
  [image: cover]


  [image: title]


  
    Copyright © 1998, 2011 by John Follain

    


    All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

    


    Arcade Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

    


    Arcade Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

    


    Visit our website at www.arcadepub.com.

    


    10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    


    Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

    


    Follain, John.

    Jackal : the complete story of the legendary terrorist, Carlos the Jackal

    / John Follain.

        p. cm.

    Includes bibliographical references and index.

    ISBN 978-1-61145-026-2 (alk. paper)

    1. Carlos, the Jackal. 2. Terrorists--Biography. 3. Terrorism. I.

    Title.

    HV6431.F64 2011

    363.325092--dc22

    [B]

    


    2011001774             

    


    Printed in the United States of America

  


  
    To my family

  


  
    JACKAL, wolflike carnivore of the dog genus Canis, family Canidae, sharing with the hyenas an exaggerated reputation for cowardice.

    Jackals inhabit more or less open country. Nocturnal animals, they usually conceal themselves by day in brush or thickets and sally forth at dusk to hunt. They live alone, in pairs, or in packs and feed on whatever small animals, plant material, or carrion is available. They follow lions and other large cats in order to finish a carcass when the larger animal has eaten its fill, and when hunting in packs they are able to bring down prey as large as antelopes and sheep.

    Like other members of the genus, jackals sing at evening; their cry is more dismaying than that of the hyena.
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PROLOGUE

    The evening of Sunday, 30 December 1973 was so cold that the tall, heavily built man who strode through St John's Wood wore a woollen scarf over the lower part of his face, the fur-lined hood of his green army surplus parka over his head. In the pocket of his parka was an Italian-made, 9mm Beretta pistol.

    As on many London streets, half the lights of Queen's Grove had been turned off because of the energy crisis caused by an Arab oil embargo, which had come on top of a coal miners’ strike. The Heath government had appealed for people to use coal, electricity and petrol sparingly. Industry had slowed to a three- day week. That morning the Queen had set an example when she had dispensed with her usual cortège to travel to the parish church at Sandringham by mini-bus - only to find Prince Charles appearing alongside his friend Lady Jane Wellesley, and drawing a record postwar crowd of 10,000 people to the royal estate, virtually all of whom had come by car.

    The man turned off the wide pavement of the leafy avenue, swung open the wrought-iron gate at number 48, and walked up the paved path to the porticoed entrance of a mock-Georgian mansion. Two imposing columns flanked the entrance, which was topped by a white frieze of a deer resting gracefully. The house was home to Joseph Edward Sieff, the president of Marks and Spencer. As honorary vice-president of the British Zionist Federation, Sieff had helped to raise millions of pounds for Israeli charities. Like all prominent Jewish businessmen in London, he had recently been warned by Scotland Yard to be on the look-out for booby-trapped mail sent by Palestinian terrorists.

    Manuel Perloira, the young Portuguese butler who answered the doorbell, opened the door to a stranger with a dark complexion who appeared to be in his mid-twenties. The stranger was pointing a gun at him. ‘Take me to Sieff.’ The order was spoken quietly, in heavily accented English that the butler could not place. With the gun trained on the small of his back, Perloira led the way up the stairs to the master bedroom. The stranger showed no interest in the paintings by Gainsborough, Tiepolo and Warhol hanging on the walls. From the first-floor landing, Sieff's American-born second wife Lois saw the gunman pushing the butler up the stairs. She rushed into her bedroom, closed the door behind her and telephoned the police. Her call was logged at two minutes past seven.

    It did not take long to find Sieff. The sixty-eight-year-old, whose stern expression was softened by glasses that gave him a slightly owlish look, was in the bathroom getting ready for dinner. He heard the butler calling him and pushed the door open. All he saw was a leather-gloved hand clutching a revolver, and he froze in disbelief. The gun jerked like a startled rodent. The bullet, fired from only a metre away, thudded into Sieff's face and he slumped to the floor. Standing in the doorway of the bathroom, the stranger brought his arm down and, aiming at the unconscious Sieff, tried again and again to squeeze off another shot, but his pistol had jammed. At four minutes past seven – two minutes after the anguished call by Sieff's wife – a police car drew up outside the house. The gunman fled, without knowing whether his mission had been accomplished. No one saw which way he went.

    Sieff had come within a centimetre of death, but survived. The bullet bore a hole through his skin just above the upper lip but was deflected by exceptionally strong front teeth and bone away from his jugular vein, lodging in his jaw instead. He would have choked to death on his own blood had his wife not made him lie on his stomach. The surgeons who operated on him that night removed not only the bullet but also fragments of bone that had been embedded in his jaw. When he recovered sufficiently to speak, he told a visitor: ‘The door of the bathroom opened and I saw a gun and that was it. The next thing I remembered I was here in hospital.’

    For an apprentice assassin, it was a disappointing baptism. But the novice had shown daring, kept his nerve throughout, and managed to get away unharmed. The would-be murderer's name was Ilich Ramírez Sánchez. The Jackal had thrown down the first marker in his trail of terror.

  


  
    
ONE

    Marx and the Holy Cross

    ...............

    
      I acknowledge that my name is Ilich Ramírez Sánchez alias Carlos, born in 1949 in Caracas in Venezuela. I am an international revolutionary.

      — Carlos to French counter-intelligence

    

    There was no argument over the surname of the boy born at the Razetti clinic in Caracas at five o'clock in the morning of 12 October 1949. He was given the surnames of both his Marxist father and his Catholic mother, Ramírez and Sánchez, as is common in Spanish-speaking nations. The sticking point was the first name.

    Elba Maria Sánchez pleaded to be allowed to give her first child a Christian name, but her husband was adamant. ‘The biggest man in all humanity,’ he would often insist, ‘is Vladimir Ilich Ulyanov, alias Lenin. Humanity before the bomb is divided into two periods. Before and after Lenin, not Christ who was an ordinary, run-of-the-mill man.’1

    So José Altagracia Ramírez Navas rode roughshod over his wife's objections and, ignoring the registrar's raised eyebrows, paid his personal tribute to the father of the Bolshevik Revolution with a few strokes of his pen. Years later, the nom de guerre under which his son became notorious infuriated him: ‘Why do they call him the Jackal? His name is Ilich. It is a proud name, the name of a revolutionary.’2 Within hours of his birth, Ilich Ramírez Sánchez embodied — if only by his name – the revolutionary ideals of his father.

    A land both Caribbean and South American, Venezuela had been dubbed ‘the land of grace’ by Columbus who had discovered it on his third voyage to the New World in 1498. But his legacy failed to live up to that name, as Spanish conquerors massacred native Americans or traded them as slaves. In the early nineteenth century at least 150,000 Venezuelans died in the country's independence wars, and home-bred revolutionaries strayed further afield to spearhead liberation across much of South America. Devastated by the fighting, its economy in ruins, the young nation staggered through a mess of coups and civil wars. After years of bloody stagnation, the discovery of oil in the early twentieth century would in time transform the prospects of the country.

    Like the four dictators who ruled Venezuela in the first half of the century, Ilich Ramírez Sánchez was born in the western state of Tachira. Aggressive pig-headedness, mixed with a strong religious streak, is popularly held to be common among its people. It is as if the Andes, piercing through the small province, serves as a rigid backbone to the local character. Natives of Tachira and other Andean provinces are also known for an odd physical characteristic: the tops of their heads slope rather than curve downwards at the back, something Venezuelans joke is due to mothers slapping their children across the head. The Tachira state capital San Cristobal nestles on a damp plateau 900 metres above sea level, a few hundred kilometres short of where the Andes sink into the Caribbean. The architecture of the cathedral and palaces bears witness to the Spanish colonialists who founded the city.

    Ramírez Navas had the inflexible convictions of the disillusioned drawn to a new faith. In his youth he had felt a religious vocation and enrolled at the St Thomas Aquinas seminary run by the French Eudist order. But he abruptly turned his back on the Church to proclaim himself an atheist while still a teenager. ‘I studied to be a priest for three years and I swallowed 1800 hosts before realising when I was sixteen or seventeen years old that it was a lie,’ recalled the adult Ramírez Navas, a slight, dapper figure with deep-set eyes and wiry hair.3 The seminary drop-out abandoned his theology textbooks, packed his bags and returned home to the small town of Michelena in Tachira in the early 1930s. Another clash with the powers that be awaited him, but this time with the secular authorities. He was expelled from Tachira for sheltering an outlaw in his study. The authorities labelled him a Communist, although he protests: ‘I didn't even know what the word meant.’4

    He found out soon enough. His spiritual vocation in shreds, the young Ramírez Navas crossed the nearby border into Colombia and started studying for a law degree at the Free University in Bogotá. His discovery of the works of Marx and Lenin, allied with his personal experience of the harshness of the regime governing Venezuela, fanned his spirit of rebellion. He drifted into the circles of two prominent left-wingers living in Bogotá, the Colombian Jorge Eliécer Gaitán who became his friend, and the exiled Gustavo Machado, a leading light of Venezuela's banned Communist Party. By the time he had completed his studies at the Central University in Caracas, and launched his career in Tachira where he had been allowed to return, the disoriented failed priest had become a diehard Marxist-Leninist.

    The mid-1930s was a time of stimulating turmoil for the left in Venezuela. For the greater part of the previous three decades a suspicious cattle rancher who looked very much like Stalin, General Juan Vincente Gómez, had ruled like a tyrant. His dictatorship had nipped leftist and all other opposition in the bud with an efficient secret police and an ambitious programme to build new roads and improve communications. Both ensured that no rival, even those headstrong agitators from his native province of Tachira, could marshal a force large enough to challenge him without his finding out and quickly crushing any rebellion. A stereotypical Latin American despot with a splendid handlebar moustache, and the father of more than a hundred children (the general never married), Gómez trod so warily that he stopped the citizens of Caracas from creating a Rotary Club because he feared it might turn political. So efficient was his apparatus of repression that he lost power in 1935 only because he died a natural, peaceful death at the age of seventy-nine.

    In the euphoria that followed the general's passing, Ramírez Navas was involved in the setting up of Democratic Action, a new party led by the outspoken idealist Romulo Betancourt. But the lawyer suffered yet further disillusionment: after the party wrested power in a broad-based revolution in 1945, he became convinced that as far as political honesty went there was little to choose between his friends now in power and their predecessors. He said so, and was detained for a brief period because of his out-spokenness. On his release, he swung towards the pro-Soviet Communist Party, which, dogged by persecution under successive regimes, had operated underground until the early 1940s. For all his ideological commitment, Ramírez Navas disapproved of the party's apparatchiks. In his own view they were too conservative and he never signed up as a member – yet another example of the strong streak of independence in his character.

    His chosen dogma did not stop him upholding a legal system that gave pride of place to private property and capitalism. He was successful in his profession, and became well established in the provincial capital San Cristobal. Opposites attract, it is said, and the woman ten years his junior with whom Ramírez Navas fell in love, and whom he married in 1948, was as determinedly Catholic as he was atheist. Born in San Cristobal, the attractive, dark-haired and sociable Elba had been more lastingly marked by the local religious streak and never did reconcile herself to her husband's intolerance of her faith, nor to his infidelity. She too was strong-minded, but she lost the battle over the name of her first-born.

    From Ramírez Navas's own account, his eldest son also paid quite a price for his father's revolutionary fervour and for the Leninist incarnation imposed on him at birth, a year after another coup d'état ushered in a new period of military rule. There was no question of Ilich reliving his father's wasted years sitting on hard church benches or dissecting the Holy Bible. The Marxist doctrine that Ramírez Navas had discovered as an undergraduate was drummed into Ilich long before he reached puberty. The demolition of Stalin's personality cult by Khrushchev in 1956, when Ilich was seven years old, did nothing to sway his father. By the age of ten, the father trumpeted, Ilich had read Trotsky's Life of Lenin not once, but twice. (There is no such work: perhaps Ramírez Navas was referring to Trotsky's Lenin: Notes for a Biographer, or to the same author's Stalin.)

    The boy met his parents’ high expectations. ‘Although the father was rigid, he was also loving and very worried about his family,’ remembered Mireya Gonzalez de Ruiz, a childhood friend of Ilich and his two younger brothers, Lenin and Vladimir (they were born in Caracas in 1951 and 1958), who like several other children feared the strict disciplinarian. ‘The one Ramírez Navas liked best was Ilich. Everything he did his father would praise. He was definitely the favourite.’5 Neither Lenin nor Vladimir lived up to their names, and their father's hopes of spawning ‘valiant Communists’ proved forlorn, although Ramírez Navas once confusedly described his second son Lenin as ‘a Marxist-Leninist but not interested in politics’.6

    Ramírez Navas made sure that his first-born's childhood, although inevitably bourgeois by virtue of his own legal profession, included the legends of South American revolution. Again and again Ilich heard from his father that God does not exist and that a man must fight to be strong. There was no lack of gun-wielding, revolution-preaching ancestors for the young Ilich to live up to in what was, after all, the homeland of the most revered of all South American independence heroes, the great Libertador Simón Bolívar whose statue graces virtually every Venezuelan city, town and village.

    An uncle of Ilich had taken part in the coup which overthrew President Isaias Medina in 1945. But the family hero was Elba's grandfather, a doctor who transformed a sixty-strong band of followers into an army big enough to help overthrow the government in Caracas in 1899, only to lose power a few years later. Unbowed, the doctor repeatedly tried to assassinate the Tachira state governor, resisting the forces sent after him in a courageous last and lone stand to give his comrades time to flee into the Andes. Ilich delighted in the tales of how the doctor, after he was caught, refused to betray his companions under torture. ‘Physically, he was slender, powerful. A handsome man who emerged from torture with a stoop,’ Ilich recalled. ‘He revealed no names. He remained in jail for seven years, in heavy iron chains which were never removed, even during torture. His wife loved him for his virility and his good looks. He was released, but his family had lost everything.’7

    The indoctrination of her eldest son rested to a significant extent on her own family tree, but Elba reacted to it with growing resentment. Physically, Ilich took after her rather than Ramírez Navas: the round face and full lips, the pale complexion that flushes easily and even the soft, high-pitched voice are all Elba's legacy. The aquiline nose, however, marked him out as his father's son. Frustrated that her resistance had proved so fruitless, she complained bitterly to her friends about the outlandish names given to her three children. Defying her dogmatic spouse and aided by a local priest, she managed, according to friends of the family, to have Ilich baptised in secret. When Ramírez Navas was busy receiving clients or away at the law courts, she would furtively shepherd the brothers to mass. This clandestine struggle waged by Elba did not, however, have a lasting result. Reminiscing about his childhood, Ilich dismisses the Roman Catholic faith much as his father had: ‘Marxism was my religion for a long time, not Catholicism. For hereditary reasons really. It was in the atmosphere of my home, in my parents’ blood.’8

    Ilich is unwilling to talk about Elba. ‘I have very strong ties with my mother. She is a very courageous and honest woman,’ is all he would say in his judicial testimony.9 He refuses to describe her or go into the disputes that rocked the household, but the courage he admires in his mother was as much a tribute to her refusal to be browbeaten by her domineering husband as to the way she came to terms with her eldest son's career. Ilich was more expansive with his friends, telling one that Elba was beautiful, gentle, sensitive and unpretentious, and that she loved nature and socialising.10 According to one friend, Elba was ‘the only thing he really loved’. He would have done anything for his cultured mother and always spoke of her with great tenderness.11

    Ilich describes the father who spoon-fed him Communist ideology as ‘a man of conviction, with an almost religious concept of his commitment’. Any suggestion that the lawyer was a millionaire angered Ilich: ‘You know, there are a lot of fibs about that. There are people in our family who are much richer. My uncle, for example, who owns a coffee plantation. He lives in San Cristobal. As for my father, he's comfortably off. That's all.’12 In fact, his father owns several agricultural properties, and Ilich labelled the family's social origins as ’petit bourgeois’. However Ilich did not think much of the names that his father had dreamed up for his offspring: ‘It was bloody stupid of my father to give his children such weird names. That kind of thing weighs on the children. In my case it was fortunate, but things were different for my brothers. They are not ashamed of their names, but it did cause them problems later in life.’13

    Childhood friends of the family, who played with Ilich and his brothers in San Cristobal during the holidays, could not help noticing the uneasy nature of the parents’ marriage, fuelled by the father's extra-marital affairs and the incompatible convictions of the two partners. Whenever the father was present the brothers would be stiff and cold as they did their best to live up to the instructions codified in a pamphlet on ethical behaviour which he wrote for them, Social, Moral and Civic Formation. ‘I tell anybody the truth to his face,’ was one of the father's mottoes.14 In Elba's company, the brothers softened and became more gentle.

    Ilich was tall for his age, handsome but heavily built. The nickname ‘El Gordo’ (Fatso) would bring him near to tears and prompt him to shout back furiously and shrilly, his face flushed scarlet: ‘The whole world will hear of me.’ But for a time Ilich was sheltered from such taunts. His father's successful career meant that he could afford to hire Communist teachers to give Ilich lessons in the privacy and comfort of the family home. Not that the son had sought out such seclusion; indeed he came to resent it because he had less opportunity to play with other children: ‘We studied at home, we had a private instructor. That's not normal.’15

    Ilich was a natural figure of authority for his playmates. ‘When there was a game to be organised, Ilich was always the one who would do it. He was the leader. He would decide, but not in an authoritarian manner. He was the most organised, the one who took the initiative and made the rules,’ according to Emir Ruiz, a boyhood friend. His favourite game was hide-and-seek, a pastime that loomed large later in life. ‘Ilich liked to play at goodies and baddies with plastic weapons. In our group he was the strongest and the most aggressive.’16 It was from Ilich that his friends learned how to tip their arrows with metal to avoid making a mess of the small birds they hunted. Whenever a game ended, he and Lenin would rush to the bathroom to clean up, Ilich emerging with his generous head of hair neatly combed and his nails scrubbed. Organising afternoon snacks for the children was also his domain.

    Partly because the marriage was under particular strain, Elba took the three sons on an extended tour from late 1958 which disrupted Ilich's education and affected his academic record. The first school he attended was a Protestant establishment in Kingston, Jamaica, before moving on shortly afterwards to Mexico, then back to Jamaica and later to Caracas. When Elba went to live in Bogotá for a period with the sickly baby Vladimir, Ilich stayed on in Caracas with his father and Lenin. Ilich learned the hard way how to adjust to constantly changing countries, schools and classmates, although this was cushioned by his aptitude for languages, a skill inherited from his father.

    The years of travel ended in early 1961, giving husband and wife pause for thought. For years Elba, faithful to her Catholic beliefs, had resisted the idea of divorce advocated relentlessly by her husband. She had agreed to marry a failed seminarist and a Marxist, but she drew the line at divorcing him. Elba finally relented, however, and the marriage ended when Ilich was barely a teenager, although the couple, unusually, decided to continue living together in Caracas. Ramírez Navas bluntly explained: ‘I got divorced because in my house I thought that I was the only one who did anything right.’17

    The divorce was a relief for Ilich. Years afterwards, he recalled: ‘my father would bring his mistresses home. My mother suffered because of this. We lived together, but it was unbearable ... I was very pleased about the divorce. My brothers took it less well.’18 In his judicial deposition, his single and brief reference to the painful episode is in sharp contrast to the rest of his testimony: ‘My parents divorced in 1962 or 1963 but they continued to cohabit until 1966.’19 He was always surprisingly precise about dates, but of his parents’ separation he could not remember even the exact year. Rather than a failing of his prodigious memory, this was perhaps an unconscious attempt to avoid recalling a painful event.

    In 1962, just as she had lost the battle over her children's first names, so Elba failed to stop her husband sending Ilich to the sprawling Fermin Toro lycée in Caracas, which was nursery to budding radicals at a time when the capital's streets often resounded with violent left-wing demonstrations. The more enterprising students skipped classes to march in protest at the liberal government's ban on the Communist Party. ‘This school was renowned. All the revolutionaries had studied there,’ Ilich recalled. ‘It was my father's decision. As for my mother, she was hardly enthusiastic about the choice. Did my father choose this school on purpose to annoy my mother?’20

    By his own testimony it was in January 1964, when he was fourteen, that Ilich defied authority for the first time. He joined an organisation banned by the authorities, the Venezuelan Communist Youth: ‘That's where I made my debut in the revolutionary movement. I was one of those in charge of the organisation in a lycée in Caracas.’21 In 1965–6, that young flock counted some 200 members and Ilich claims that he helped to organise anti-government street marches which scared the President, Raul Leoni. The protests also taught Ilich how to make Molotov cocktails and set cars on fire, while visits to the shanty towns on the outskirts of Caracas, he later claimed, revealed to him the plight of the poor. But Ilich did not impress his contemporaries, and it is likely that he depicts his exploits in excessively glowing terms. The president of the Venezuelan Communist Party, Pedro Ortega Diaz, testified in a letter to judicial authorities in Caracas: ‘His activity was normal and we can find no outstanding event.’22

    ‘Revolution is my supreme euphoria,’ Ilich once declared.23 That his first taste of such euphoria came courtesy of both Cuba's Fidel Castro and the Soviet Union's State Security Committee, better known as the KGB, was for long considered an unassailable truth by the media.

    His father is said to have sent Ilich to Cuba, probably late in 1966, to complete his education at a political indoctrination camp which also ran courses in sabotage techniques. Camp Mantanzas, not far from Havana, was run by Fidel Castro's secret service, the Direccion General de Inteligencia (DGI), and the local KGB boss, General Viktor Semenov. According to two writers, Ilich was the DGI's ‘prize alumnus’.24 His instructors are said to have included an Ecuadorian guerrilla expert and senior KGB official, Antonio Dagues-Bouvier, who reportedly took him in hand from then on. Ilich is also said to have met Father Camillo Torres, a Colombian priest turned guerrilla chief who fought alongside Che Guevara. Many years later a French Interior Minister gave credence to these reports, writing that Ilich underwent ‘terrorist training in Cuba (automatic arms, explosives, bombs, mines, destruction of pipelines, cryptography, photography, falsification of documents, etc.)’.25

    Rather than confirm or deny that he was given this guerrilla training, Ilich today prefers to hide behind the rules of the first revolutionary movement he joined. Asked during his judicial testimony whether he went to Cuba, perhaps in 1966, Ilich invokes his duty as a party member: ‘There is a discipline in the Venezuelan Communist Youth to which I belonged at the time. I don't have the right to speak in its name. And you should ask the Venezuelan Communist Party which still exists whether I went to Cuba at that time. And the Cuban authorities too.’26

    But when pressed, he dismissed what he called ‘outrageous stories about this supposed Cuban episode which border on the soap opera. I read that I went to the Mantanzas camp and was trained in terrorist methods. All that is fable.’27 He also denied ever meeting Father Torres. It is highly unlikely that Ilich did meet Father Torres in Cuba, as the priest was killed in action against the Colombian army in February 1966.28 There is another date that does not tally. General Semenov was in fact appointed to head the KGB operation in Havana in 1968, two years after Ilich is said to have passed through.

    The reports that Ilich's rite of passage took place in Fidel Castro's shadow are CIA propaganda. When the report was first circulated, the CIA let it be known that it was based on revelations from Orlando Castro Hidalgo, a DGI defector from the Cuban embassy in Paris who had supposedly told the agency that Ilich was among as many as 1500 Latin Americans trained in Cuba every year, adding that Venezuelans tended to focus on guerrilla operations and sabotage techniques. Today a former head of the counter-terrorism division at the CIA, who has consulted the agency's file on Ilich, admits that the CIA had no evidence whatsoever that he had trained in Cuba.

    Western security forces had not waited to hear any such admissions to pour cold water over these reports. A profile drawn up by France's homicide squad, the Brigade Criminelle, struck a dubious note: ‘US intelligence gives it to be understood that Ilich may have been sent to Cuba by his father in 1966.’29 The recruitment of Ilich by the DGI, it concludes, is at best difficult and at worst impossible to establish.

    Had Ilich studied at university in his homeland, perhaps he would have emerged in the same mould as his rebellious ancestors: a revolutionary in the best local Zapatista tradition, marching down from the heights of Tachira state to overthrow Venezuelan dictatorships. Venezuelans are notoriously reluctant to emigrate, loath to leave the white Caribbean beaches, snowy Andean peaks and steamy jungles about which the tourist guidebooks enthuse. But his father Ramírez Navas was unhappy with Ilich's new activism, and worried that his eldest son might come to some harm in the violent street protests rocking Caracas. In 1966 Ramírez Navas resolved to send Ilich and his brothers to study an ocean away, in London, accompanied by Elba. Under their mother's protective wing, the boys stood to benefit from learning a new language and experiencing European culture at first hand.

    The tail end of the swinging 1960s, London's nightlife and above all its liberated young women were a revelation to Ilich. Years later he recalled that he had no difficulty adapting to life on a different continent, nor did he feel homesick in London where he arrived in August 1966. Often sharing a bedroom, the three brothers lived with their mother in a series of rented flats in west London, the first of which was in Earls Court.

    Ilich studied initially at Stafford House Tutorial College, a sixth-form crammer in Kensington where he took O-levels in English, physics, chemistry and mathematics. His teachers at the select institution did not take kindly to the seventeen-year-old, complaining of his laziness and irritating verbosity. ‘He was a snide little blighter,’ was his English teacher Hilary King's unflattering appraisal. ‘He was quite convinced he was God's gift to everyone. He was podgy and pasty but he was always incredibly elegantly and expensively dressed. He was a cheat and would avoid doing work whenever he could.’ Indolence did not prevent the clever Ilich, who had mastered English before he came to London, successfully passing his O-level exams, and he moved on to study A-levels at the Earls Court Tutorial College.

    In the absence of Ramírez Navas, Ilich took on a paternal role in the eyes of the youngest of his two brothers, Vladimir. ‘My brother was a father-figure to me,’ Vladimir recalled. ‘He told me how to behave, as a family member and as an exemplary citizen. He always seemed to me a very correct, very good and very moral person. He was not violent, he had an affable manner and he was an affectionate brother.’30

    British newspapers have made much of one violent hobby in which the two older brothers Ilich and Lenin supposedly indulged. They are both said to have learned to handle firearms at the Royal Kensington Rifle and Pistol Club. Former members of the club have been quoted anonymously as remembering two smartly dressed young Venezuelans. The club's records, however, carry no trace of the two brothers, nor did they sign up for the three-month probationary period usual for prospective members. According to the results of an investigation by Scotland Yard's SO13 anti-terrorism branch, Ilich and Lenin never went near the club.

    Rather than gunfire, it was the sound of champagne corks popping that interested Ilich during this period. Dressed to look older than his teenage years in a navy blue blazer or a smart suit complete with waistcoat, he escorted his gregarious mother to the receptions that Latin American embassies laid on for the expatriate community. Judging by a raré photograph of him at one cocktail party, filial duty was not his only motivation for attending such gatherings. Hair parted immaculately, eyes shining greedily and a crooked smile on his face, Ilich stands behind his bejewelled mother, his left hand clutching the arm of an attractive, dark- haired girl who stands stiffly beside him. ‘The society life of a Latin American playboy,’ scoffed French police years later.31

    Ilich had no qualms about admitting his love of luxury, and professed his admiration for the way of life advocated by the Greek philosopher Epicurus based on simple pleasure and friendship. ‘I like good food, I like to drink and I like good cigars,’ Ilich confessed. ‘I like to sleep in a comfortable bed which has just been made. I like to wear good shoes. I like to play cards, poker and blackjack. I also like parties and dances. But I am against “possessions”. What I possess belongs to others as much as to me.’32 The pleasures he was fond of, Ilich proclaimed, could all be renounced for ‘life, duty, revolution’.

    Shortly after arriving in London he met a group of young British activists who wanted to set up an international Communist students’ organisation. Ilich has been widely credited with helping to create this, but in fact he dropped out after attending only one gathering ‘because I realised that we had the police on our backs day and night’.33 Ilich cut his political teeth in a more discreet fashion. A mission entrusted to him by an emissary of Lieutenant-Colonel Juan De Dios Moncada Vidal, leader of the revolutionary Armed Forces of National Liberation, the main Venezuelan guerrilla group active in the 1960s and 1970s, provided his first introduction to the Communist East bloc: ‘I was asked to organise young Venezuelan Communists in Eastern Europe. I said that I was ready to carry out this mission.’34

    Ilich's efforts were cut short when his father flew in from Venezuela in late 1967. Ramírez Navas's plan was for Ilich and Lenin to move on from London to take a university degree at the Sorbonne in Paris, and he took them across the Channel on an exploratory trip to find out about courses and student accommodation. It was the brothers’ first taste of the French capital. Father and sons paced the ornate lecture halls and never-ending corridors of the venerable Sorbonne as the equally venerable French bureaucracy slowly revealed the secrets of the Byzantine entrance procedure.

    But their efforts were wasted because of the May 1968 riots, when the Latin Quarter erupted with students manning barricades, hoisting the red flag and hurling stones at the hated CRS police. Despite the fact that the biggest student and worker revolt in recent French history was to a large extent inspired by kindred Marxists, Ilich's father had no intention of seeing his offspring take to the barricades – and perhaps be counted among the 800 people injured during that upheaval. France was judged too unsettled an environment, and the Sorbonne plan was abandoned.

    Instead Ramírez Navas decided to send the brothers to Moscow, which only the previous year had celebrated the fiftieth anniversary of the Bolshevik Revolution. The father's lobbying of the cultural attaché at the Soviet embassy in London paid off, although the diplomat cannot have appreciated his theatrical assurance that ‘we have not been, are not and never would be’ members of Venezuela's Communist Party. Ilich and Lenin won places at the Patrice Lumumba University in Moscow, starting in September 1968.

    Again the shadow of the KGB falls across Ilich's path. Did his university entrance mark his recruitment by the Soviet secret service, as many have speculated? Ilich is eager to fuel the mystery. ‘Even before I arrived in Moscow, I got in touch with the KGB in London through the resident at the Soviet embassy. Thanks to this contact I was able to get a visa for Moscow and a plane ticket, despite the fact that I hadn't been granted a scholarship that year because it had gone to my brother Lenin. This gave me a certain weight in Moscow,’ he said in his testimony to French investigators.35

    But at his next deposition Ilich backtracked: ‘During my previous questioning, I had told you that the KGB resident in London had offered me a plane ticket for Moscow. In fact, this is untrue. The ticket was offered to me, but I refused it. I paid it out of my own pocket with the money my father had given me. I had to take a British airline flight.’36 And before another French judge some time later, he confessed that his contradictory statements were part of a plot to draw attention to his plight. ‘I had to do something that would come out in the newspapers. “Carlos and the KGB” – I was sure that would come out. In the summer of 1968 I was eighteen and a half. Do you really think that a young man of that age would know the KGB resident in London? Come on, that's ridiculous!’37

    Had he lied the first time, or was he worried that he had gone too far in speaking about a ‘Kremlin connection’? The records of the Venezuelan Communist Party show that Ilich obtained a study grant from the Soviet-Venezuelan House of Friendship, a fact confirmed by the party's president in a letter to investigators and which reflected some form of Soviet endorsement.38

    The Patrice Lumumba University, which was also known as the University of Friendship Between Peoples, served as a training ground for the ruling classes of the Soviet Union's Third World client states. The very name was a denunciation of its Cold War foe: in the autumn of 1960 it was with the CIA's blessing that a young colonel in the Congolese army, Joseph Mobutu, had arrested Prime Minister Lumumba. A vital asset for Moscow's African ambitions, Lumumba was then tortured and assassinated. Mobutu had had no need of the dozen or so poisons concocted by the CIA, ready to mix with the Prime Minister's food or toothpaste.

    ‘Going to Moscow was a dream for us,’ Ilich said years later.39 He and his younger brother started the course within weeks of Soviet tanks rolling into Czechoslovakia to crush the heady ‘Prague Spring’. But they soon found that discipline at the cosmopolitan university, whose 6000 students were all selected through the Communist Party of their country of origin, was as stifling as its modernist architecture. Drab grey concrete blocks squatted around a charmless artificial pond. The only dash of colour was a map of the world painted on to the facade of one block in a valiant attempt to symbolise the ideals of the university: from an open book, symbol of learning, a torch emerges, issuing multicoloured flames that spread like waves across the planisphere. Perhaps Ilich drew some comfort from glancing up at the mural as, huddled against the rigours of the Russian winter and wearing a black beret in tribute to Che Guevara who had died riddled by bullets in October of the previous year, he trudged across the bleak square on his way to lectures. Coincidentally, the base of the flame is very close to Venezuela.

    Rules and regulations governed virtually every aspect of Ilich's life from the moment he started the first year's induction course, which was designed to flesh out his knowledge of the Russian language and introduce him to the delights of Marxist society before he launched into his chosen subjects, languages and chemistry. Like father, like son. Ilich rebelled against the rules, preferring to spend his time chasing girls. He would often crawl back to his room drunk. His professors at the university, some of them children of Spanish Civil War veterans who had sought refuge in Moscow, were unimpressed by his academic performance.

    ‘His name alone, Ilich Ramírez Sánchez, was so strange that people were curious about him,’ relates Kirill Privalov, a journalist on the newspaper Druzhba (Friendship) which was printed at the small university press, and an acquaintance of Ilich. The Venezuelan's escapades, wildly excessive by the standards of the university, only fanned people's interest. ‘Ilich was not at all the typical student sent by his country's Communist Party, nothing to do with the good little soldier of Mao who laboured in the fields every summer. He was a handsome young man although his cheeks looked swollen, and he was a great bon viveur.’40 Flush with cash sent by his parents, Ilich could afford to spend lavishly on whisky and champagne in the special stores that only accepted payment in hard currencies and which were off-limits to most people. More Russian than the Russians, the privileged student and his friends would throw over their shoulders not only empty glasses but bottles as well.

    The university authorities, frustrated in their attempts to impose discipline on Ilich, reasoned that his freedom of action would be drastically limited if the allowance that his father sent him were reduced. But when they asked Ramírez Navas to be less generous, the father, piqued, retorted that his son had never wanted for anything. ‘The university had a sort of vice squad, and at night students were supposed either to study or sleep,’ recounts Privalov.

    
      One night the patrol entered Ilich's room and saw empty bottles of alcohol and glasses on the table, but he was apparently alone. The squad opened the cupboard door and a girl who was completely drunk fell out. She was naked and was clutching her clothes in her hands. They asked her what she was doing there and she answered: ‘I feel pity for the oppressed.’ She was obviously a prostitute. Another time, and with another girl, Ilich didn't bother to hide her in the cupboard. He threw her out of the window. This one was fully dressed and landed in two metres of snow a floor or two below. She got up unhurt and shouted abuse at him.41

    

    These were not just the high jinks of a turbulent student but symptomatic of what Ilich himself considered his inability, at least until his late twenties, to forge a lasting love affair: ‘I love women, I mean the good life! But not only sex. In the end, I love friendship a great deal ... I haven't lived many love stories in my life. At the same time, I can fall in love easily, like any old schoolboy. I can love several women at the same time.’42

    Sonia Marine Oriola was an early exception. A Cuban woman whose marriage had failed, she was the young Ilich's only ‘great love story ... I like girls very much, but I like to be “in control”. With Sonia, I wasn't a ruler. We were one.’43 Two Latin Americans unhappy with Moscow, they had much in common. Years later Ilich recounted that she had taught him to smoke cigars. But the relationship came to an end and Sonia returned to Havana where she gave birth to his daughter in 1970, when Ilich was twenty years old. Ilich wrote to Sonia several times, asking that at the very least she let him know his daughter's name – he had suggested ‘Sonia’, like her mother – but his letters went unanswered. When a French judge asked him, fifteen years and two weddings later, whether he had married Sonia, Ilich would not be drawn. But the judge had got the woman's name wrong, asking him whether he knew someone called Sonia Maria Oriola (Maria instead of Marine), and Ilich's answer sounds more than a little tongue in cheek: ‘I know no one of that name. I know several Sonias including my cousin. From my point of view this person does not exist.’44

    Ilich's academic syllabus motivated him much less than far-left politics, as he readily recognised: ‘I acquired a personal culture by travelling in Russia and other countries. I learned to use Marx's dialectic method. It's an experience which is useful to all revolutionaries.’45 Fellow students describe him as passionate about Marxism, but as a romantic rather than an ideologue. An envoy of the Venezuelan Communist Party came to the conclusion that this young man had potential. But the offer of a post as its representative in Bucharest which Dr Eduardo Gallegos Mancera, a member of the party's politburo, made to Ilich when they met in Moscow did not tempt him. As his father had done, Ilich decided to keep the party at arm's length and turned Mancera down.

    His snubbing of the appointment did not endear him to the Venezuelan Communist Party, and he further blackened his name by supporting a rebel faction. Since 1964 a storm had been brewing back home following the refusal of the young Commander Douglas Bravo, in charge of the party's military affairs and loyal to Che Guevara's doctrine, to toe the official line. Party policy dictated that armed struggle as a means to revolution should be abandoned in favour of a ‘broad popular movement for progressive democratic change’. The storm broke in the late 1960s when Bravo left the party. Ilich, still at Lumumba University, wholeheartedly supported him as a true revolutionary, and this led to his expulsion in the early summer of 1969 from the Venezuelan Communist Youth, the first political movement he had joined.

    Robbed of the backing of a Soviet-endorsed party, Ilich was an easy target for the university authorities, whom he had again angered earlier in 1969 when he joined a demonstration by Arab students. Moscow had no time for Bravo's followers: one Pravda editorial condemned Cuban-backed revolutionary movements in Latin America like Bravo's as ‘anti-Marxist’ and declared that only orthodox parties held the key to the future. When he recalls this period, Ilich blames Gustavo Machado, one of the leaders of the Venezuelan Communist Party, for his troubles. It was Machado who had helped Ilich get into Lumumba University in the first place, an indispensable prop given the fact that neither Ilich nor his father were card-carrying party members. –I saw Ilich in Moscow and he was not studying,’ said a disheartened Machado. ‘There was no control over him. He received a lot of money, he played the guitar, and he ran after young women. He was a ladies’ man.’46 The rector of the university, Machado added, did not take kindly to Ilich posing for a photograph in Russian folkloric costume while strumming a balalaika.

    Ilich gave Machado as short shrift as he had given the university authorities, who determined to rid themselves of this turbulent student on the grounds of ‘antisoviet provocation and indiscipline’, and to expel his brother at the same time. Ilich was among thirteen members of the Venezuelan Communist Youth, and seven other Venezuelan students whose studies had not been satisfactory, expelled in 1970. Ilich himself insists that the university had nothing against his academic performance, but this is flatly contradicted by those who knew him as a student.47 Few missed him. Most people thought that he had returned to his apparently rich mother in London, and quickly forgot about him.

    Countless newspaper stories have reported that this expulsion was a cover dreamed up by the KGB to hide the fact that it had recruited Ilich. Such smokescreens were standard practice in Soviet intelligence, and the KGB did use the university as a talent pool for Third World agents, as it did a host of other institutions where students could be easily observed and approached. With a Slavic first name that the Soviets could not have bettered, a Marxist upbringing and early membership of a Communist youth movement, Ilich may have appeared a potential candidate on paper. But no evidence has ever been published to back the idea that Ilich joined the KGB payroll at university. Officers of both the CIA and MI6 admit they have no such proof. According to one MI6 spy: ‘The Eastern European secret services were interested in dealing with known quantities and people who could be kept under control. They would have been wary of someone who was a loose cannon. But that doesn't mean they couldn't use him as a pawn.’

    There were plenty of reasons for the KGB to avoid any dealings with Ilich: he was a heavy drinker, a braggart who had become a notorious figure on campus because of a string of scandals, and, as his behaviour amply demonstrated, he had no liking for the Soviet way of life. As his later cool relationship with Moscow was to show, he was far too independent-minded to take orders from the doctrinaire Soviets. Even if they did try to recruit him, the attempt was doomed to fail. ‘They are full of self-importance and convinced that only they hold the truth. There is no truth other than theirs,’ he fumed bitterly in front of one of his lawyers years later. To the same lawyer he also said that he hated the Russian Communists. He made a point of reaffirming his independence from Moscow, a matter of national pride in his eyes. ‘Unlike other parties, the Venezuelan Communist Party is not pledged to Moscow, although it does have privileged relations with the Soviet Union. Venezuelans are a proud people. There is a strong libertarian tradition in the country.’48

    Hans-Joachim Klein, Ilich's fellow traveller for almost six months in the mid-1970s, recalled his antipathy towards the Russian Communists: ‘He didn't like them. He thought they were corrupt. He did not define himself as a Marxist, but rather as an international revolutionary, a bit like Che Guevara.’ Klein dismissed out of hand the story that Ilich was a KGB agent: ‘That's a joke. He was expelled from Lumumba University after he took part in a demonstration. They don't really like that over there.’49

    Ilich's banner was not the hammer and sickle. Before his expulsion from Lumumba University the bright, high-spirited and well-travelled Venezuelan who once described himself as ‘an orthodox in politics, and an adventurer in life’ had started looking for adventure beyond its uninspiring campus.50

  


  
    
TWO

    Training for Terror

    ...............

    
      ‘Round here, we all use a nom de guerre. What about the name Carlos?’ I asked. He flashed his even teeth at me. ‘Carlos will do just fine,’ he said.

      — Bassam Abu-Sharif of the Popular Front for the Liberation of

      Palestine

    

    A would-be revolutionary from Latin America has at first sight few reasons to plunge into the labyrinth of the Arab-Israeli struggle. As Ilich's ancestors had demonstrated to him by example, albeit with varying degrees of success, fighting dictatorships back home was a noble enough cause. One option for the expelled student who dreamed of emulating the slain Che Guevara was to return home and sign up to fight with the guerrilla leader whose cause he had espoused, Douglas Bravo. Years later, any suggestion that he shunned his homeland's battlefields rankled. Asked whether he had ever considered fighting a guerrilla campaign in Venezuela, he proclaimed: ‘As a member of the Venezuelan Communist Youth since January 1964, I have never stopped my militancy for the Venezuelan Revolution.’1

    Ilich's university years were a time of extraordinary ferment for the Palestinians. The humiliation of the Arab defeat in the Six Day War of June 1967, when unstoppable Israeli units occupied the Sinai peninsula, the Golan Heights, East Jerusalem and the West Bank of the Jordan, had fostered a wave of resentment among Palestinian refugees whose numbers swelled in neighbouring Arab states. Convinced that they must take matters into their own hands if they were ever to win land from Israel, Palestinian guerrillas then based in Jordan, the fedayeen, staged hit-and-run raids on Israeli targets. With his privileged upbringing, and hailing from another continent, Ilich had little in common with these guerrillas, nor with the 800,000 Palestinians who had fled Israel at its creation in 1948. But the struggle to give them the land they demanded was a leading revolutionary rallying cry for tens of thousands of left-wing students the world over.

    Early discussions with his father may well have played a part in shaping Ilich's outlook. Ramírez Navas made no secret of where his own sympathies lay: ‘Do you think that if the Jews, the Israelis and the Zionists did not have the support of the United States, they'd be committing the crimes that they are committing in the Middle East? Are the Jews people who can't be killed?’2 In Moscow, Ilich grilled his Palestinian fellow students and learned about the man twenty years his senior whom he would later come to call ‘Master’, Wadi Haddad.

    Like Ilich, Haddad was born to a bourgeois family, in Galilee, the son of a renowned professor of Arabic and mathematics. On the day the Israeli army destroyed his family home Haddad swore he would pursue the Israelis all his life.3 As a medical student at Beirut's American University, he started discussing with friends just how this could be achieved. The closest of those friends was another medical student, George Habash. The pair opened a clinic to give free treatment to Palestinian refugees in Jordan, and then helped to found in the early 1950s the Arab Nationalist Movement dedicated to wresting back Palestine. The bitterness they felt at the fiasco of the Six Day War turned that movement into the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, founded within weeks of the defeat and led by Habash. From the outset, the Popular Front's one-line manifesto sought the liberation of Palestine by means of armed struggle. Its ideology was Marxist, and its tactic was terror.

    The idea of resorting to terrorism was Haddad's. Convinced that raids by the fedayeen against Israeli military targets were futile, he launched the first Palestinian hijacking in July 1968: two guerrillas forced an El Al Boeing 707 flying from Rome to Tel Aviv to land in Algiers, and renamed it for the occasion ‘Palestinian Liberation 007’.

    Israel publicly proclaimed that it did not negotiate with terrorists, but it did just that in the long month that followed. In exchange for releasing the passengers unharmed, the hijackers won freedom for sixteen Palestinians serving prison terms in Israel. The mighty victor of the Six Day War had been brought, albeit briefly, to its knees. ‘To kill a Jew far from the battlefield,’ Habash concluded, ‘has more effect than killing hundreds of Jews in battle.’

    From then on, hijackings and other outrages grabbed world headlines and forced Western governments to acknowledge Palestinian grievances. That same year the Palestinian Liberation Organisation, which as an umbrella group included the Popular Front and other factions, issued a charter which decreed that ‘Armed struggle is the only way to liberate Palestine’ and that ‘Commando action constitutes the nucleus of the Palestinian popular liberation war.’

    Haddad's promises of world revolution struck a chord with the Venezuelan student in Moscow brought up on Marxist doctrine. For Haddad, the annihilation of Israel and the birth of a revolutionary Palestine was only the first step in a struggle inspired by teachers like Che Guevara and Mao Tse-tung. ‘After that,’ he promised, ‘we will overthrow the feudal Arab thrones and then we will spread our revolution to the whole world.’ In the years to come, revolutionaries and guerrillas the world over were welcome to join Haddad, including West Germany's Baader-Meinhof gang, Italy's Red Brigades, Japan's Red Army and South America's Tupamaros. A few years later, however, and after long, enforced conversations with him, Saudi Arabia's Sheikh Yamani concluded that Ilich had never believed in the Palestinian cause or in Arab nationalism, and that if he showed support for these it was because they were stepping-stones on the way to world revolution.

    Attracted by Haddad's ideology, and fascinated by his violent propaganda coups, Ilich was eager to find out about the guerrilla training camps run by the Popular Front, at which its most promising pupils were taught how to shoot in aircraft cabins. Companions relate that it was in Moscow that Ilich first established contact with the Palestinians.4 The Soviet authorities looked favourably on the Popular Front, and the KGB was at the time making its first approaches to Haddad. The contacts were described as ‘secret active relations’ in a letter from the service's chief Yuri Andropov to Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev.5 Ilich names his first Popular Front contact in Moscow as Rifaat Abul Aoun, then the organisation's representative in the city. The Palestinian emissary took a liking to Ilich, and invited him and several of his Latin American fellow students to attend a military training camp for foreigners in Jordan.

    ‘The idea was appealing and my comrades and I had thought of doing it while continuing our course in Moscow. But we had a new problem when we were expelled from the Patrice Lumumba University. We would not have been allowed back into the Soviet Union if we left the country,’ Ilich explained.6 By his own account, the original plan of the would-be combatants had been to sample a short training course before returning to Moscow. They would then place their skills at Douglas Bravo's disposal in Venezuela. Ilich was elected to serve as advance scout for the young radicals and in July 1970 at the age of twenty, he set out alone for the Middle East, ‘because I had more experience than the others and, having lived in Europe, I spoke several languages. I had also been the first to contact the Palestinians.’7

    That same month, on the eleventh, Haddad narrowly survived an attempt on his life when six Soviet-made Katyushka rockets smashed into his flat in Beirut as he sat talking late at night with Leila Khaled, who had hijacked a TWA plane to Damascus in August 1969 at the age of twenty-three. An electronic timer had been programmed to fire the rockets from a rented flat across the street. Two of the missiles failed to explode but the other four did their job. Incredibly, Khaled and Haddad were only slightly injured, but his wife Samia and their eight-year-old son suffered cuts and burns. The Palestinians were unanimous in seeing the attack as Mossad handiwork.

    After an overnight flight from Moscow to Beirut, Ilich appeared unexpectedly at the office of Bassam Abu-Sharif, dubbed ‘the public face of terrorism’ because of his role as spokesman for the Popular Front. A Palestinian barred from his family home in Jerusalem by the creation of the Israeli state, Abu-Sharif had met Habash while studying at the American University of Beirut. He was a de facto recruiting officer for many of the idealistic young foreigners who knocked at his door, including two Germans who soon became notorious partners in crime, Andreas Baader and former television journalist Ulrike Meinhof.

    From his vantage point, Abu-Sharif painted a sanguine tableau of his recruits’ motivations: ‘Haddad's spectaculars proved that a relatively small number of committed and well-organised people could kick the West up the backside and get away with it. This was like a magnet to these fledgling Che Guevaras. Many of them really hated the machinery of capitalism: the power of big business and big government, which crushed the spirit of the individual. They wanted freedom and power. And they hung their revolutionary aspirations on the peg of Palestine.’8

    Ilich was no exception. As he sat waiting in Abu-Sharif s offices on West Beirut's Corniche Mazraa, the Palestinian was struck by the earnest expression of his baby-faced, round-eyed visitor. A shy but determined Ilich launched into a prepared speech.

    ‘I come from Venezuela. I have been studying in Moscow at Patrice Lumumba University. I've been following your struggle. I want to join the Popular Front because I'm an internationalist and a revolutionary.’

    Abu-Sharif scrutinised him, noting his well-tailored suit, silk tie and hand-stitched leather shoes, and could not help a condescending smile. ‘It is a tough thing to be a fighter,’ he told the young stranger.

    ‘I can take it. I don't wish to be a student any longer. I wish to fight for the cause,’ Ilich retorted, snapping to attention like a cavalry officer of the old school, Abu-Sharif thought. Ilich told the Palestinian about his father, and the two men talked books for a while, Ilich displaying his knowledge of South American literature.

    Abu-Sharif thought it worth taking another look at this newcomer who was only four years his junior. There is something underneath the babyish charm: some steel that we might be able to use, he thought, and told him to come back the next day. Ilich paused to kiss gracefully the hand of the secretary on his way out.

    There was little reason to discourage such volunteers. For Haddad, foreign blood was a precious asset because it demonstrated that the Palestinian cause had universal appeal, and he liked to pool talent from different nations when selecting teams for his missions. Within twenty-four hours of Ilich's arrival, Abu-Sharif told him that he could start training, and gave him his norm de guerre, suggesting Carlos because it was a Spanish corruption of the Arabic name Khalil, which refers to Abraham and was brought to Spain by the Moors. ‘I thought it might suit a South American who wanted passionately to fight for an Arab cause. It was just my own little joke,’ recalled Abu-Sharif.9

    To show his gratitude, the new recruit gave Abu-Sharif an expensive present which he had brought from Moscow. Abu-Sharif thought at first that the box contained a complicated gun, but the gift was a Russian-made camera with a selection of different lenses. A few years later Abu-Sharif lost an eye and several fingers when he opened another present, this time a parcel containing a book about Che Guevara which turned out to be a bomb sent by Mossad.

    Having accepted his nom de guerre, Carlos flew in to the Jordanian capital, Amman. For all his worldliness and linguistic skills, he was unprepared for the confusion that he found on his arrival. There could not have been a greater contrast with the Soviet drabness he had endured: ‘It was anarchy. There were organisations everywhere, and many foreigners. French, Scandinavians, Italians, people of all nationalities. When I first contacted the Popular Front, people thought that I was a representative of the Komsomol [the Soviet youth organisation] because I had a red passport and they thought it was Soviet. I explained to them that I was Venezuelan and that we were Communist militants experienced in revolutionary practice.’10

    Carlos was despatched to Jerash in the Galaad hills north of Amman. Once a jewel in the crown of the Roman empire, where Jesus is said to have exorcised demons from a local man and unleashed them on a herd of pigs, the town was in 1970 home to a Palestinian training camp where Carlos enlisted along with some ninety others. Most of his companions were French, Belgian or from elsewhere in Europe. Displaying more concentration than at school or university, Carlos worked his way through a heavy diet of lectures and seminars on politics, and practical courses on handling light arms and explosives. One popular test of the trainees’ courage was to make them stand in the open air a metre away from an exploding plastic bomb. Barring accidents, the examinee would emerge unscathed as the charges were powerful only in confined spaces. Carlos's chief instructor, a major who had deserted the Iraqi army, was impressed by him and praised his speedy learning ability, his command in debates, and his courage. The new recruit, however, was far from bowled over. ‘We followed military training but it wasn't very serious. The course was essentially about propaganda,’ Carlos complained.11

    The course was nearly over when, before dawn one morning, a fake attack on the camp was staged to test the apprentice guerrillas. Live mortar exploded close at hand, machine-gun fire flashed overhead. The class had been ordered to pull out across the nearby river and regroup on the other bank in the event of an attack. When Abu-Sharif and the Iraqi major toured the camp they found everyone except Carlos had obeyed instructions. He was stretched out on his kit, coolly smoking a cigarette. ‘What the hell are you doing here? You're supposed to be under attack. Jump to it!’ Abu-Sharif ordered. ‘That's rubbish,’ answered Carlos, by no means flustered. ‘If it was real, I'd be dead by now.’12

    The ‘seriousness’ for which Carlos had been hungering came suddenly that summer when the Israeli air force strafed a nearby camp used by the Palestinian commandos who guarded the new recruits. One member of PLO chairman Yasser Arafat's personal guerrilla faction, the Fatah, was killed in the attack, and another was wounded. The raid was Carlos's first brush with both death and war. He talks of it dispassionately: ‘The camp was bombed by the Israelis in July 1970. There was one wounded and one dead among the Fatah members who were just above the river, not far away.’13

    Within a week of the air-raid, tired of the never-ending course, he was back in Amman trying to meet a Popular Front leader. ‘No one was taking me seriously. I was there to fight a war,’ he recalls.14 Abou Semir, a member of the party's politburo and in charge of Jordanian affairs, heard him out and he was sent to an elite camp training commandos where, Carlos noted, the recruits were all Arabs, chiefly Palestinians. This was the start of what was to be a life spent on the run: ‘We were never in the same place for security reasons,’ he said of the camp.15 Yet again he earned top marks from his superiors. But he failed in the mission entrusted to him by the students back in Moscow: none of his Venezuelan comrades ever followed him to the Middle East because he was unable to contact them. ‘I know that they returned to Venezuela,’ he explained later. ‘Half of them were imprisoned.’16 Had Carlos not been picked to lead the way in the Middle East he might have suffered a similar fate.

    Carlos may have been entrusted with some form of ‘diplomatic’ mission even before he completed his training. He said in his testimony to French investigators that during 1970 he made several visits to France, using a Venezuelan passport. Asked why he refused to reveal the purpose of these journeys, Carlos answered elliptically: ‘I am not refusing. I simply want to show you that the questions you are asking me are not in France's interest and that you are trying to squeeze information out of me.’17

    The war that Carlos was so impatient to fight was, when it came, not against the Popular Front's sworn foe but against the Arab nation that had, with increasing reluctance, granted safe haven both to it and to myriad separate Palestinian factions. In one census, the Jordanian government counted fifty-two different Palestinian groups on its territory, with leftists proselytising not Islam but Marxism from the minarets of mosques. The lightning raids by Palestinian guerrillas on Israel, and more insidiously the PLO's forging of a power base on the east bank of the River Jordan, undermined King Hussein's authority and left his country vulnerable to military retaliation by the Israelis. In February 1970 Palestinian fedayeen clashed with Jordanian troops in the streets of Amman for three days. They forced the monarch to withdraw a decree barring them from openly carrying arms in towns, and ordering them to turn in their weapons and explosives.

    A few months later the most spectacular of the Popular Front's attacks cast all its previous propaganda coups in the shade. On 6 September 1970 Haddad's team tried to hijack four airliners bound for New York and several hundred passengers virtually simultaneously.

    Leila Khaled had been assigned the hardest objective: hijacking an El Al Boeing 707 flying from Tel Aviv via Amsterdam. On Interpol's wanted list since her hijacking of a TWA plane to Damascus a year earlier, the good-looking Khaled had had her face reshaped by a German plastic surgeon so that she would not be recognised by El Al security. Still attractive, she posed as a buxom Mexican newly wed, complete with sombrero and bolero waistcoat. High above eastern England Khaled and her supposed husband, Nicaraguan-American Patrick Arguello, got up from their seats. But as they made for the cockpit, guns drawn, the pilot threw his plane into a nosedive. The sudden manoeuvre sent the two hijackers tumbling, and in the pandemonium that followed an El Al sky marshal shot Arguello dead – the first of Haddad's foreign volunteers to die in action – but not before he had managed to pull the pin from a grenade and hurl it down the passenger aisle. Fortunately, it failed to explode. Khaled tried to free the grenades she had stuffed into her bra but she was bitten, kicked and punched by male passengers who jumped on top of her. She had to endure more discomfort when the plane made an emergency landing at Heathrow airport: British police and El Al security fought over who should take her into custody, pulling at her feet and shoulders in a tug-of-war until the Israelis gave up on their attempt to take Khaled back to Israel with them.

    One other hijacking did not go quite to plan. A Pan Am Boeing 747 which had taken off from Amsterdam was found to be too big to land safely at the desert airstrip near Zarqa in Jordan that Haddad had selected. The jumbo was instead ordered to land in Cairo. Passengers and crew were given minutes to tumble out before the hijackers blew it up. But the other two jets – a TWA Boeing 707 flying out of Frankfurt, and a Swissair DC8 from Zurich – were directed as planned to the remote base. To the RAF, which had abandoned it, the base was known as Dawson's Field. The Palestinians renamed it Revolution Airstrip.

    Abu-Sharif was prominent among the guerrillas shepherding the passengers. ‘Look,’ he apologised, ‘I'm sorry, we have just hijacked you to a desert in Jordan. This is a country in the Middle East, next to Israel and Syria. We are fighting a just war, a war for the liberation of our country from Israeli occupation ... You relax tonight; there is food and drink here for you.’18 The hijackers announced that this episode of their war, which had picked off American airliners because of ‘the American plot to liquidate the Palestinian cause by supplying arms to Israel’, would come to a swift close if the governments of Switzerland and West Germany released several of their jailed comrades.

    Israel put its army on alert and President Nixon ordered the Sixth Fleet to bomb Palestinian bases, a raid aborted by Defense Secretary Melvin Laird who gave bad weather as a pretext. In an unplanned addition to the desert party, which put Britain on the spot, a freelance sympathiser impressed by Khaled's exploits hijacked a BOAC VC10 bound from Bombay to London, and brought it and its 150 passengers to the airstrip in an attempt to prise her out of jail. The guerrillas blew up the planes (worth $30 million) but none of the 360 passengers, whose passports were stamped with the words ‘liberated zone’, was harmed. The last of the hostages were freed in exchange for Khaled and six convicted terrorists after a twenty-four-day ordeal. By no means dispirited by her failure, Khaled told a news conference after her release that hijacking was ‘a perfectly normal thing to do, the sort of thing all freedom fighters have to tackle’.

    Relegated to the sidelines, Carlos was furious that he had not been called to participate in what he called Operation Revolutionary Airstrip. The slain hijacker, Arguello, shared with Carlos both Latin American roots and a bourgeois family background, and like Carlos he had been attracted to the Palestinian cause while at university. ‘Instead of selecting me for the operation, they used the most experienced troops and they let me guard a munitions depot with young recruits,’ Carlos protested.19 ‘I was furious and I even complained to the officer in charge of the camp. Nevertheless, I stayed and went on guard around the small Jordanian village of Oum-Jerzy.’

    Dawson's Field was the straw that broke the Jordanian camel's back, and brought down the wrath of the army not only on the Popular Front but on all other fedayeen. Jordanian troops had encircled the airstrip with tanks and armoured cars but had been powerless to intervene because the planes had been wired up with gelignite. ‘The Popular Front has gone too far,’ raged a humiliated King Hussein. ‘Not only do they establish a pirate aerodrome on my territory, they also manufacture official seals, deliver visas, govern traffic on the main roads, hold hostages and launch negotiations with foreign powers.’ Desperate to rid his kingdom of their open challenge, Hussein donned his marshal's uniform, decreed martial law and threw his faithful Bedu army into battle. The ensuing clash, Black September, drove Yasser Arafat together with those fighters who survived to Lebanon.

    With the Palestinians in increasingly dire straits, Carlos was finally drafted in to meet enemy fire. ‘A sheer massacre,’ Carlos recalled. ‘Thousands of dead. I fought until 1971. I was on the front line, in the mountains. The enemy was trying to force us down to the banks of the River Jordan.’20

    Abu-Sharif fought alongside him in the mountains of Ajlun where the Palestinians, supported by Syrian forces, had been obliged to withdraw. From a village overshadowed by an ancient fortress which had slowed the progress of crusaders, Carlos and his companions dominated the valley of the River Jordan, and could see as far as the hills of Judea and, to the east, the wooded hills above Jerash where he had first trained and which was now encircled by the Jordanian army. Republic of Palestine, the beleaguered fedayeen defiantly named their precarious fiefdom.

    The long and often dull months of training had turned the baby-faced stranger into a ruthless soldier. ‘Not only was he nerveless under fire, but he could take life without blinking,’ gauged Abu-Sharif approvingly. ‘The Jordanians shelled and mortared us daily; under this intense fire, Carlos stood out again and again for his sheer sang-froid, joining in several successful counterattacks on Jordanian army positions. He was blooded.’21 The Palestinians whom Carlos fought alongside were armed with little more than their trademark Kalashnikovs, hand grenades and a few mortars, and were often without even so much as a tent to shelter from the blizzards that lashed the mountains. Pitted against the British-trained Jordanian army and air force, about three thousand Palestinian fighters died. Carlos was wounded along with the leader of his unit, an officer roughly his age, but his injury cannot have been very serious because he remained attached to his section.22

    According to Carlos it was this experience of the battlefield that shaped his future commitment: ‘I was a supporter of the Palestinian cause even before Moscow. It was being there in the September 1970 massacres in Jordan that made me decide to be a front-line fighter in the continuous struggle for the Palestinian cause.’23 Couched in warrior-like terms, this was the rationale that he professed to stick to in the career that followed. In this he echoed many Palestinians including Abu Iyad, eventually appointed to head Arafat's intelligence agency, who justified the recourse to terrorism as a reaction to ‘the state of despair’ which engulfed them all after they were defeated by the Jordanian army.

    The war ended for Carlos in the winter of 1970, long before the Jordanian army finally threw out the last of the outgunned guerrillas from the Jerash-Aljun stronghold in July 1971. In the last months of battle the Jordanians massacred many of those whom they captured, with the result that ninety Palestinians chose to flee to Israel rather than fall prisoner to Hussein's Bedu soldiers. Carlos's orders came from the very top: ‘George Habash, who was secretary-general of the movement, had just come back from North Korea and China. He sent for me to tell me the cause was in jeopardy and that I must leave the struggle in Jordan because he needed me abroad.’ Carlos told how a thoughtful Habash enquired after his parents and his Cuban lover Sonia and daughter. Obviously flattered by such attention, Carlos added in his account of the meeting: ‘I was already a member of the Popular Front, of the political organisation, and I was a combatant and the only foreigner until the October 1973 war.’24

    Habash's order, on his return from an Asian fund-raising tour during which he had spoken with leaders of the Japanese Red Army, signposted a shift of emphasis in the movement's strategy. Like the Six Day War, Black September stirred deep anger among the Palestinians, for whom the massacres perpetrated by the Jordanian troops showed that, despite all the rhetoric, Arab states would always put their own selfish interests first. This was justification for more terror. Habash's eye fell on Carlos because he was young, committed, and had proved his courage in the face of enemy fire. Carlos's travels, and the languages he spoke (the latest was Arabic) also made him stand out among his peers.

    Before he could set out, however, there was one more course for him to take. Carlos followed Abu-Sharif to Beirut, where over the next few months Haddad put him through a ‘special training programme in the black arts of terrorism at the feet of “the Master” ’.25 Yet again, Carlos passed with flying colours, meeting the exacting standards set by Haddad who, according to Abu-Sharif, looked for intelligence, persistence, strength of character, resourcefulness and physical toughness. But beyond his academic achievement, that training set the seal on a relationship that guided Carlos through his first years in the terror business. The pupil had boundless admiration for Haddad, far more than he had for Che Guevara.

    Carlos, who had cut his teeth in war, was deemed ready for a more secretive battle: ‘In February 1971 I left Amman for London. I was obeying orders from Dr Habash who had asked me to go to Europe for the sake of the revolution. He felt that this new post was more interesting than the one I had in the Jordanian scrub.’26 The way Carlos describes his appointment makes it sound like a promotion to middle management which he dutifully accepted.

    Carlos finally went home to his family, or at least the maternal half of it, in early 1971. Elba and his brothers had had no communication with him for months, apart from a single letter he wrote to them which they answered through the offices of the Popular Front's newspaper Al Hadaf. Carlos now played the dutiful son, despite the fact that since he last saw his mother he had trained as a guerrilla, killed Jordanian soldiers during Black September, and had been sent to London by an extremist Palestinian organisation.

    He returned to the cocktail-party circuit and attended economics lectures at the University of London, although he never took a degree, and Russian language courses at the Central London Polytechnic. He moved in with his mother, in Walpole Street, Chelsea. But the flat shared with his family, the cocktail parties and the Russian classes were all a façade.

    The ‘more interesting post’ that brought Carlos back to London put him under the orders of a handsome, thin-faced Algerian, Mohamed Boudia, who was Haddad's man in Europe, based in Paris. During the Algerian war of independence, Boudia had been jailed for his part in a spectacular sabotage raid on petrol depots in Mourepiane in southern France, which started a fire fed by 16 million litres of petrol. The end of French colonial rule led to his release after only three years and, as a respected playwright, he shone in the reinvigorated arts establishment as director of Algeria's new national theatre. He fled to Paris after a coup d'état by Colonel Boumedienne and managed a theatre in Boulogne-Billancourt, a western suburb of the French capital. Theatre was just a front, however, and Boudia's true life was led off-stage directing a cast that from now on included Carlos.

    It was under the supervision of Boudia, who occasionally sent him money from Paris, that Carlos started to draw up a list of people to be kidnapped or murdered. Rich Saudi Arabians were considered possible targets for kidnappings in a plan to raise funds for the cash-starved Popular Front, which was struggling to recover from its expulsion from Jordan. As an emissary of the despised and ‘reactionary’ King Hussein, the Jordanian ambassador to London was also a candidate.

    Carlos pored over newspapers for inspiration. The names that caught his attention were those of public figures from various walks of life, above all ones with a Jewish background. The London cocktail circuit was another good source of information, and Carlos's combination of handsome looks, three-piece suits and good manners was popular at diplomatic receptions. Captain Porras, Venezuela's naval attaché, was among those favourably impressed: ‘He was a very pleasant, well-balanced young man. His suits came from the best tailors. I don't think his mother knew what he was doing. I'm sure he told her lies.’ When the young man started describing his years as a student in Moscow, the attaché diplomatically steered the conversation away from politics.

    Carlos accumulated so much material he could have qualified as a Fleet Street diary columnist. Writing in red ink in a childlike scrawl inherited from his mother,27 he filled page after page of lined paper with some five hundred names plucked from the worlds of politics, the arts and business. His detective work, which included thorough reading of the Jewish Chronicle, yielded a treasure-trove of private addresses and ex-directory telephone numbers, and in some cases nicknames known only to close friends.

    He found out Vera Lynn's married name, and the address and telephone number of her home in Sussex. He trawled through the arts world and picked directors Richard Attenborough and Sam Wanamaker, playwright John Osborne and the virtuoso Yehudi Menuhin as possible targets. Retailers such as Lord and Lady Sainsbury and publishers such as Lord Weidenfeld were also deemed worthy of attention. British politicians interested him less, although former Prime Minister Edward Heath did rate a mention. For some strange reason he also listed the National Council for Civil Liberties. Carlos supplemented his list of names with a cuttings library which included articles about Israeli politicians, many of whom were pictured visiting Britain and meeting the local Jewish community. Advertisements for trips to Israel placed by travel companies, and for fund-raising campaigns for Jewish organisations were also filed away.

    The list he had compiled so diligently and Carlos's career were almost nipped in the bud by the Special Branch three days before Christmas 1971. Acting on a tip-off which Carlos believed came from militants of a rival Palestinian faction, seven carloads of officers raided a friend's house where one of Carlos's brothers was staying. The officers, who were following up the discovery of an arms cache to which Carlos had been tenuously linked, held everyone present at gunpoint. The squad then called at the flat he shared with his mother at Walpole Street, bursting through a basement window at around ten o'clock in the evening. He and Elba were watching television. Carlos had no power to stop the police carrying out their search warrant, but the raid yielded nothing to justify his arrest. A false Italian passport bearing his photograph was, surprisingly, not deemed of great interest, and the only aggravation that Carlos suffered was to have to endure police surveillance for the next few days. Two months later the family moved to a two-bedroom flat in Phillimore Court on Kensington High Street, where Carlos was forced to share one of the rooms with his two brothers.
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