Kingdom. Al-Maqdisi gave al-Zarqawi the contraband to hide, then asked for it back; al-Zarqawi obliged, save for two bombs, which he would later claim were for “use in a suicide operation in the territories occupied by the Zionists.” Aware that the Mukhabarat was tracking their movements and had an inventory of their illicit wares, both men tried to flee Jordan. They were caught. In March 1994, al-Maqdisi and al-Zarqawi were arrested—the latter after the Mukhabarat raided his house and found his stockpile of weapons. Discovered in bed, he tried to shoot one officer and then commit suicide. He managed neither. Al-Zarqawi was charged and convicted with illegal weapons possession and belonging to a terrorist organization.


At their trial, the two failed terrorists decided to transform the dock into a bully pulpit, perhaps consciously following in the footsteps of Ayman al-Zawahiri in Egypt, who denounced the court and the government in a famous harangue after being snared in the dragnet following the Sadat assassination. The Jordanian co-conspirators, too, denounced everybody—the court, the state, and the monarchy for violating the laws of God and Islam. According to the judge presiding over the trial, Bayat al-Imam “submitted a letter of accusation in which they claimed that we were acting against the teachings of the Holy Quran.” The judge was further instructed to pass on a message to King Hussein, accusing him of sacrilege. Al-Zarqawi was still junior to al-Maqdisi and lacked the cleric’s easy way with turning due process into propaganda, but the price he paid was commensurate with that paid by his senior partner. Both men were sentenced in 1994 to fifteen years in prison and transferred to a desert-based maximum-security facility called Swaqa. They would serve four years there before being transferred to an even more notorious prison, an isolated, dank, and vermin-ridden desert fortress built by the British military, known as al-Jabr. It had been shuttered for years but reopened to house a select few of Jordan’s most ardent and violent enemies.


“PRISON WAS HIS UNIVERSITY”


Al-Zarqawi’s time in Swaqa was not wasted. It made him more focused, brutal, and decisive. As a member of the Bani Hassan, he occupied a station above other inmates, even al-Maqdisi, who was nonetheless ennobled by his comradeship with his nominal pupil. In Jordan, as elsewhere, the gemeinschaft of a jailhouse only emphasized the privileges and perks enjoyed by outlaws beyond their concrete boxes. Al-Zarqawi leveraged his influence with malleable or crooked guards to make his faction, made up of fellow Bayat al-Imam convicts, thrive. He got his underlings out of wearing standard-issue uniforms and exempted from morning roll call in the prison yard. His preferred garb was Afghan, the shalwar kameez—a body shirt and pantaloon combination—and a Pashtun hat. His apparent vanity was matched by a steely demeanor and gangland discipline that few would trifle with. “He could order his followers to do things just by moving his eyes,” said a prison doctor who tended to him and the small contingent of inmates at al-Jabr after they were transferred there.


By means of coercion or persuasion, al-Zarqawi sought to singularize his interpretation of Islamist ideology, casting himself in the role of supreme jurisprudent. He beat up those he didn’t like, such as a contributor to Swaqa’s intramural magazine who had turned out articles critical of him. Another inmate, Abu Doma, recalled that al-Zarqawi had caught him reading Crime and Punishment, a “book by a heathen.” Al-Zarqawi followed up to ensure that Abu Doma abandoned his interest in profane Russian literature, writing him a hectoring letter in which he spelled Dostoyevsky’s name “Doseefski.” (“The note was full of bad Arabic, like a child wrote it,” Doma recounted.) Unable to develop arguments, al-Zarqawi instead developed his body, using his bed frame and olive oil cans filled with rocks for weights. He didn’t always get his way with the guards. When he stood up to them, he was sometimes beaten, further impressing those who looked up to him as a leader of men. At one point, he was thrown into solitary confinement for eight and a half months.


Prison was where the role reversal in Bayat al-Imam’s leadership finally and definitively occurred. Al-Zarqawi assumed the title of emir in a swapping of honorifics that al-Maqdisi later insisted, possibly to save face, was his suggestion. Despite his fiery tracts against democracy, al-Maqdisi could be a pushover in person, displaying politesse to the “apostate” prison authorities or offering a kind word for the Jordanian parliament when pressed on the matter. Al-Zarqawi, by contrast, gave way neither to man nor to oppositional view, although he apparently displayed an unexpected tenderness in his dealings with his lieutenants, especially where their health or comfort was concerned. As we have seen, al-Zarqawi married off his sister out of pity for the one-legged Salah al-Hami in Afghanistan. Accounts from his incarceration period similarly have him alternating between dead-eyed emir and Florence Nightingale, ministering to his infirm or mutilated jihadists with a loving attentiveness. (This split personality tracks with many of history’s monsters.)


That al-Zarqawi eclipsed al-Maqdisi does not mean that he supplanted him outright. The mentor-scholar helped the protégé-commander cultivate ideology as well as brawn. Both composed fatwas, or religious edicts, that were smuggled out of the prison and subsequently uploaded to the Internet for broad dissemination. A few of these even caught the attention of bin Laden, who had followed the trial of the two Jordanians with great interest from Pakistan. According to “Richard,” a former top-ranking counterterrorism official at the Pentagon who asked to be quoted in this book under an alias, al-Zarqawi’s experience in prison was akin to that of Whitey Bulger. Bulger, the Boston crime boss, was the beneficiary of the same unintended consequence: a penal environment that did not rehabilitate him so much as hone his natural talents for leadership, cunning, and sadism. “We sent him to the Harvard of American penitentiaries,” Richard said, referring to Bulger’s time in Alcatraz. “He was a wily criminal who had a little IQ and put together some good streams of income. He comes out of the pen with great street cred that helped him form his own gang, which ran Boston for four or five years. Same with al-Zarqawi. Prison was his university.”


Much the same would later apply to ISIS’s current leader, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, as well as to most members of the upper echelons of his organization who, twenty years later, served various stretches as inmates in Camp Bucca, the US-run internment facility in occupied Iraq. Al-Baghdadi, like al-Zarqawi, was looked on by prison authorities as a disciplined and charismatic leader whose followers marched in lockstep with his every instruction. A personality cult that may have been an asset behind bars was a lurking liability outside of them.


Ultimately, owing to changes in Jordan’s government, al-Zarqawi served only a fraction of his sentence. When Jordan’s King Hussein died he was succeeded by his son Abdullah II, a Western-educated reformist who had intended to live out a professional military career rather than inherit his father’s throne. In March 1999, the new king, succumbing to parliamentary pressure, declared a general amnesty for around three thousand prisoners, excepting the worst offenders such as murderers, rapists, and traitors. Many Islamists who hadn’t actually (or successfully) committed terrorism against the crown were freed, against the objections of many seasoned spies who knew the recidivism rate of this class of criminal quite well. Halfway through his sentence, al-Zarqawi found himself a free man.


Granted, “free” is a relative term under an Arab autocracy. Al-Zarqawi made one attempt to leave Jordan for Pakistan, posing as a prospective beekeeper; he was snatched at the airport, along with his mother and wife, by the Mukhabarat, which hadn’t wanted him let out of prison in the first place. Detained and interrogated about his unlikely newfound interest in honey-gathering, he was finally able to depart in the summer of 1999. Of course, he had only ever intended to pick up where he had left off six years prior. Yet fresh problems awaited when he touched down in Pakistan. He was arrested briefly in Peshawar and spent eight days in detention, evidently because his visa had expired. Told that he would only get his passport back if he used it to return to Jordan immediately, al-Zarqawi instead smuggled himself across the border to Afghanistan; he wound up in a jihadist “guest house” in a village west of Kabul, in an area then under the sway of his former warlord confederate, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar. Not long thereafter, a meeting took place that would change the Middle East.


MEETING BIN LADEN


Al-Zarqawi’s first audience with Osama bin Laden happened, after many deferrals instigated by the latter, in the city of Kandahar, the de facto capital of what was then the ruling theocratic power in Afghanistan, the Taliban. The encounter went quite badly. Bin Laden suspected the younger jihadist and the cabal of Jordanians he had arrived with of being infiltrated by the very Arab spy service from which they’d just managed to wriggle free. Also, the visible scars of al-Zarqawi’s prison-excised tattoos disturbed the puritanical Saudi. More than anything, though, it was al-Zarqawi’s arrogance, his “rigid views,” that offended bin Laden. Ayman al-Zawahiri, now bin Laden’s unchallenged number two, was present at the meeting and agreed that the ex-con was not a prime candidate for enlistment in al-Qaeda. The wariness owed not just to al-Zarqawi’s personality, but to what the senior jihadists in Kandahar had by now come to view as an outmoded and de trop path of jihad.


ENEMIES, NEAR AND FAR


In 1996 bin Laden had issued a fatwa. It was titled “Declaration of Jihad Against the Americans Occupying the Land of the Two Holiest Sites,” those sites being Mecca and Medina, both in Saudi Arabia, where US and Western garrisons were still kept after the First Gulf War. The declaration was in a sense a dialectical fusion of the rival philosophies espoused by bin Laden’s two tutors, Abdullah Azzam (now dead) and al-Zawahiri. As with Afghanistan, al-Qaeda claimed to be fighting another infidel occupier of Muslim land. Only this time, the “occupier,” the United States, was there at the invitation and pleasure of a nominally Muslim government, the Saudi monarchy, which had been bin Laden’s erstwhile collaborator against a previous Western occupier, the Soviet Union.


In the early 1990s al-Qaeda had targeted American soldiers throughout the Middle East and Africa, from Yemen to Tanzania, putting the organization firmly in the “far enemy” camp of jihad, albeit with the added dispensation for killing any Muslims who collaborated with the democratic superpower. Therefore, in wanting to bring terrorism back to Jordan, for use against exclusively Muslim targets, al-Zarqawi was still firmly in the “near enemy” camp. In other words, he was exactly where the elder al-Zawahiri had been a decade earlier when he had only wanted to attack the Egyptian government before adapting his views to encompass and prioritize hitting America.


In 1999, the near versus far enemy divergence in jihadism was as much generational as it was ideological. Al-Zarqawi also had a much more promiscuous definition of kuffar, the highly derogatory term for “unbelievers,” which he took to include all the Shia and any fellow Sunnis who did not abide by a strict Salafist covenant. In yet another sign of a generational schism, where al-Zawahiri had by now given up takfirism, the excommunication of insufficiently pious or doctrinaire Muslims, al-Zarqawi had taken up the practice enthusiastically.


For his part, bin Laden had never drawn a bull’s-eye on the Shia minority before, no doubt for filial as much as philosophical reasons. His own mother, after all, was a Syrian Alawite, or a member of the offshoot of the Shia.


From such inauspicious beginnings, then, a marriage of convenience was forged between the two jihadists. Saif al-Adel, al-Qaeda’s security chief, seems to have been the principal, if not the only, matchmaker. What did he see in the brash and reckless al-Zarqawi? The same thing all jihadists see when looking to expand their influence and reach: a phalanx of countless others standing right beside him. By 1999, both inside and outside of the walls of Swaqa and al-Jabr prisons, al-Zarqawi had amassed an extensive Rolodex of contacts in the Levant, which al-Adel convinced bin Laden would be of great use to al-Qaeda. One of these contacts was Abu Muhammad al-Adnani, who is today the official “spokesman” for ISIS, although in reality he runs all of his native Syria for the franchise, making him tantamount to one of the caliphate’s original framers.


MONOTHEISM AND JIHAD


In 2000 al-Zarqawi was put in charge of a training camp in Herat, Afghanistan’s third-largest city, situated near the border with Iran. The camp was built with al-Qaeda money, according to former CIA analyst Nada Bakos, who was later in charge of tracking al-Zarqawi in Iraq. She estimates that bin Laden granted the Jordanian $200,000 in the form of a “loan,” a pittance compared to what al-Qaeda was financially capable of disbursing. This may have been a test to see how well al-Zarqawi could get on with so little. “All you needed was a patch of land, a couple of chin-up bars, and guys running around with AK-47s,” said Richard, the ex-Pentagon official. “We’re not talking about high-end training or even Marine Corps basic training. The physical activity at Herat was to determine who had the stomach for the fight.”


Nada Bakos, now retired from the CIA, added that there were many training camps in the Herat area, which “all shared various geography, territory, and resources.” One more was meaningless to al-Qaeda. “Al-Zarqawi was not buying into their version of jihad,” Bakos said, “and they didn’t really give a shit about him. So it was more like: ‘Here, go make your jihad in Jordan. That sounds great.’ Also, as we now know, bin Laden had a lot more going on at that time.”


True to his origins, al-Zarqawi fielded mainly Palestinian and Jordanian recruits for his own independently owned, if al-Qaeda subsidized, franchise, which he named Jund al-Sham, or Soldiers of the Levant. Yet the banner above the entrance to the Herat camp carried a slogan that would eventually become the name of his first terrorist cell in Iraq, where a cognizance of regions or borders was already slipping away. “Tawhid wal-Jihad,” the banner read, tawhid standing for “monotheism.” The word connotes not only a self-evident tenet about an Abrahamic faith but also a dividing line between the true believers and their quarry. “Polytheist” became an epithet used by al-Zarqawi and his minions to defame the Shia, not to mention any number of pre-Islamic confessions, such as Zoroastrianism. It was one of his many capital accusations.


For now, though, the Soldiers of the Levant were being groomed for terrorist operations in Israel, Palestine, Jordan, and other Arab countries, with the ultimate goal being violent regime change and the establishment of Islamic emirates. Some of the camp’s graduates did indeed participate in noteworthy “spectaculars.” One example is the 2002 shooting at close range of Laurence Foley, an officer for the US Agency for International Development in Amman, whose murder may have been personally ordered by al-Zarqawi. This remains a matter of controversy within intelligence circles. Another is the well-publicized plot to set off chemical bombs in the Jordanian capital in 2004, targeting the prime minister’s office, the Mukhabarat headquarters, and the US embassy. The Jordanians claimed that had this attack been successful, it might have killed as many as eighty thousand people. The plot was spearheaded by Azmi al-Jayousi, a Jordanian-Palestinian, who was personally dispatched back into Jordan by al-Zarqawi, equipped with a budget that would eventually swell to $250,000. He used the funds to buy trucks, cars, and twenty tons of chemical agents that were stored in a giant warehouse in the city of Irbid. The man who rented al-Jayousi his warehouse space grew suspicious about his tenant’s outsize security measures for so mundane a piece of real estate, and blew the whistle to the Mukhabarat. Were it not for that landlord, who informed on al-Jayousi just as his preparations were being finalized, much of Amman might well have been engulfed in a toxic gas cloud whose epicenter was the headquarters of the General Intelligence Directorate. As al-Jayousi told his interrogator, in a confession that King Abdullah would order broadcast on Jordanian state television, “I promised my loyalty to Abu Musab al-Zarqawi. I agreed to work for him—no questions asked.”


While al-Zarqawi accepted responsibility for planning to strike at the General Intelligence Directorate, he denied that his plans had ever involved chemical weapons, claiming that this was a piece of black disinformation cooked up by the Directorate itself. If he had had access to weapons of mass destruction (WMD), al-Zarqawi maintained, he would have used them against Israel. His jihadists in Iraq and later in Syria would use chemical “dirty bombs,” typically chlorine based, in small-scale but lethal attacks against an assortment of enemies, including the Kurds.


Soldiers of the Levant grew exponentially, deeply impressing Saif al-Adel, the man responsible for bankrolling the operation, who took to visiting al-Zarqawi’s training camp monthly to report back to bin Laden on the loan grantee’s progress. As a result of his success, or perhaps because bin Laden realized that he was about to need all the manpower he could muster, with the 9/11 attacks imminent, the al-Qaeda leader seems to have reappraised the arrogant Jordanian. Between 2000 and 2001, bin Laden had repeatedly asked al-Zarqawi to return to Kandahar and make bayat—or pledge allegiance—which was the necessary rite of passage for full al-Qaeda enlistment, pending, of course, bin Laden’s approval. Al-Zarqawi repeatedly refused. “I never heard him praise anyone apart from the Prophet, this was Abu Mos’ab’s character, he never followed anyone, he only ever went out to get what he felt was just to do,” a former associate recollected. Whether owing to hubris or (for him) a still very profound difference of opinion with his benefactor, al-Zarqawi retained an arm’s-length and opportunistic relationship with al-Qaeda until 2004.



IN NORTHERN IRAQ


One of al-Zarqawi’s lieutenants in Herat was a fellow Jordanian named Abu Abdel Rahman al-Shami; al-Zarqawi tasked him with expanding the Soldiers of the Levant network into northern Iraq via Iran. The objective seems to have been to establish a Taliban-style fief in the semiautonomous region of Iraqi Kurdistan, then under protection from Saddam’s army and air force by an internationally enforced no-fly zone. Al-Shami got to work, infiltrating the mountainous terrain of Kurdistan, and bivouacking in a five-hundred-square-kilometer area region, where he and his conquering faction, named Jund al-Islam, or the Soldiers of Islam, occupied some two hundred thousand people. These inhabitants were now barred from drinking alcohol, listening to music, or watching satellite television. It was indeed as if Kandahar had come to Kurdistan.


After the September 11 attacks and the start of the US invasion of Afghanistan, al-Shami’s Soldiers of Islam merged with other terrorist cells to become Ansar al-Islam, or the Helpers of Islam. The targets of this superconglomerate were two: the Baathist regime in Baghdad and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK). The latter was one of two main secular political parties in Iraqi Kurdistan, led by Jalal Talabani, who would become president of a post-Saddam Iraq. The Kurds ran their own intelligence service and paramilitary units, which often clashed with or arrested members of Ansar.


On February 3, 2003, just weeks before the Iraq War began, Secretary of State Colin Powell addressed the United Nations and claimed that Ansar’s perch in northern Iraq, which had been identified by Kurdish intelligence, was proof of al-Qaeda’s links to Saddam’s regime. Al-Zarqawi’s network, Powell insisted, was manufacturing ricin and chemical weapons in northern Iraq, while al-Zarqawi, whom the top diplomat incorrectly referred to as Palestinian, had spent months receiving medical treatment in Baghdad, under state supervision. Al-Zarqawi, the rumors ran at the time, had needed a leg amputated and replaced with a prosthetic after sustaining a major injury in an aerial assault in Afghanistan.


Many of the minor and major details of Powell’s speech were later debunked after US forces invaded Iraq and recovered scores of Iraqi intelligence files and interrogated plenty of former Iraqi intelligence officers, although there were those who worked in the Bush administration who never bought Powell’s argument. “We first knew of Zarqawi in ’98 or ’99 and we knew what he was about,” Richard said. “He was going to be a very brutal guy when he was flushed out of Afghanistan, but we didn’t know he was going to head to Iraq. We assumed he was going to go back to Jordan. As for his ‘hosting’ in Iraq, I don’t believe the whole Baghdad hospital story the way the administration sold it—that seems to fall in the ‘Dick Cheney imagination’ category.”


The PUK claimed that Iraqi military intelligence was supplying Ansar with TNT for use in suicide bombings. A senior Iraqi operative in the Kurds’ custody also confessed to being sent by Baghdad to make contact with Abu Wael, Ansar’s religious leader and the group’s liaison to al-Qaeda.


As it happens, the United States had excellent intelligence on Ansar al-Islam’s activities, particularly at its base in the Kurdish hamlet of Sargat; the CIA had dispatched an eight-man team there to surveil the group and interrogate any prisoners captured by the pro-American Kurds. The CIA also knew that while Saddam’s agents were stationed near Ansar’s headquarters, they were there for the same reason: to spy on the jihadist cell, not to second it to do their bidding. Requests by the CIA to destroy the Ansar base were repeatedly rebuffed by the George W. Bush administration, then intent on invading Iraq and fearful of starting a major war too early, and for too small a target.


Al-Zarqawi stayed in Kurdistan for just under a month. By May 2002, he had relocated to Baghdad. There is still debate within the intelligence community as to whether or not al-Qaeda affiliates maintained their presence and ease of movement within Iraq, just prior to the US invasion, with the tacit approval or connivance of Saddam’s regime. In his memoir, At the Center of the Storm, former CIA director George Tenet writes: “by the spring and summer of 2002, more than a dozen al-Qa’ida-affiliated extremists converged on Baghdad, with apparently no harassment on the part of the Iraqi government. They had found a comfortable and secure environment in which they moved people and supplies to support Zarqawi’s operations in northeastern Iraq.” Iraq was a police state on the verge of highly probable war with the United States. Might Saddam’s Mukhabarat have looked the other way to allow the capital to become a cynosure for mujahidin ready to die fighting a Western occupation? American spies didn’t doubt the jihadist infiltration of Iraq; they just argued over what it meant.


According to Richard, the former Pentagon counterterrorism official, al-Zarqawi’s presence among the Ansar rank and file was still more a matter of convenience than of any codified hierarchical organization. He had, after all, dispatched al-Shami and other Herat graduates into Kurdistan to found a franchise; that franchise had subsequently merged with other preexisting ones in Kurdistan to form Ansar. The resulting formation had links to al-Qaeda. Exactly the same sort of Rolodex pragmatism that had led to al-Zarqawi’s own loose association with bin Laden just three years earlier was now laying the foundation for a new network of Arab and Kurdish jihadists in the mountains of northern Iraq. “Jihadists gain more from friendships and acquaintanceships than they do from being on a list together that says they’re part of the same terrorist cell,” Richard said. “Look at ISIS today or look at all the groups in Syria, how fungible they are. Ansar al-Islam gave al-Zarqawi refuge in Kurdistan because they knew him and they liked him. Remember, he was always good at cutting deals with various criminal and tribal entities.”


Moreover, al-Zarqawi’s entry into Sargat, an area outside of Baghdad’s control, happened courtesy of a mortal enemy of Saddam: the Islamic Republic of Iran.


When the United States and NATO went to war in Afghanistan, al-Zarqawi’s camp in Herat was besieged by the Western-backed Northern Alliance, and al-Zarqawi fled to Kandahar, where he did sustain some injuries from a coalition air strike. But he didn’t suffer a mangled or missing leg as reported; he only broke a few ribs, according to Iyad Tobaissi, one of his former trainees. Al-Zarqawi and his convoy of around three hundred militants then departed Afghanistan for Iran, then a willing if wary host of much of the jihadist exodus of an American-made war. Al-Zarqawi allegedly stayed for a week in the city of Zahedan before migrating to Tehran under the auspices of a by-now old and trusted associate, the former Afghan warlord Gulbuddin Hekmatyar. Hekmatyar had by then established a relationship with Iranian intelligence.


IRANIAN PATRONAGE


For a year or so following his flight from Afghanistan, al-Zarqawi was based in Iran and northern Iraq, although he traveled throughout the region. He visited a Palestinian refugee camp in southern Lebanon, where he recruited members to his burgeoning jihadist network, and he moved around the Sunni-majority communities of central and northern Iraq. Shadi Abdalla, bin Laden’s former bodyguard, later told German authorities that al-Zarqawi was arrested in Iran for a short time during this period before being released—an allegation that Jordanian officials claim to have corroborated on a trip to the Islamic Republic in 2003. Al-Zarqawi also went to Syria, where Jordanian spies believe he plotted Foley’s assassination, with the connivance of Bashar al-Assad’s security services.


Amman’s file on the state sponsorship of al-Zarqawi’s terrorist activities during the lead-up to the Iraq War stood in marked contrast to what Colin Powell had presented earlier. It was not Baghdad that America should have been looking at, the Jordanians said; it was Tehran.


Counterintuitive though it may seem for a revolutionary Shia Islamist regime to abet Sunni terrorism, Iran understood as well as any regional power that so long as the terrorists’ zeal could be directed against a common foe—Saddam or the United States—a nonbinding contract of sorts could be brokered, the main clause of which would read: “We’ll help you now, provided you don’t attack us.” And although he was pathologically hateful of all Shia, al-Zarqawi’s priorities had shifted after the violent fall of the Taliban and his own narrow escape from death by way of American warplanes. A new object had taken shape toward which to divert his messianic and annihilationist ambitions, and it was the same as bin Laden’s and al-Zawahiri’s. “When he came to say goodbye before he left Iran,” Saif al-Adel later recalled of al-Zarqawi, “he underlined the importance of taking revenge on the Americans for the crimes they committed during the bombardment of Afghanistan, which he witnessed with his own eyes.” To accomplish this task, he’d have to form new short-term alliances. As ever, Washington planned more programmatically than jihadists liked to behave. The Jordanian Mukhabarat, better versed in the subject matter and in a man fast becoming the world’s most famous international fugitive, understood far better what al-Zarqawi was up to. A high-level source in Jordanian intelligence told the Atlantic magazine in 2006:


“We know Zarqawi better than he knows himself. And I can assure you that he never had any links to Saddam. Iran is quite a different matter. The Iranians have a policy: they want to control Iraq. And part of this policy has been to support Zarqawi, tactically but not strategically. . . . In the beginning they gave him automatic weapons, uniforms, military equipment, when he was with the army of Ansar al-Islam. Now they essentially just turn a blind eye to his activities, and to those of al-Qaeda generally. The Iranians see Iraq as a fight against the Americans, and overall, they’ll get rid of Zarqawi and all of his people once the Americans are out.”


There’s a triple irony behind this observation.


First, al-Zarqawi’s coming reign of terror in Iraq was distinguished by its focus on killing or tormenting the country’s Shia-majority population; this, he believed, would create a state of civil war that would force Sunnis into reclaiming their lost power and prestige in Baghdad, which many of them believed the Americans had stolen by toppling Saddam and allowing for a Shia-dominant government to take his place.


Second, Iran later tried to “get rid” of al-Zarqawi’s far more formidable disciples in Iraq, transparently and boastfully leading the ground war against ISIS using both its own Revolutionary Guards Corps as well as its proxies, the heavily trained and armed Iraqi Shia militias. Iranian warplanes even reportedly bombed ISIS positions in Iraq.


Third, the Islamic Republic’s underwriting of al-Zarqawi’s activity in 2001–2002 more adequately meets the accusation leveled by the Bush administration against Saddam’s regime—that of maintaining a tactical alliance or condominium with al-Qaeda, a fact that was even owned up to by al-Zarqawi’s contemporary, the current ISIS spokesman and plenipotentiary for Syria, Abu Muhammad al-Adnani. In a message directed at Ayman al-Zawahiri in May 2014, months after al-Qaeda formally announced its breakup with its former franchise, al-Adnani wrote to bin Laden’s successor that “ISIS has not attacked the Rawafid [Shia] in Iran since its establishment. . . . It has kept its anger all these years and endured accusations of collaboration with its worst enemy, Iran, for refraining from targeting it, leaving the Rawafid there to live in safety, acting upon the orders of al Qaeda to safeguard its interests and supply lines in Iran. Let history record that Iran owes al Qaeda invaluably.”


“SOCIALIST INFIDELS” AND NUR AL-DIN


Al-Zarqawi and bin Laden’s partnership was struck as a quid pro quo arrangement. It was solidified in the extremities following 9/11 and the war in Afghanistan, and in shared strategic forethought about how best to snare the United States and its Western allies in another Middle Eastern conflict.


As early as October 2002 Ayman al-Zawahiri had anticipated the war, which he said was being perpetrated not to spread democracy, but to eliminate all military opposition to the state of Israel in the Arab and Islamic world. Six months later, bin Laden addressed the people of Iraq with a communiqué aired on Al Jazeera, telling them to prepare for the occupation of an ancient Islamic capital and the installation of a puppet regime that would “pave the way for the establishment of Greater Israel.” Mesopotamia would be the epicenter of the unfolding of a Crusader-Jewish conspiracy that would engulf the entire Middle East. In opposition to this, bin Laden advocated urban warfare and “martyrdom operations,” or suicide bombings, and he put out a casting call for a mujahidin army on a scale not seen since the days of the Afghan Services Bureau. This appeal carried an intriguing postscript. The “socialist infidels” of Saddam’s Baathist regime, bin Laden said, were worthy accomplices in any fight against the Americans. To hurt the “far enemy,” jihadists were thus encouraged to collaborate with the remnants of a “near enemy” until the ultimate Islamic victory could be won. The consequences of this sanctioning of an Islamist-Baathist alliance would be lethal and long-lasting.


For al-Zarqawi, war against the Crusader armies in Iraq was also a matter of historical glory and divine prophecy, rooted to the mosque from which Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi would address all Muslims in July 2014. “I think that what he read about Nur al-Din and the launching of his campaign from Mosul in Iraq,” recalled Saif al-Adel, “played a large role in influencing al-Zarqawi to move to Iraq following the fall of the Islamic Emirate in Afghanistan.”
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SHEIKH OF THE SLAUGHTERERS



AL-ZARQAWI AND AL-QAEDA IN IRAQ


Bin Laden’s injunction was fully realized in the early months of the occupation of Iraq, when the hybridized nature of the insurgency it was confronting became painfully apparent to the United States military. Saddam Hussein had not anticipated an invasion of Baghdad. But he had very much prepared his regime for a different doomsday scenario: another domestic rebellion from Iraq’s Shia majority. At the prompting of the United States, both of these sects had risen up at the end of the First Gulf War, only to be brutally slaughtered (with US acquiescence). Determined not to witness any such revolutionary ferment again, Saddam in the intervening decade constructed an entire underground apparatus for counterrevolution and took precautions to strengthen his conventional military deterrents. He beefed up one of his praetorian divisions, the Fedayeen Saddam, and licensed the creation of a consortium of proxy militias. In The Endgame: The Inside Story of the Struggle for Iraq, from George W. Bush to Barack Obama, their magisterial history of the Iraq War, Michael Gordon and General Bernard Trainor note that long before the first American soldier arrived in Iraq, “networks of safe houses and arms caches for paramilitary forces, including materials for making improvised explosives, were also established throughout the country. . . . It was, in effect, a counterinsurgency strategy to fend off what Saddam saw as the most serious threats to his rule.”


The man who anatomized this strategy, and who understood that the post-invasion insurgency actually comprised holdover elements from the ancien régime, was Colonel Derek Harvey, a military intelligence officer then working for General Ricardo “Rick” Sanchez’s Combined Joint Task Force 7, the American headquarters in Iraq.


Harvey estimated that between sixty-five and ninety-five thousand members of Saddam’s other praetorian division, the Special Republican Guard; Iraq’s many intelligence directorates (known collectively as the Mukhabarat); the Fedayeen Saddam; and state-subsidized militiamen were all rendered unemployed with the stroke of a pen after L. Paul Bremer, the Bush-appointed head of the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), chose to disband the Iraqi military. Many of the sacked officers joined a nascent campaign to expel their expropriators. Added to their ranks were more disaffected Iraqis, the victims of the controversial policy of “de-Baathification” that Bremer announced ten days after his touchdown in Baghdad in May 2003.


Making matters worse, Saddam had licensed a gray market in Iraq designed to evade UN sanctions—in effect, a state-tolerated organized crime network, headed by Izzat Ibrahim al-Douri, his vice president. A member of the Sufi Naqshbandi Order—which claimed direct descent from the first Islamic caliph, Abu Bakr—al-Douri had been born in al-Dawr, near Saddam’s own hometown of Tikrit, in the northern Salah ad-Din province of Iraq. As such, he proved an adroit Baathist operator within the country’s Sunni heartland. And as vice president, he was also able to stockpile arms of the regime’s intelligence services and military with his fellow Sufis. This was a form of ethnic patronage that in 2006, after Saddam’s execution, manifested itself in the creation of the Army of the Men of the Naqshbandi Order—one of the most powerful Sunni insurgency groups in Iraq, which would help ISIS take over Mosul in 2014.


Al-Douri was an expert smuggler; he ran a lucrative stolen car ring, importing luxury European models into Iraq via the Jordanian port at Aqaba. It was a vertically integrated racket, Harvey said, because al-Douri also maintained the auto body shops in which these illicit cars were worked on, furnishing both the factories and conveyances for the construction of vehicle-borne improvised explosive devices—or VBIEDs, to use their military acronym—one of the deadliest weapons used against American troops in Iraq.


Saddam employed other counterrevolutionary measures before the war. We tend to remember his regime as “secular,” which it was, up to a point. But in the latter years of the long war with Iran, and with added intensity after the First Gulf War, Saddam sought to fortify his regime against fundamentalist opponents, foreign and domestic, such as the Muslim Brotherhood. Thus he Islamized his regime. Days before the allied bombing began in 1991, the phrase “Allahu Akhbar” (“God Is Great”) was added to the Iraqi flag, and after the defeat in Kuwait a host of draconian punishments based on Sharia law were introduced: thieves would have their hands amputated, while draft dodgers and deserters from the military would lose their ears. To distinguish the latter from disfigured veterans of the Iran-Iraq War, Saddamists would also brand crosses into the amputees’ foreheads with hot irons.


Ramping up state religiosity had an ancillary purpose: to distract from or deflect criticism of an economy battered by international sanctions. The regime thus introduced a proscription on female employment, hoping to artificially lower Iraq’s lengthening jobless rolls. Most significant was Saddam’s inauguration of the Islamic Faith Campaign, which endeavored to marry Baath ideology of regime elites with Islamism. The man he tasked with overseeing this conversion curriculum was none other than his car-smuggling caporegime, al-Douri.


Predictably, the Faith Campaign was a Frankenstein patchwork of proselytization and mafia economics. Some of Iraq’s new-minted faithful had their hajj, or annual religious pilgrimage to Mecca, subsidized by the state, while others were bribed with real estate, cash, and—naturally—expensive cars. Colonel Joel Rayburn, another US military intelligence officer who served in Iraq and has written a history of the country, has observed that one of the unintended consequences of the Faith Campaign was also its most predictable: “Saddam believed he was sending into the Islamic schools committed Baathists who would remain loyal as they established a foothold in the mosques from which the regime could then monitor or manipulate the Islamist movement. In actuality, the reverse happened. Most of the officers who were sent to the mosques were not deeply committed to Baathism by that point, and as they encountered Salafi teachings many became more loyal to Salafism than to Saddam.”


Many graduates of the program, Rayburn notes, found that they had much to confess and atone for in their pasts and so turned against the very ideology the Faith Campaign was meant to inculcate, and against the regime itself. Some of these “Salafist-Baathists” even went on to hold positions in a new American-fostered Iraqi government while continuing to moonlight as anti-American terrorists. One such person was Khalaf al-Olayan, who had been a high-ranking official in Saddam’s army before becoming one of the top leaders of Tawafuq, a Sunni Islamist bloc in the post-Saddam Iraqi parliament. Mahmoud al-Mashhadani showed the folly of the Faith Campaign even before the American invasion: he became a full-fledged Salafist and was subsequently imprisoned for attacking the regime responsible for the Faith Campaign. (Al-Mashhadani went on to serve as speaker of the Council of Representatives, Iraq’s parliament, in 2006, a year before both he and al-Olayan were implicated in a deadly suicide bombing—against that very state institution.)


The production of extremist Salafists who began attacking the regime was one failure of the Faith Campaign. Another backfire was its claim to be ecumenical; its clear pro-Sunni tilt led to a final breakdown of State-Shia relations, and heightened sectarian tensions in Iraq to a point unheard-of in its modern history. But the Campaign did have some success in the Sunni areas, lowering antagonism with the mainstream Salafi Trend, a longtime opposition movement to the Baath, to such an extent that its members even served in the government. The Faith Campaign also empowered midlevel clerics as social leaders, a role imams had not previously had in the Sunni areas of Iraq, which, in combination with al-Douri’s criminal economy, significantly based on tribesmen as it was, reshaped the society in ways that would outlast the regime. Finally, the Campaign also gave the Iraqi security services a deeper, keener apprehension of the country’s Sunni Arab cultural and religious identity, and how best to exploit that identity for their own ends—a lesson that would prove especially useful when operatives of those security services joined the anti-American insurgency and, ultimately, the organization we now call ISIS.


In October 2014, at a French cafe on Manhattan’s Upper West Side, more than a decade removed from his mapping of the Iraqi insurgency, Derek Harvey recounted for one of the authors how Saddam’s bulwark against jihad ended up helping the jihadists. “The Faith Campaign wasn’t just about having people in the Baath Party go to religious training one night a week and do their homework and such,” Harvey said. “It was about using the intelligence services to reach into the society of Islamic scholars and work with a range of religious leaders such as Harith al-Dari,” a prominent Sunni cleric from the Anbar province and the chairman of the Association of Muslim Scholars. “Even Abdullah al-Janabi,” Harvey added, referring to the former head of the insurgent Mujahidin Shura Council in Fallujah, “was an Iraqi intelligence agent, although originally he wasn’t a Salafist as we portrayed him, but rather a Sufi linked to al-Douri and the Naqshbandi Order. We didn’t recognize al-Janabi’s true nature. He wasn’t a religious extremist at all; he was an Arab nationalist. The thing all these guys had in common was the desire for their tribe, their clan, and themselves. That’s a unifying principle. It was the Sunni Arab identity, this search for lost power and prestige, that motivated the Sunni insurgency. Many people miss that when they characterize it. If you talk to the Shiites, they understand it for what it is.”


After the US invasion, al-Douri and much of his Baathist network fled to Syria, where they were harbored by Bashar al-Assad’s regime. Despite the decades-long enmity between his father, Hafez al-Assad, and Saddam, Bashar al-Assad viewed these fugitives as useful agents for mayhem, for terror-in-reserve, and for disrupting Bush’s nation-building experiment next door. For his part, al-Douri had wanted to fuse the Iraqi and Syrian Baath parties into one transnational conglomerate, but al-Assad refused and for a time even tried to catalyze his own alternative Iraqi Baath Party to rival al-Douri’s. (Syria, as we will examine later, became one of the leading state sponsors of both Baathist and al-Qaeda terrorism in Iraq.)


What Saddam, al-Assad, al-Zarqawi, and bin Laden all understood, and what the United States had to discover at great cost in blood and treasure, was that the gravest threat posed to a democratic government in Baghdad was not necessarily jihadism or even disenfranchised Baathism. It was Sunni revanchism.


Sunni Arabs constitute at most 20 percent of Iraq’s population, whereas Shia Arabs constitute as much as 65 percent. A plurality of Sunni Kurds (17 percent), plus smaller demographics of Christians, Assyrians, Yazidis, and Sunni and Shia Turkomans, account for the remainder. But Saddam had presided over decades of a sectarian patronage system that broadly favored the minority at the expense of a much-impoverished and restive majority. It was for this reason that George H. W. Bush, in prosecuting the First Gulf War, never pursued a policy of total regime change in Iraq—only, fitfully, one of regime decapitation, which failed. (Not that he would have been able to hold together the international coalition he had cobbled together to expel Saddam from Kuwait if he opted for regime change.) The elder Bush had hoped that a Baathist coup, encouraged by the routing of Iraqi forces in Kuwait, would put an end to Saddam once and for all, giving way to a more reformist or at least Western-amenable dictatorship.


The violent implementation of democracy meant the demographic inversion of Iraq’s power. It destroyed what many Iraqi Sunnis saw as their birthright. In his book, Iraq After America: Strongmen, Sectarians, Resistance, Joel Rayburn recounts what one Sunni in Iraq’s northern region told him: “At first no one fought the Americans; not the Baath, not the army officers, and not the tribes. But when the Americans formed the Governing Council [in July 2003] with thirteen Shia and only a few Sunnis, people began to say, ‘The Americans mean to give the country to the Shia,’ and then they began to fight, and the tribes began to let al Qaeda in.” Disenfranchised Saddamists, who had melted back into their native cities and villages along the Euphrates River, were only too happy to accommodate the new arrivals, seeing them as agents for the Americans’ expulsion and their own restoration to power. The jihadists had different designs.


AL-ZARQAWI VS. AMERICA


Abu Musab al-Zarqawi’s gruesome debut in Iraq took place on August 7, 2003, when operatives from Monotheism and Jihad (his franchise’s new name, taken from the banner at the entrance to the Herat training camp) detonated an explosives-laden green van against a barrier wall outside the Jordanian embassy in Baghdad. The blast tore a thirty-foot hole in the wall and killed seventeen people, including entire families. (As ever, al-Zarqawi saw his homeland’s government as a primary target.) Twelve days later, al-Zarqawi orchestrated another spectacular attack, this one on the UN headquarters in Baghdad’s Canal Hotel. That operation was carried out by a twenty-six-year-old Moroccan man, Abu Osama al-Maghribi, who drove a flatbed truck, similarly outfitted with an enormous bomb, into the wall right beneath the window of Sérgio Vieira de Mello, the UN’s charismatic special representative to Iraq. Much of the ceiling crumbled, crushing De Mello in his office; he bled to death. Twenty-one others were also killed and more than two hundred wounded in the explosion. Al-Zarqawi said that he had targeted De Mello specifically for “embellish[ing] the image of America, the crusaders, and the Jews.” This “embellishment” evidently included the Brazilian diplomat’s role in overseeing Christian East Timor’s independence from Muslim Indonesia—a fact that did little to dissuade some of al-Zarqawi’s Western apologists’ characterization of his terrorism as an expression of “anti-imperialism.”


Al-Zarqawi had help. “Originally, the Baathists cooperated in the bombing of the UN and in other suicide bombings in 2003,” Harvey said. “The safe houses of the suicide bombers were adjacent to compounds and residences of the Special Security Organization [SSO] officers.” The SSO was the most powerful security apparatus in prewar Iraq and was in charge of the Special Republican Guard and Special Forces. According to Harvey, it gave Zarqawi’s men the cars that were fashioned into VBIEDs; it also transported the suicide bombers. “The reason we know so much is that one of the suicide bombers didn’t die, and we were able to debrief him and backtrack.”


By October 2003, bin Laden’s call for foreign mujahidin had been heeded, thanks in part to the socialist infidels. The Saddamists had already established “ratlines”—corridors for foreign fighters—to transport them into Iraq from a variety of terrorist cells and organizations around the Middle East and North Africa. “These jihadists had maintained a relationship for at least three years—in some cases longer—with the SSO and a general by the name of Muhammed Khairi al-Barhawi,” Harvey said. “He was responsible for their training. The idea was, if you understood who the terrorists were and kept them close to you, you wouldn’t have to worry about them striking you.”


Al-Barhawi was later appointed police chief in Mosul by Major General David Petraeus, then head of the 101st Airborne Division, stationed in the city. Petraeus insisted that al-Barhawi’s transformation from a US-friendly cop to an accomplice of US-slaying terrorists was coerced rather than voluntary. Harvey disagrees, insisting that al-Barhawi simply played the game as it had to be played in Iraq, bartering with whomever was in authority at any given time to ensure the safety and security of his kin. “Barhawi had managed his familial relationships into al-Qaeda when he was police chief, then into Mosul’s police force, then into local Awakening councils when they developed,” Harvey said, referring to the grassroots Sunni political organizations that later coalesced in revulsion at al-Qaeda’s barbarism and for the purpose of forming local partnerships with the US and Iraqi military for al-Qaeda’s defeat. “From a tribal perspective, it was the smart thing to do: have that accretion in as many places as possible.”


KILLING THE SHIA


Between 2003 and 2005, the Zarqawists were still a minority in Iraq’s terrorism. According to a study conducted by the Jamestown Foundation, a Washington-based think tank, a mere 14 percent of what the United States had dubbed “Sunni Arab rejectionists” belonged to al-Zarqawi’s network. This contingent was, however, overrepresented in the media, both because of the prominence Colin Powell gave to al-Zarqawi and because of the fact that al-Zarqawi’s terrorism accounted for a full 42 percent of all suicide bombings—the mode of violence with the bloodiest toll—perpetrated in Iraq.


The same month Monotheism and Jihad bombed the Jordanian embassy and the United Nations, it also assassinated Ayatollah Mohammed Baqir al-Hakim, the leader of the Supreme Council for Islamic Revolution in Iraq, with another car bomb. In fact, it was al-Zarqawi’s father-in-law, Yassin Jarrad, who led this operation—a suicide mission—which consisted of two car bombs going off in sequence next to the Imam Ali Mosque, one of Shia Islam’s holiest shrines, outside the city of Najaf. The explosions killed somewhere around a hundred people and wounded five times that number. Al-Hakim had only minutes earlier finished a sermon denouncing the US occupation as incompetent for failing to protect Iraqis from the depredations of terrorists, citing the previous two major bombings specifically. He was now obliterated. It was the worst assassination of a revered religious figure since the toppling of the Baath, and few were under any illusions as to who was responsible. In the space of just four weeks, al-Zarqawi had successfully damaged or demolished three separate symbols of his own personal loathing—which, not coincidentally, were the three weakest points in a country the US government said was now on “postwar” footing and well on its way to recovery, sovereignty, and democratic stability. One was the Jordanian government, al-Zarqawi’s longtime “near enemy,” now collaborating with the occupiers of Muslim land—a warning to all other Arab governments not to do likewise. One was the headquarters of an international organization, which was trying to bring aid and relief to a shell-shocked population that was still largely without electricity or basic services. And one was a Shia ayatollah right outside his mosque, whose murder could unleash civil war. Which is exactly what al-Zarqawi wanted.


A letter said to have been written by him, addressed to bin Laden, was intercepted by the Kurds in January 2004. It made plain that al-Zarqawi’s conspiratorial obsessions could be repurposed as a Machiavellian plot for tearing Iraq apart and letting his forces inherit the ruins. The Shia, al-Zarqawi wrote, were “the insurmountable obstacle, the lurking snake, the crafty and malicious scorpion, the spying enemy, and the penetrating venom.” They were grave-worshippers, idolaters, and polytheists who, as the country’s demographic majority, had cut a deal affording them “two-thirds of the booty for having stood in the ranks of the Crusaders against the mujahidin.” The only solution for the Shia was, therefore, a final one, and here their own missteps and excesses would be the accelerant for it. Al-Zarqawi sought to exploit what was then an incipient but nevertheless very real problem in Iraq’s political evolution: namely, the creeping takeover of state institutions by chauvinistic Shia politicians, many of whom were either spies or agents of influence of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps. One of his named nemeses in the intercepted letter was the Badr Corps. This was the armed wing of the Supreme Council for Islamic Revolution in Iraq, the political party whose leader al-Zarqawi had just blown up and whose name, at least for Sunnis, reified Khomeinist influence in the country. By isolating Badr, which was targeting and abusing the Sunnis, al-Zarqawi managed to translate real sociopolitical grievances into an eschatological showdown: “They have placed cadres in these institutions,” he wrote, referring to Badr, “and, in the name of preserving the homeland and the citizen, have begun to settle their scores with the Sunnis.”


Al-Zarqawi’s prescription was to prompt a civil war between Sunnis and Shia by attacking the latter in their “religious, political, and military depth”; this would “provoke them to show the Sunnis their rabies and bare the teeth of the hidden rancor working in their breasts. If we succeed in dragging them into the arena of sectarian war, it will become possible to awaken the inattentive Sunnis as they feel imminent danger and annihilating death at the hands of these Sabeans.”


Even though the Shia outnumbered the Sunnis in Iraq, the broader demography of the Islamic world would be that country’s destiny. Sunni mujahidin would heed al-Zarqawi’s rallying cry, bear witness to the pogroms and torture chambers of the Badr Corps and other Shia death squads, and, as they once had done in Afghanistan, make Iraq the cynosure of their definitive holy war. It was apocalyptic and insane. It also very nearly worked.


ISIS has couched its current campaign in Syria and Iraq in exactly this kind of sectarian-existential grammar, fondly recalling al-Zarqawi’s war strategy in its official propaganda. And it has followed in his footsteps by targeting Shia to prompt their counterreaction (and overreaction), in order to drive Sunnis into ISIS’s protective embrace. In June 2014, after sacking Camp Speicher, the former US military base in Tikrit, al-Baghdadi’s jihadists boasted, for instance, that they had executed seventeen hundred Shia soldiers that the Iraqi army had surrendered. That figure may have been exaggerated, but not by much: Human Rights Watch later confirmed the existence of mass execution sites of Shia, with a collective death toll of 770. In Mosul, the very same day ISIS took the city, it stormed Badoush Prison and hauled off some fifteen hundred of its inmates. It drove them all out to a nearby desert and separated the Sunnis and Christians from the Shia. Members of the first two categories were taken elsewhere; the Shia were first abused and robbed, then lined up and shot over a ravine after they each called out their number in line.


INVITATION TO A BEHEADING


Al-Zarqawi proved a pioneer in another important respect—he was the first to see the potential of interweaving horrific ultra-violence and mass media. He was especially fond of public or televised beheadings and the attention they received in the West. He personally decapitated the American contractor Nicholas Berg in 2004, then had a video of the execution posted online and circulated around the world. The staging and pageantry of this grotesquerie was also transformational for the future of international terrorism.


As with James Foley, Steven Sotloff, and Peter Kassig, ISIS’s latest American victims, Berg was dressed in a Guantanamo or Abu Ghraib–style orange jumpsuit, forced to his knees, and compelled to identify himself. An imprecation was then recited by his captor, before the knife was applied to his throat. One editorial decision was unique to the Berg video: the full carnage of his beheading was featured on-screen, whereas ISIS has preferred (no doubt for added international media exposure) to keep most of the gore off-screen. Berg’s body was discovered and his family notified before his snuff film ever got exhibited. ISIS, too, records its murders well in advance of letting the world know its victims are dead. Such was the case with its most famous Arab victim, the Jordanian fighter pilot Mouaz al-Kasasbeh, who was burnt alive in a cage even as ISIS engaged with Amman in a pantomime negotiation of his release.


In its August–September 2004 issue, Voice of Jihad, a magazine published by the Saudi branch of al-Qaeda, carried an endorsement of the practice by Abd El-Rahman ibn Salem al-Shamari, who referred specifically to the beheading of an Egyptian by the Zarqawists: “O sheikh of killers Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, continue to follow the straight path with Allah’s help, guided by Allah, fight together with the monotheists against the idol-worshippers, together with the warriors of jihad against the collaborators, the hypocrites, and the rebellious . . . show him [any soldier from among the Saudi king’s legions] no mercy!” Al-Zarqawi’s trademark earned him the name “Sheikh of the Slaughterers.”


Though al-Zarqawi retained an audiovisual squad of reportedly three people who were fluent in computer editing software and comparatively cruder Internet technology, ISIS has dramatically improved on al-Zarqawi’s media savvy, employing its own channel and social media feeds for disseminating information. The spectacle of murder most foul, however, had the same intended effect in the hands of both perpetrators.


Not all jihadists approved of al-Zarqawi’s murder of Muslims, though, no matter if they were Shia. His former mentor and collaborator al-Maqdisi was an outspoken critic. Writing to his former protégé from his latest Jordanian prison cell, where he still languished, the cleric chided al-Zarqawi: “The clean hands of mujahidin should be protected from being tarnished with the blood of the protected people.” As former CIA analyst Bruce Riedel has observed, these sentiments may not have been genuine. Shortly after the letter was published, Jordan let al-Maqdisi out of jail and placed him under house arrest, prompting allegations by jihadists that his rebuke of al-Zarqawi may have been edited or ghostwritten by the Jordanian General Intelligence Directorate as a form of psychological warfare against the insurgency.


Although al-Zarqawi professed to be profoundly hurt by his former teacher’s criticism—he claimed to have wept when he read the letter—al-Maqdisi’s counsel did nothing to lessen Monotheism and Jihad’s bloodlust for fellow Muslims. Al-Zarqawi told his ex-teacher to take care with issuing such hectoring and restrictive fatwas in the future. Today, al-Maqdisi has lambasted ISIS as “deviant” and criticized its much-publicized atrocities, as well as its alienation of the local Muslim communities and armed groups in Syria.
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