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Praise for The Killing in the Consulate


‘Compulsory reading. Grab this excellent book if you want to understand why and how Jamal Khashoggi was murdered – and the uneasy political triangle of Saudi Arabia, Turkey and the United States that is behind so many events in the Middle East. Rugman’s book is fast-paced and brilliantly written, with chilling transcripts of bugged conversations as a Saudi hit squad killed a journalist – true crime, and high-level diplomatic analysis.’


Jeremy Bowen, BBC Middle East editor


‘A murder mystery where the mystery is why the world has stayed silent. From the bride-to-be pacing the pavement outside, to the assassination squad inside with the bone-saw, Rugman has produced a gripping read revealing what really happened inside the Istanbul consulate in all its shocking detail. He has done any of us who believe in a free press and human rights an important service in making sure this cannot go forgotten.’


Christina Lamb, Sunday Times chief foreign correspondent


‘Reads like a page-turning spy thriller. That it is true makes it all the more chilling. Engrossing and enthralling.’


Tim Marshall, bestselling author of Prisoners of Geography
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‘This one has caught the imagination of the world, unfortunately.’


President Donald Trump,
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INTRODUCTION


In October 2018, one of my editors at Channel 4 News asked me to fly to Istanbul. A journalist from Saudi Arabia named Jamal Khashoggi, who worked for one of the world’s most famous newspapers, the Washington Post, walked into his country’s consulate there to obtain the paperwork to get married. He was never seen again.


His Turkish fiancée, beside herself with worry as she waited for him on the pavement outside, had raised the alarm. The Saudi government furiously denied any involvement in the affair, even claiming their citizen had left the building. With the Turkish authorities demanding that Riyadh provide a full explanation, Khashoggi’s disappearance was fast turning into an international crisis. His newspaper’s chief executive later called it the ‘most depraved and oppressive act against a journalist in modern history’.


On the day itself, Tuesday 2 October, I was away from my desk, giving a talk to sixth formers at a school in Kent. The talk was entitled ‘Tales from the Front Line’, an account of the perils of being a foreign correspondent in Iraq, Gaza and elsewhere. I had no idea that Jamal Khashoggi, a fellow journalist I’d never met, had been killed in Istanbul earlier that day.


For several days, I fended off my editor’s request to go to Turkey, arguing that I could cover the story from London. This was unusual: I lived in Istanbul during the 1990s and rarely turned down an opportunity to go back. In a faint echo of Khashoggi’s story, I had also become engaged to my future wife in Turkey and was obliged to visit the British consulate in order to obtain the paperwork for us to get married there.


In my defence, my reluctance to return was based on an awareness that the diplomatic crisis engulfing the Saudi crown prince and the presidents of Turkey and the United States was not happening in Istanbul, but unfolding behind closed doors in Washington DC, Ankara and Riyadh.


I sometimes rail against the cosmetics of television news: the need to be seen relaying information from outside a building, even if a reporter can’t see anything happening and the real drama is playing out elsewhere. This was one of those occasions.


The Saudis had denied Turkish police investigators entry to their consulate for almost two weeks and I reasoned that standing outside it all day with a pack of fellow journalists would therefore add little to my knowledge, or to that of our viewers on Channel 4.


Besides, sitting on my mantlepiece at home was an invitation to Saudi Arabia’s national day in London the following week. The card from the ambassador, Prince Mohammed bin Nawwaf bin Abdulaziz, was embossed with a golden palm tree and two crossed swords and informed me that the Natural History Museum in South Kensington had been hired for the prince’s party. Clearly, no expense had been spared.


When the evening came, I failed to show up, so angry at the disappearance of a fellow journalist that I had no wish to shake the ambassador’s hand amid the museum’s dinosaur skeletons and stuffed birds. Instead, I flew to Istanbul, as my editor had wanted: Turkish police, accompanied by sniffer dogs and a small drone, had finally been allowed inside the consulate. The building’s iron-grey doors were, I noticed, also embossed with the national symbols of a golden palm tree and two crossed swords.


I checked into a hotel, the Mövenpick, where nine members of the Saudi hit squad sent to intercept Jamal Khashoggi had also stayed. On the first night, I barely slept. Instead, the story of what had happened kept turning over in my head. Flickering before me were the final surveillance-camera images of Khashoggi walking to his death; the images, too, of his fellow Saudis passing nonchalantly through the lobby of my hotel.


I thought of the torment of the woman Khashoggi was about to marry; and then of how he had become a silent pawn in a high-stakes political game: the Saudis concealing the crime while the Turks leaked astonishing if unverifiable details, making it harder for the Trump administration to defend Saudi Arabia – the world’s biggest arms importer and biggest exporter of oil.


When daylight came, I learned little. Several Turkish contacts were too afraid to talk to me about the story on the record, given the sensitivity of the case. An audibly nervous adviser to President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan refrained from any background comment. Jamal Khashoggi’s grief-stricken fiancée, Hatice Cengiz, was not giving interviews. If Turkish police had found anything of interest inside the consulate, then they weren’t saying.


The flow of information on the case largely depended upon lurid and sensational leaks of excerpts from a transcript of an audio recording of the murder, given to the Turkish and American press. As these leaks had begun to dry up, and as the consulate itself had failed to give up its secrets, the killing was slipping from the headlines. After my cameraman had filmed the exterior of the building from every conceivable angle, we headed home to London, where I continued to cover the story.


For this book, I travelled back to Istanbul as well as to Ankara, Washington DC and beyond in an attempt to tell in full the story which I had failed to tell properly then.


It is the story of one man whose words would prove the death of him, a journalist killed by his fellow Saudis who regarded him as a traitor.


In 2018, the year of his murder, ninety-nine journalists were killed worldwide, the deadliest year ever recorded. If journalists now face a new front line, a new kind of harm in state-sanctioned murder, then Jamal Khashoggi’s fate is a warning to us all. In ways his family and friends cannot have begun to imagine, his death also reverberated all the way to a real war zone, by calling into question the many tens if not hundreds of thousands of lives lost amid the bombing and starvation of Yemen.


Khashoggi’s adult life was marked by the rise of Osama bin Laden at one end and the collapse of the Arab Spring at the other. It was a life therefore bookended by the major moments and failures of the Arab world in which he lived. In fact, Khashoggi seemed to embody that world, to reflect many of its own apparently contradictory aspirations, as an Arab intellectual, trying to reconcile his Western education with his belief in political Islam alongside his loyalty to his kingdom’s rulers.


For a moment, his death caught the world’s attention; and its imagination too, because of the chilling details which emerged afterwards. That moment also crystallised one of the major concerns of our age: what happens when the so-called ‘rules-based order’ breaks down, when the basic principles by which nation states are supposed to operate are ignored, when a proponent of freedom of speech is murdered with a shocking degree of impunity.


Perhaps above all, the killing of a journalist throws into sharp focus the choices our leaders often face in dealing with countries whose values are at odds with our own; the trade-offs between commercial and strategic advantage and the defence of basic human rights.


Hatice Cengiz has summarised the dilemma at the heart of her fiancé’s murder well. ‘I know that governments operate not on feelings but on mutual interests,’ she wrote in the Washington Post. ‘However, they must all ask themselves a fundamental question: if the democracies of the world do not take genuine steps to bring to justice the perpetrators of this brazen, callous act – one that has caused universal outrage among their citizens – what moral authority are they left with? Whose freedom and human rights can they credibly continue to defend?’1


Jamal Khashoggi was deprived of the freedom to say and write what he believed; deprived also of the freedom to marry the woman he loved. Only by this telling of his story, with the help of his fiancée and friends, can our leaders be held to account for the choices they make.


Jonathan Rugman


London, June 2019
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THE FINAL JOURNEY


Istanbul, 2 October 2018


Hatice Cengiz didn’t mind being woken by her alarm at 3.45 in the morning. She was meeting her fiancé, a Saudi journalist named Jamal Khashoggi, off his plane at Istanbul’s Atatürk airport. She wanted to surprise him, to show him how much she cared, to see his careworn, bearded face beaming down at her affectionately again. Within a week or so, they would be married, although they hadn’t chosen a firm date. What was the point of sleeping on a day which promised such happiness?


Khashoggi was flying back to her overnight, business class, on Turkish Airlines from London Heathrow. The sixty-year-old was one of the Arab world’s best-known journalists, with over 1.5 million followers on Twitter and a column in the ‘global opinions’ section of the Washington Post. For more than a year, he had been living in lonely exile in the United States, wretched at his separation from his family, his stinging criticism of his homeland in his newspaper articles rendering his safe return there impossible. Istanbul, and Hatice Cengiz, augured happier times ahead.


Later that day, he planned to visit the Saudi consulate, to collect a copy of his birth certificate and a ‘single status’ document, confirming he was divorced; and then he would be free to marry her.


Earnest, bookish and religiously devout, Cengiz spoke fluent Arabic and was studying for a PhD in Gulf studies. She was also twenty-four years younger than he was. They had known each other for barely five months, having met at an academic conference in Istanbul earlier that year.


While she was dressing, Khashoggi texted her to say his plane had landed early. By 4.07 a.m., he had cleared passport control. She was just putting on her shoes when he phoned her to say he’d collected his luggage and she needn’t come to the airport. He was already on his way.1


Long before the sun had risen over the mosques and minarets of the former Ottoman capital, he took one of the city’s yellow taxis to the apartment the couple had bought only the previous week.


At 3.13 a.m., a privately hired Gulfstream jet from Saudi Arabia had touched down at the same airport carrying nine men. Its registration was marked on its twin engines as HZ-SK2 and the flight plan it filed before take-off from Riyadh showed it had official diplomatic clearance. The plane’s passengers were less than an hour ahead of their prey.


All of them worked for what the CIA would later euphemistically call the ‘Saudi Rapid Intervention Group’, drawn from the ranks of the kingdom’s military and intelligence services. One, Lieutenant Colonel Salah Mohammed al-Tubaigy, was a 47-year-old doctor at the Ministry of Interior and chairman of the Scientific Council of Forensic Medicine in Riyadh. His area of expertise was autopsy, the post-mortem examination of corpses to determine the cause of death.


The commander of the group was a brigadier general named Maher Abdulaziz Mutreb. Only six months earlier, he’d been photographed in the security detail of Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, the heir to the Saudi throne, on his official visit to Britain and the United States. Fifteen years earlier, he had worked at the Saudi embassy in London at the same time as Jamal Khashoggi himself. In fact, they had taken tea together in Mayfair. Now Mutreb was passing through Istanbul airport on a diplomatic passport, only twenty-nine minutes ahead of his former colleague.


‘He always looked grumpy, like he was on the dark side,’ a European surveillance expert who knew him said later.


The 47-year-old brigadier general was the most sombrely dressed, wearing a dark-grey jacket with a black T-shirt beneath it. His colleagues wore T-shirts and backpacks, with earphones draped around their necks, like tourists come to visit Istanbul’s sights. Their hotel, the Mövenpick, was nowhere near the city’s famous mosques and bazaars, but in the modern commercial district, only five minutes’ drive away from the Saudi consulate. The men would not be sleeping much and once their business was over, they would not be staying long.


While Mutreb and his fellow Saudis were checking into their hotel, Jamal Khashoggi’s taxi was taking him to his new home. The ‘Europe Apartments’ is a gated community of brand new flats near the E5 highway in Zeytinburnu, on the European side of this city of around 15 million people, as its name suggests.


When Khashoggi arrived, the guard on duty wouldn’t let him past the security barrier without a key card, which had been issued to residents while he was away. As the journalist could not speak Turkish to explain himself, he called his fiancée for help. Hatice Cengiz, her head covered as usual in an Islamic headscarf, arrived with the key card just before 5 a.m.


Once they were inside what was due to be their first married home, Khashoggi said he was tired from his overnight journey and went to bed. Cengiz unpacked items she had bought to furnish the flat. The previous week, they had shopped for sofas and he had chosen a chair in which to write and watch television.


A refrigerator, washing machine and tumble dryer were also on order, though Khashoggi had texted her on the way to Heathrow to say that maybe a different model of fridge would fit the kitchen better.


When he woke up, they had breakfast together in a nearby café to discuss the day. They agreed to cancel the fridge; they would visit the shop later and choose a replacement: it was the kind of domestic dilemma any engaged couple might face – on one level, trivial; but on another, a nest-making ritual, the furnishing of their first home a statement of marital intent before the wedding day itself.


Khashoggi believed the final obstacle to their marriage could only be lifted if he visited the Saudi consulate to collect his documents. The journalist had been married at least three times, and his prospective Turkish father-in-law, who worried about the match, was insisting that he demonstrate on paper that he was now single. The marriage registry office required the documents, too: polygamy is illegal in Turkey, unlike in Saudi Arabia, where sharia law allows men to take up to four wives.


In a phone call before his flight from London, Khashoggi had told Cengiz that a friend would accompany him to the consulate, as he knew she had PhD classes to attend every Tuesday. Yet when she asked him over breakfast which friend he had in mind, he fell silent. She says that was his diffident way of requesting her company, without actually asking for it; and if this dangerously forthright critic of the Saudi kingdom was nervous about visiting its sovereign diplomatic territory, he certainly didn’t show it.


‘Okay. I’m not going to college, I’m coming with you,’ she told him firmly.


‘He wasn’t tense,’ she told me later. ‘I wasn’t tense. I thought: he’ll get the paper. He’ll come out. That would be it.’
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At 9.55 a.m., Maher Abdulaziz Mutreb, the Rapid Intervention Group’s commander, walked into the Saudi consulate. He was now wearing an open-necked white shirt and dark suit and holding his mobile phone. Discerning his state of mind from the security camera that filmed his entry is virtually impossible, but his attire was certainly businesslike, his jaw firmly set, and three other men followed in behind him.


That April, Mutreb had accompanied Crown Prince Mohammed to America, when he was visiting the rebuilding effort after Hurricane Harvey in Texas. He’d been standing at the back of the prince’s entourage, keeping guard, sporting on the lapel of his suit a badge showing the US and Saudi flags intertwined. The month before that, he’d been photographed emerging from an official car in Downing Street, as part of the prince’s delegation during his meeting with Britain’s then prime minister, Theresa May.


Istanbul was different; a below-the-radar operation, while the prince was in his palace 1,500 miles away. Today, in his mind at least, Mutreb was on the defensive against an enemy of the state who had blackened the prince’s reputation, though the boundaries between defence and attack had become blurred. Between 10.11 and 11.03 a.m., more of the Intervention Group arrived. The fifteen-man team had split into two groups: ten to the consulate, five to the residence nearby. The consulate team included Mustafa Mohammed al-Madani. At the age of fifty-seven, he was the oldest. In fact, his age and looks had helped him secure his place in the squad. Although he listed himself merely as a government employee on his Facebook page, he had been in New York just ahead of the crown prince’s arrival there in March and was also a brigadier general in Saudi intelligence.


All the men entered the consulate’s dull-grey metal front doors – the same doors that Jamal Khashoggi would disappear inside just over two hours later.


The consul general had earlier ordered any non-Saudi staff either to go home at noon or not to report for work at all. The Saudi staff who remained were called into an unscheduled meeting, which lasted for about an hour. In the meantime, those working at the consul’s official residence, which is two minutes’ drive away, were told they could not enter or leave because an engineer was coming to make repairs.
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While the consulate’s staff were in their meeting, three of the Saudi squad were in another room discussing what would happen next. Brigadier General Mutreb and Dr Salah al-Tubaigy did most of the talking.


The third Saudi present was believed by Turkish intelligence to be Thaar Ghaleb al-Harbi, a 39-year-old lieutenant in the Saudi Royal Guard. A year earlier, he had been promoted for his bravery in responding to a gunman who opened fire near the outer wall of the crown prince’s al-Salam royal palace in Jeddah. The guardsman had visited the US in 2015, just ahead of Prince Mohammed’s meeting with President Obama at his Camp David retreat.


The conversation began at 1.02 p.m.:




DR TUBAIGY: It will be easy hopefully.


MUTREB: Yes. (He is heard yawning.)


DR TUBAIGY: Joints will be separated. It is not a problem.


MUTREB: Will it be possible to put the body and hips into a bag this way?


DR TUBAIGY: No, too heavy. Jamal is tall, about 1.8 metres. He is very big. He has got buttocks like a horse. If we package as two plastic bags, it will be finished without leaving a sense of anything. We will wrap each of them.





A discussion about the use of ‘leather bags’ followed. The doctor complained that more information should have been provided ahead of a secret mission. He was also unhappy with the conditions in which he was expected to dismember a corpse – apparently on the floor:




DR TUBAIGY: This is the first time in my life that I will cut into pieces on the ground. Even if a butcher wants to cut, he hangs an animal up.





Dr Tubaigy’s nerves were on edge. He told Brigadier General Mutreb how perilous this mission could be:




DR TUBAIGY: You are my manager. You have to protect me. There is nobody to protect me! I mean, Abdulaziz, they don’t look after you!





Tubaigy had earned his Master’s degree in forensic medicine at Glasgow University in 2004. In 2015, he spent three months in Australia as a visiting pathologist at the Victorian Institute of Forensic Medicine. The trip was paid for by the Saudi government. There’s a photograph of him wearing green medical scrubs and rubber gloves in the institute’s annual report, which proclaimed that ‘death and injury investigations lie at the heart of any fair justice system’.


Today’s assignment was unusual, to say the least, as Dr Tubaigy’s speciality was determining the cause of death in mass-casualty accidents. In fact, he’d helped design an 18-metre-long mobile trailer which pathologists could use to examine bodies retrieved from fires, stampedes or terrorist attacks at Saudi Arabia’s holy sites. In 2014, an Arabic newspaper described the scientist as a lieutenant colonel and claimed that he could perform an autopsy at a crime scene in no more than seven minutes.


Only one casualty was expected at the consulate that Tuesday, but maybe the doctor’s speed explained why he had been chosen. At any rate, he was trying to put a brave face on his unexpected trip to Istanbul:




DR TUBAIGY: This is fun. Give me my headphones so I can forget myself while cutting. Normally, I would put my headphones on and listen to music. I’d also drink coffee and smoke my cigarette.





Perhaps the doctor’s banter was meant to relax his fellow team members as Jamal Khashoggi’s taxi approached. Perhaps he was merely revealing his own state of agitation. Or was he rendering the target of this operation already dead in his mind, like a corpse he would usually encounter in a morgue, so he could steel himself for what was to follow?
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Time: 1.13 p.m.




MUTREB: Has the sacrificial animal arrived yet?


A VOICE: He has arrived.





In the Koran, Abraham is told by God to kill his son as a human sacrifice, as a test of his faith. He holds the blade of a knife to his son’s neck, until an angel tells him he has already demonstrated his love for God, and so an animal can be substituted for sacrifice instead. There would be no substitution in Istanbul, no act of mercy, no sudden moment of reprieve. Four days of planning were about to reach their finale, even if their visitor’s taxi was running slightly late for his appointment.


At 11.50 that morning, Khashoggi telephoned the Saudi consulate to tell them he was coming. A consular official told him they would call back. Forty minutes later, he was informed that his paperwork would be ready for 1 p.m.


At 12.42 p.m., he and his fiancée walked out of their apartment building into the street. A security camera filmed them, hand in hand, before he hailed the pair a cab. Their journey to the consulate was for the most part along multi-lane highways, through the ugly urban sprawl of the city’s outskirts. Perhaps the journalist caught a glimpse, through the right-hand window of his taxi, of the gates of the old Byzantine city walls. The crumbling fortifications were flying red Turkish flags in celebration of Constantinople’s conquest by the Ottomans over 500 years before.


It was here that Sultan Mehmet the Conqueror first entered the city in 1453. Khashoggi, a keen historian and of Ottoman descent himself, had visited Sultan Mehmet’s tomb only the previous month. ‘If I die now, would they bury me here?’ he had joked afterwards.2


Their taxi crossed the Golden Horn waterway, its hills graced by the magnificent silhouettes of some of the finest mosques ever built. He told her about the warm weather he had left behind in England the previous day. However, the future, not the past, was for the most part on Jamal Khashoggi’s mind that Tuesday. Once again, the couple discussed which fridge to buy. He responded to messages on his mobile phone.


The temperature in Istanbul on that afternoon of 2 October was in the low twenties and it was only partly sunny. The city’s annual battle between the seasons had begun – its Mediterranean summer climate beginning to give way to the colder, northern climes of Asia. Istanbul’s confluence of cultures, its peerless position as the crossroads between East and West, was mirrored in its weather that day.


It was a city which the journalist believed suited him perfectly; not just because of his relationship with Hatice Cengiz, but as a Western-educated writer who had fled from Saudi Arabia, a Muslim cast adrift from the country he loved, still looking for somewhere he could call home.


The taxi passed the tall office blocks of banks and telecoms companies. It passed the Wyndham Grand hotel, where six more members of the Intervention Group had spent the previous night. Three of them had arrived from Riyadh on a scheduled Saudi Arabian Airlines flight at around 4 p.m. the day before. A further three had arrived on Turkish Airlines at 1.40 a.m., while Khashoggi was himself still in the air.


The Saudi consulate is a two-storey building in Akasyali street, opposite a supermarket and a tennis club, down a relatively quiet hill. It is ochre-coloured and overlooked by fir trees. The green Saudi flag flies from its roof. Security cameras are mounted along its walls and there are two booths for the security guards stationed outside.


‘See you soon, wait for me here,’ Khashoggi told Hatice Cengiz.


‘Inshallah, bring me good news,’ his fiancée replied. She was wearing a purple headscarf and she looked up at his face for what neither of them knew would be the last time.


He handed her his two mobile phones and approached the consulate’s outer ring of metal barricades. Exposing his paunch, he raised his arms in the air for a brief inspection by plainclothes security men.


At 1.13 p.m., Brigadier General Mutreb received a text on his mobile phone, informing him that the journalist had arrived.


Khashoggi then walked towards the building, his long strides betraying no hesitation or fear. At 1.14 p.m., a Turkish guard standing outside the building bowed his head in greeting. The grey consulate doors swung outwards to receive Jamal Khashoggi; and, as they did so, the golden swords embossed across them divided in two, before closing firmly behind him. His fiancée would never see him emerge as she’d expected, joyfully waving at her the document they needed to get married. In fact, she would never see him again.
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WALKING THE TIGHTROPE




‘His life was a series of unexpected twists and turns . . . not many people can say they got fired from the same job twice, a few years apart.’


– Noha and Razan, Jamal Khashoggi’s daughters, Washington Post, 2 December 2018





Jamal Khashoggi’s life as a journalist was one which required frequent reinvention. It involved hitching the wagon of his career to the right Saudi prince at the right time – but also knowing when to decouple when he’d written or broadcast what he shouldn’t have. The game of journalism that he played in Saudi Arabia was often postponed due to intolerant political weather.


In a country where most media organisations are controlled by members of the Saudi royal family, and where senior appointments require ministerial approval, the search for the right royal patron was essential to surviving the whims, power struggles and wrath of the royal court.


When journalists become well known to their readers or viewers, it can lead them to believe that their jobs have become more secure. In Khashoggi’s case, the opposite was true. As his reputation as an Arab writer grew, the more his career ran the risk of ruination. Khashoggi’s working life inside the kingdom ended when his opinions got the better of him and he ran out of patrons to defend him.


Jamal bin Ahmad Khashoggi, known to his friends as Abu Salah, was born in the holy city of Medina in 1958. In the accounts of his friends, he was an avuncular, warm-hearted and intellectually curious man. He was unfailingly polite and did not take himself too seriously. With a career in journalism as chequered as his, and a tangled series of marriages and relationships, perhaps he could not afford to. His passport says he entered the world on 22 January; his fiancée believed his birthday was 13 October; his family insist it was in March, during the Ramadan fast. In those days, birth records were not kept and official documents recording birthdays could not keep pace with variations in the Islamic lunar calendar. His last birthday was celebrated with chocolate cake in a Washington DC restaurant in March 2018. The journalist loved dining out and revelled in finding excuses for a party, but he told guests at that final birthday meal that the correct date was 23 March.


His parents, Ahmed and Esaaf, owned a date farm, where Khashoggi recalled using his feet to stamp the dates into tin cans when he was a child. His father then opened a small textile business in Medina. The city remained Khashoggi’s spiritual home – bounded by hills and mountains, the capital of the Prophet Muhammad’s first Muslim Empire, its ancient interior still out of bounds to non-believers.


He also much preferred the relative simplicity of Medina, the Prophet Muhammad’s burial place, to Mecca, where Muslims believe that God ordered Abraham and his son to build the first house of worship. The journalist would later tell friends that Medina had shaped his personality: ‘It was non-judgemental and optimistic,’ he said. ‘People were tolerant and open-minded.’


Tolerance in Saudi Arabia, however, had its limits. Khashoggi recalled that he didn’t see a woman drive until he left the country to visit his sister in Tempe, Arizona, in 1976. The cinemas of his youth were makeshift affairs, he wrote in the Washington Post, with movies projected onto a wall while the organiser would keep a lookout for patrols by religious police. A friend of his had broken his leg while jumping off a wall to evade arrest.1


The journalist told Hatice Cengiz that his first contact with Turkey was when he accompanied his father to the textile markets of the port of Izmir. In fact, the family claimed Ottoman Turkish descent, having emigrated from the region of Kayseri in Anatolia 300 years earlier. The name Khashoggi is spelled ‘Kaşikçi’ in Turkish and means ‘spoon maker’. The journalist hoped to visit Kayseri on one of his visits to Turkey, in search of distant relatives.


His father’s cousin, Mohammed Khashoggi, had served as court physician to Ibn Saud, the first monarch and founder of Saudi Arabia; Adnan Khashoggi, the famously ostentatious arms dealer and billionaire, was Mohammed’s son.


Obituaries of Adnan Khashoggi, who died in 2017, noted that he was allowed to become rich as long as he paid commissions into the Swiss bank accounts of his Saudi royal patrons.2 The constant whiff of fraud and corruption eventually caught up with him; he was pursued by regulators, prosecutors and those to whom he owed money. His profligate lifestyle – his celebrity parties, his twelve homes, his ‘pleasure wives’, the models and call girls flown in from all over the world – earned him the embarrassment of the Saudi royal court.


Jamal Khashoggi would often be asked about his infamous second cousin and would play down the connection. ‘He said they had chosen very different paths, because one was a businessman and one was a journalist,’ his fiancée recalled.


‘He would say he didn’t agree with him on many things,’ said Turan Kişlakçi, a Turkish journalist and friend for fifteen years. Turkish pop songs and television programmes about the arms dealer meant that the name was already well known in Turkey by the time the journalist disappeared in Istanbul.


The Khashoggi name was also well known to Donald Trump. In the 1980s, in need of cash as he faced extradition from Switzerland, Adnan Khashoggi sold his 281 ft yatcht, the Nabila, to the Sultan of Brunei, who then sold it on for a reported $29 million to the future American president. When it was built in 1980, the Nabila had been one of the biggest yachts in the world. It was so luxurious that it featured as the headquarters of the villain, Maximillian Largo, in the James Bond movie, Never Say Never Again.


Donald Trump renamed Khashoggi’s vessel Trump Princess, but in 1991 the New York property tycoon, himself almost $900 million in debt from his casino projects, would go on to sell the boat via creditors to Alwaleed bin Talal, a Saudi prince, for $20 million.3


Prince Alwaleed would in turn become one of Jamal Khashoggi’s friends and patrons, helping fund a television station he ran in 2015.4 More importantly, Trump’s purchase and then sale of Adnan Khashoggi’s yacht was an early encounter with a world of Saudi wealth and influence; a world he so admired that it would prove critical in his response to the events of 2018.
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Khashoggi studied at Taiba High School, where his favourite subjects were history and geography. As a teenager, he took a very different route to his second cousin by joining the Muslim Brotherhood, which had begun in colonial Egypt in the 1920s but was outlawed by Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser’s regime in 1954; Saudi Arabia hired many of these exiled Egyptians as teachers, influencing a whole generation of Saudi students.


‘They brought with them new approaches to Islamic thought and law that were welcomed by many of us, including our leaders,’ Khashoggi later explained in the Washington Post.5


Saudi Arabia’s crown prince, Mohammed bin Salman, would say in 2018 that Saudi schools had been ‘invaded’ by Brotherhood teachers and that he wanted them ‘eradicated completely’; but in the kingdom of the 1970s, their influence was profound.


‘We were hoping to establish an Islamic state anywhere,’ Khashoggi told the American writer Lawrence Wright.6 ‘We believed the first one would lead to another, and that would have a domino effect which would reverse the history of mankind.’


Khashoggi later recalled that one of his teachers at high school introduced him to Muslim Brotherhood books, and that he had known Osama bin Laden ‘slightly’ in the city of Jeddah through their Brotherhood connections.7 The scion of the Saudi building conglomerate was only around eighteen months older than he was. Both men had joined the Brothers around the same time, but the journalist recalled that ‘the only difference which set him apart from me and others’ was the extent of his religiosity.


‘He [bin Laden] would not listen to music. He would not shake hands with a woman. He would not smoke,’ he told the American journalist Peter Bergen.8


There may have been family connections which stretched back further to the early childhoods of both men in Medina. In 1958, the bin Laden family briefly moved there, when Osama was six months old, as bin Laden’s father had won the contract to triple the size of the Prophet’s mosque. At any rate, both Saudis would talk about the city fondly when they met.


As bin Laden’s notoriety grew and as the Muslim Brotherhood became increasingly unpopular with the Saudi monarchy – which outlawed it in 2014 – the more Khashoggi would be inclined to tell people he had never joined it.


‘He told me he did not enter the Muslim Brotherhood but he read all their books,’ was how Turan Kişlakçi put it.


Another friend, Khaled Saffuri, a Lebanese American businessman and political lobbyist living in Washington, said Khashoggi explained to him why he had left the group: ‘He said he didn’t think they were wise enough to be good politicians,’ Saffuri told me.


His denials of ever having joined the Brotherhood were part of his survival strategy in a Saudi Arabia that had turned vehemently against the group – exposing him to the possible charge of being a traitor. The reverse of the official Saudi position was partly a belated response to bin Laden and many others morphing into jihadists, which threatened the kingdom; but more because of the perceived danger of Islamist politicians taking over much of the Middle East in the 2011 Arab Spring.


From 1977 to 1982, Khashoggi studied business administration at Indiana State University in Terre Haute, as one of thousands of Saudi students sent annually by their government to study across America.


‘He told me he had a girlfriend,’ an American friend said. ‘He lived the typical “Saudi gets out of Medina” life. In other words, he had a good time.’


There is a photograph of him taken by the local newspaper, the Tribune, in the August of his first summer there. A thin, smiling freshman with thick curly hair sits between two friends on the lawn of the college quad. Laurie Elliott and her then boyfriend, Suleiman, are the friends flanking him in the photograph.


‘I remember going to dinners at their house, where you would eat Saudi style,’ she said, recalling how they sat on the floor and ate food laid out on newspapers.9 Khashoggi and his friend Suleiman drove around Terre Haute in a British sports car, a TR7, a car he later described as an ‘expensive mistake’; but the politics of the Middle East were never far away.


His student years coincided with the seismic shifts that have shaped the Middle East ever since. The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979; Iran’s Islamic revolution the same year; and the seizure of the Grand Mosque in Mecca by extremist insurgents calling for the overthrow of the House of Saud. It was a time in which radical Islamic politics were spreading far and wide; even to Terre Haute, Indiana.


Khashoggi attended Islamic political meetings and later recalled meeting Abdullah Azzam, the Palestinian cleric who would become bin Laden’s mentor. Khashoggi, like bin Laden, heard Azzam preach several times when he returned from the US to his home in Jeddah on the Red Sea.10 In 1984, Azzam’s religious declaration, ‘Defending Muslim Lands’, would serve as the clarion call for young Muslims to join a jihad in Afghanistan in the name of expelling the Soviet ‘infidels’.11


Upon his return from Indiana, Khashoggi worked in the Tihama bookshop in Jeddah for about a year. In an interview in 2016, he recalled objecting to the store’s decision to sell video cassettes.


‘I can describe this as the radical period in my life,’ he said. ‘Now I think movies and cinema are very much part of people’s lives,’ he added, unapologetic that his beliefs as a devout Muslim had mellowed over thirty years.12


This radicalism not only shaped him as a young man, but along with his Muslim Brotherhood membership it would form the benchmark from which he measured how much his ideas changed over the decades and how much they stayed the same. Family members say his route into journalism was as a researcher in the library of the Saudi newspaper, Okhaz. By his own account, he was twenty-four or twenty-five and a religious-minded young man when he started writing economic reports for papers including the Arab News, the kingdom’s first English language daily.


The first war a journalist covers often has a lifelong impact. In Khashoggi’s case, there was a romance in the battle against Soviet occupation in Afghanistan, and an appeal to his youthful Islamic idealism which would never quite leave him.


The invitation to cover the conflict had come from Osama bin Laden himself. ‘We are from the same generation, same background,’ Khashoggi explained later.13 The war was being waged by Islamic mujahideen (literally ‘those who wage jihad’) and backed by leading Islamic scholars.


Khashoggi wrote up the first of several interviews with bin Laden in an Arab News article in 1988. ‘Muslims are one nation,’ the piece began, before describing a ‘unique brotherhood’ fighting the Communists. In a photograph, Khashoggi posed confidently alongside a Saudi contingent of armed fighters, holding a rocket-propelled grenade launcher in his hands.


Khashoggi would go on to conclude that the war in Afghanistan had been a disaster after the Soviet pull-out, when different Afghan factions fought for power. He would also regret what he regarded as the folly of his youth: for example, an occasion when he and a group of Afghan fighters had sat in a hotel in Pakistan insisting that the window blinds be shut, so they could not see a bar which served alcohol. Khashoggi would later tell the story to an American friend, while the two of them were drinking glasses of wine. He had come to regard elements of his behaviour as ridiculous.


In his 1988 article, Khashoggi estimated that a thousand Arab youths had gone to Afghanistan to fight and carry out humanitarian work. His article read like a recruitment advertisement for the adventurous and devout.


‘Muslims can be seen as supporting each other, like the bricks of a building,’ he wrote. Bin Laden was, he continued, a business contractor from a famous Saudi family, playing a ‘vital role’ in the construction of a guerrilla camp. He quoted Jalaluddin Haqqani, an Afghan commander and later a revered ally of the Taliban, as praising the potential of Arab fighters ‘as ambassadors of jihad in their own countries when they return’.


Those words turned out to be a good description of what would later become ‘al-Qaeda’. As for Haqqani, his fighters would go on to kill thousands of people, mostly Afghans but also NATO troops, after the US-led invasion of 2001. No wonder Khashoggi’s friendships in the Afghanistan of his youth would later raise questions as to whether he was involved in extremism himself.


‘He was getting into trouble all the time because of his connections with al-Qaeda groups, but he was doing that as a journalist,’ said Salameh Nematt, a Jordanian journalist who worked alongside him on the Saudi newspaper Al Hayat and remained a lifelong friend.14 Nematt recalled that on one occasion in the early 2000s, he had to persuade Jordanian airport authorities not to deport Khashoggi because of his suspected terrorist links.


Yet Khashoggi’s exuberant dispatch from Afghanistan was merely reflecting Saudi government policy. Saudi intelligence was heavily involved there, match-funding its partner, the CIA, in sending billions in either cash or arms to the mujahideen. In fact, Haqqani had once been a prized CIA asset. There’s also evidence Khashoggi was nothing like as enthusiastic a supporter as his 1988 article suggested.15


Barnett Rubin, an Afghan expert at New York University’s Center on International Cooperation, recalled meeting Khashoggi at the US consulate in Jeddah in 1989. The journalist criticised Prince Salman, the future monarch but then head of the Saudi committee supporting the Afghan fighters, for funding extremist groups in Afghanistan.


‘It was typical Jamal,’ Rubin said. ‘We had just met for the first time and he began complaining about mistakes by the royal family.’16


This story of an early indiscretion illustrates a recurring element of his professional life: a Saudi patriot, often repeating the official government line, but also a jumble of contradictions who was unable to stop himself from airing the opposite point of view when given the chance.


His contacts in Afghanistan begged questions Khashoggi was asked throughout his life, as to whether he had begun working there as a Saudi spy. ‘I asked him, “Please tell me, Jamal, tell me the truth,” ’ Turan Kişlakçi recalled. ‘He said, “I know many of them, but really I didn’t work for them.” ’


‘He never had links with Saudi intelligence, even at a lower level,’17 claimed Prince Turki al-Faisal, a long-time head of Saudi spying operations who had also funnelled money to the mujahideen in Afghanistan. The prince would become Khashoggi’s friend and benefactor, until they fell out, Prince Turki said, over the journalist’s sympathy for the Muslim Brotherhood.


In some ways the question may have been academic: how could a foreign correspondent living in an autocracy such as Saudi Arabia not ‘report back’ at the very minimum, should his government ask him to do so?


In 1992, Osama bin Laden moved to the Sudanese capital Khartoum, along with his four wives and seventeen children, at the invitation of Sudan’s radical Islamist government. al-Qaeda had been formed three years earlier but, officially at least, the US still considered its leader a friendly mujahideen who had helped fight the Russians in Afghanistan. Bin Laden was grateful for America’s financial assistance there. He was not yet the figure he would become after the bombings of the US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in 1998 – America’s most wanted terrorist.18


However, Algeria, Yemen and Egypt protested to King Fahd of Saudi Arabia that bin Laden was fomenting insurgency in their countries. The king cancelled his passport and sent several delegations to persuade him to return home, with bin Laden claiming he was offered money and a new passport if he abandoned jihad. Although he was homesick for Medina, nothing could bring the al-Qaeda leader to overcome his loathing of the Saudi king and pay homage to him as a good Muslim. One envoy, sent by one of bin Laden’s cousins, was Jamal Khashoggi.19


They had a simple dinner of rice and lamb laid out on the floor of the al-Qaeda leader’s terrace in Khartoum – Khashoggi with his tape recorder to hand, bin Laden his automatic weapon. At one point, the journalist heard his host denouncing violence for the first time. In Lawrence Wright’s retelling of the story in his book The Looming Tower, Khashoggi asked him: ‘Why don’t you say that on the record?’


‘Let’s do that tomorrow night,’ bin Laden replied. The next evening there was no denunciation of jihad as promised; instead, bin Laden boasted of his ambition to expel American forces from the Arabian peninsula.


‘Osama, this is very dangerous,’ Khashoggi replied. ‘It is as if you are declaring war. You will give the right to the Americans to hunt for you.’


The following night, rice and lamb were once again on the menu on the floor of the terrace. As bin Laden reminisced about Khashoggi’s home city of Medina and his wish to return, Khashoggi tried once more to get him to renounce violence.


‘What will I get for that?’ bin Laden asked.


‘I don’t know,’ Khashoggi told him. ‘I’m not representing the government. Just say something, break the ice! Maybe there will be a positive reaction. Don’t forget you said a few nasty things about the kingdom.’


Bin Laden now said he wanted a full pardon from Riyadh and a timetable for American forces to withdraw. Khashoggi, beginning to give up, told his fellow Saudi to telephone him at his Khartoum hotel if he changed his mind about saying something conciliatory on the record. The telephone call never came. Jamal Khashoggi flew home, having played his own small part in failing to change the course of history, including al-Qaeda’s attacks on Washington and New York.


The journalist spent most of the 1990s as a reporter for the London-based Al Hayat. ‘Khashoggi said that many people consider Osama bin Laden the “Che Guevara” of the Arab world,’ wrote a senior US diplomat who met him in Jeddah in 1998. ‘The Saudi warned the Americans that the al-Qaeda leader was a popular resistance hero whom many would rather see die in battle than transported in handcuffs to the US.’20 Nihad Awad, a campaigner for the rights of American Muslims, recalled meeting Khashoggi in his office in the city. What struck him first, apart from the journalist’s smile and warmth, was a poster on the wall of a sole Chinese protester standing in front of a line of tanks in Tiananmen Square. It was the iconic image from the pro-reform demonstrations across China which were brutally crushed in 1989.


‘In Saudi Arabia you always see pictures of the king or crown prince,’ Awad told me. ‘Not a picture which shows any defiance or protest. It surprised me, but that was Jamal Khashoggi the rebel.’


He wrote about the civil war in Algeria, which followed the army’s decision to cancel elections that the Islamic Salvation Front looked poised to win in 1992. The conflict’s terrible death toll of many tens of thousands spurred him to think more deeply about what would become a lasting preoccupation: the prospects for democracy in the Arab world.


Together with his friend Azzam Tamimi, a Palestinian academic and Muslim Brotherhood member, the journalist set up ‘Friends of Democracy in Algeria’, which later became ‘Liberty for the Muslim World’. According to Tamimi, it was a PR project intended to alert the West to the dangers of cancelling democratisation. The organisation eventually folded in 1998. It was the first but certainly not the last Khashoggi project of its kind – begun with high hopes of political reform, but funded by wealthy Gulf businessmen who, Tamimi says, eventually stopped giving Khashoggi money.
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He also charted with enthusiasm the rise of the Islamist Welfare Party in Turkey, which brought his first meeting with Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, then the party’s mayor in Istanbul. Khashoggi’s time in Turkey helped further his vision of Islamist parties holding power.


Although he could be accused of advocating an Arab utopia, Jamal Khashoggi’s optimism endeared him to his friends.


‘It was a constant for him that Arabs and Muslims deserved societies in which they could be heard,’ a friend who had worked alongside him in Washington said.
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In September 2001, al-Qaeda hijacked four passenger planes and ploughed them into buildings in Washington DC and New York as well as farmland in Pennsylvania, killing almost three thousand people. Fifteen of the nineteen hijackers were Saudis, and like many of his countrymen Jamal Khashoggi appeared to waver in his response to the actions of Osama bin Laden, a man he had known well.


A year later, on 10 September 2002, he wrote a condemnatory piece for the Daily Star in Beirut entitled ‘A Saudi mea culpa’.


‘The most pressing issue now’, he wrote, ‘is to ensure our children can never be influenced by extremist ideas, like those fifteen Saudis who were misled into hijacking four planes that fine September day, piloting them, and us, straight into the jaws of hell.’


The same year, he wrote in sympathy about his friend Daniel Pearl, the Wall Street Journal correspondent murdered by al-Qaeda in Pakistan. But in the same piece there was an element of mourning for the Osama bin Laden he’d once known.


‘Anyone who knew Osama in those days never failed to be captivated by his sincerity,’ he wrote. ‘I really feel disappointed in how things turned out. Osama could have done great things for Islam had he maintained his moderate views.’21


Khashoggi’s reluctance to face the horror of what his friend had done occasionally tipped into denial. His friend Turan Kişlakçi remembers the journalist telling him in around 2010 that maybe bin Laden was really a tool of a Western government or intelligence agency. Such views were not uncommon in the kingdom, reflecting a difficulty accepting Saudi culpability which was shared by senior members of the royal family: in the week after the attacks, Prince [now King] Salman insisted they were the work of the Israeli intelligence agency, Mossad.22


When the al-Qaeda leader was killed in a raid by American troops on his compound in Pakistan in 2011, Khashoggi tweeted that he ‘collapsed in tears’, remembering how ‘brave and beautiful’ bin Laden had been in Afghanistan before ‘succumbing to anger’.23 It wasn’t an endorsement of terrorism; more like a middle-aged man mourning that the rock band he’d idolised in his youth had gone off the rails. Only bin Laden’s later life involved plotting mass-casualty attacks which killed thousands of civilians.
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In 2003, Khashoggi was sacked as editor of the reformist Saudi newspaper Al Watan, even though it was owned by Prince Bandar bin Khalid al-Faisal, to whose family he had become close. He’d been dismissed just fifty-four days after being hired. There had been an argument between an Al Watan journalist and the interior minister, Prince Nayef bin Abdulaziz, about an article criticising the country’s Salafist religious establishment, which advocates returning to the fundamentals of Islam. Khashoggi was seen to have attacked a fourteenth-century fatwa that justified the killing of Muslims if they stood in the way of killing infidels. He had tried to stand against religious support for al-Qaeda and paid the price for printing the piece.


Another of the al-Faisal clan, the former intelligence chief Prince Turki, came to the rescue with another job. The journalist became de facto spokesman of the Saudi embassy in London from 2003, when Turki was appointed ambassador there. In 2005, both men moved to the embassy in Washington DC.


‘Prince Turki took him under his wing,’ said David Ignatius, a Washington Post columnist who met Khashoggi during that time. ‘He was an ironic, sometimes whimsical part of Turki’s entourage – an intellectual.’


Explaining Saudi Arabia to the West after the terrorist outrages of 2001 was never going to be easy. What complicated the task further was that the kingdom’s former ambassador, Prince Bandar bin Sultan – so close to President George W. Bush that he was nicknamed ‘Bandar Bush’ – was continuing to visit the White House secretly, undermining Prince Turki’s own diplomatic mission and authority.


However, the job of official mouthpiece provided Khashoggi’s family with more stability than journalism could. He moved to Virginia with his wife Rawiya al-Tunisi, whom he’d met and wed in Medina in the early 1980s in an arranged ‘salon’ marriage. Their four children, all born in the ’80s and early ’90s, would go to college in the US. The youngest, his daughters Noha and Razan, also attended high school there. The girls, along with their eldest brother Salah, acquired joint US-Saudi passports. Only his son Abdullah remained a sole Saudi passport holder.


Now on his government’s payroll in Washington, Khashoggi attempted to tread the same fine line he’d often pursued in his journalism; giving insight into the thinking of the Saudi monarchy without daring to overly criticise it. However, outspoken commentators on the kingdom who encountered him then, including the London-based Professor Madawi al-Rasheed, accused him of being ‘an insider who always took the official point of view’; and his closeness to Prince Turki inevitably renewed speculation that he was working for Saudi intelligence.


Azzam Tamimi recalled that in 2005 Khashoggi asked to be invited to a meeting Tamimi had arranged with the Islamist Palestinian group Hamas in Lebanon. ‘I heard afterwards that the Saudi government wanted him to come,’ he said. ‘The Saudis knew of Jamal’s Islamist leanings and thought he could be useful to them.’


Hamas is an offshoot of the Muslim Brotherhood and is notorious for carrying out suicide bombings and rocket attacks against Israelis. Khashoggi’s past Brotherhood membership might have made an introduction to the group easier, but any prospect of the journalist operating as a diplomatic go-between with the Saudis did not, as far as we know, materialise.


His patron, Prince Turki al-Faisal, abruptly resigned as ambassador in 2006, after just fifteen months in Washington, allegedly fed up with unscheduled visits from Prince Bandar, his predecessor and brother-in-law.


Khashoggi followed the prince home to Saudi Arabia, back to the newspaper Al Watan, where as editor he was credited with turning it into an important progressive voice, for example claiming there was no contradiction between granting more rights to women and preserving the purity of Islam. ‘Khashoggi said . . . he knows his limits,’ the US ambassador reported back to Washington. Another American diplomat described him as a ‘Muslim Brother in his youth’ who had become ‘a leading voice for reform’. He was almost sacked again for publishing an article criticising the Saudi religious police; then in 2010 he was finally forced out, after the paper ran an article disputing Salafists’ belief that shrines and graves have no place in religion. ‘It was human error,’ Khashoggi said, explaining that he disagreed with the decision to run the article and was out of the country at the time.24


‘I got fired from my job twice because I was pushing for reform in Saudi Arabia,’ he would tell Al Jazeera television in 2018. ‘It wasn’t that easy, but people were not being put in jails. There was breathing space.’


‘His strategy was to survive in the post, until an article that was just a tad too critical got him into trouble,’ wrote the Middle East analyst Bill Law, describing the ups and downs of his friend’s career. ‘Then he would lay [sic] low before reemerging. That takes a great deal of courage, especially in a country like Saudi Arabia.’25


Khashoggi’s relationship with his wife, Rawiya, did not survive his return to the kingdom. She stayed in Virginia, so that their daughters could complete their education there. Friends said that without divorcing his first wife, he married again, though this relationship lasted little more than a year. The wedding to his third wife, Alaa Naseif, took place on the same day he was sacked from Al Watan in 2010.


January 2011 saw the beginning of the Arab Spring revolutions. The Saudi king, Abdullah, rushed home from holiday and announced he was spending $130 billion on pay bonuses and public building schemes, clearly intended to stave off any internal demonstrations or dissent. Meanwhile, Khashoggi frequently talked with admiration about Mohamed Bouazizi, the Tunisian vegetable seller who died after setting himself alight at the end of 2010 – the act that became the catalyst for uprisings across the region.


‘This is what he had been dreaming of – the era in which people would find the courage to challenge oppressive governments,’ said David Ignatius. ‘Jamal said we had been waiting for this for 100 years. It was a period of great optimism – and when it stopped, I think that was a difficult time for him.’


The Arab Spring soon petered out. By 2014, Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood government had been deposed by the army; Libya was lawless and Yemen was at war with itself, as was Syria – where hundreds of thousands of people would be killed.


In June that year, Khashoggi texted his friend Barnett Rubin in New York: ‘Hello Rubin, as you can see things going from bad to worst in the Arab world.’26


However, the military coup in Egypt enjoyed Saudi support, with Riyadh the first Arab capital to endorse the takeover. A freely elected Islamic government in Egypt, the Arab world’s most populous state, could have set a revolutionary example to its Arab neighbours. The Saudis unsurprisingly backed a return to the status quo which had existed since President Nasser’s time, providing the new regime in Cairo with $5 billion of aid. The coup left Khashoggi on the opposite side to his own government and therefore dangerously exposed.


‘The eradication of the Muslim Brotherhood is nothing less than an abolition of democracy,’ he would write later, calling it ‘the loss of a great opportunity to reform the entire Arab world and allow a historic change that might have freed the region from a thousand years of tyranny.’27 Never mind that millions of Egyptians were happy to see a government widely viewed as incompetent removed from power. There was now an opinionated recklessness to what a Der Spiegel interviewer called ‘one of the most progressive thinkers in the country’. ‘The absolute monarchy is obsolete,’ Khashoggi told the German magazine from his office in the Kingdom Tower, 300 metres above the city of Jeddah. ‘Democracy is the only solution.’ ‘Others in Saudi Arabia would be interrogated and locked up for such words,’ the interviewer noted. It was time to move on.


In search of a new job, after his latest dismissal from a newspaper, Khashoggi was appointed head of a new satellite television channel, Al-Arab, based at the World Trade Center in Bahrain. It was funded in part by the Saudi billionaire Prince Alwaleed bin Talal. On its first day on air, 1 February 2015, the channel featured an interview with a prominent Shiite politician who had criticised the regime’s crackdown on anti-government protests four years earlier. The Bahraini authorities cancelled the broadcast ‘for technical and administrative reasons’ after only twenty-four hours, leaving Khashoggi casting around for a new host country.


His friend Maggie Mitchell Salem, a former US diplomat, was not surprised and told him so. ‘Dude, what did you think was going to happen?’ she asked him. Khashoggi told her all he had been trying to do was to show balance in his coverage, by giving the Shiite opposition a voice. Friends often described this naivety in him, a never-ending hope that the Arab world was on the cusp of change.


‘He tried to do real journalism and every time he told the truth, he got fired,’ said David Ignatius.


A phone message to Barnett Rubin revealed Khashoggi’s disappointment. ‘I [sic] been thinking if it’s time I gave up and retire somewhere safe in the West just to be free and write freely . . . we will never have freedom in the Arab world without true democracy.’28


Khashoggi explored the possibility of moving the channel to Cyprus or to Qatar, but nothing worked out. He would later tell a friend in America that he’d raised $27 million from Qatar for his television venture, but another friend based in Doha said the deal was never completed.


Turan Kişlakçi, the Turkish journalist, claims the Saudi met President Erdoğan in 2015, to see whether he could reopen the Al-Arab channel there. Permission was politely turned down.
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