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The ink of the scholar is worth more than the blood of a martyr.

—the Prophet Muhammad






Dramatis Personae



Adel, Sayf al. The military commander of al Qaeda since 2002. Former Egyptian special forces officer who joined the Afghan mujahideen in the struggle against the Soviets in the 1980s. Escaped to Iran after the U.S. offensive in Afghanistan in late 2001. Suspected of masterminding al Qaeda’s attacks in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, in May 2003.

Anas, Abdullah. His less frequently used real name is Boudejema Bounoua. An Algerian born in 1958, he studied to be an imam (cleric) before traveling to Pakistan in 1984. There he helped run the Services Office to raise funds and recruits for the war in Afghanistan with Abdullah Azzam and Osama bin Laden during the eighties. Married Abdullah Azzam’s daughter in 1990.

Atef, Mohammad, commonly known as Abu Hafs. Al Qaeda’s second military commander (1996–2001) and cofounder of al Qaeda. Former police officer who was connected to the Egyptian Islamic Jihad group. In 2001 his daughter married bin Laden’s son Mohammed. He was killed by a U.S. air strike in Afghanistan in November 2001.

Atta, Mohammed. The Egyptian studying in Hamburg, Germany, who became the lead 9/11 hijacker.

Atwan, Abdel Bari. Editor of Al Quds al Arabi, a leading Arabic-language newspaper based in London. Interviewed bin Laden in Afghanistan in November 1996.

Awdah, Sheikh Salman al. Saudi cleric who was sharply critical of the Saudi government’s decision to invite U.S. troops into the Kingdom in 1990. His arrest and imprisonment in 1994 was one of the reasons bin Laden turned against the Saudi government. He was set free in 1999.

Azzam, Abdullah. In 1984 he founded the Services Office in Peshawar, Pakistan, to take on the mission of coordinating Arab volunteers coming to participate in some way in the Afghan jihad. Born in 1941 in the West Bank, he was a member of the Muslim Brotherhood and earned a doctorate in Islamic jurisprudence from Al Azhar University in Cairo. He was assassinated in Peshawar in November 1989.

Azzam, Hutaifa. Abdullah Azzam’s son. Born in Egypt in 1971, he first went to Afghanistan in the mid-eighties, where he attended military training camps from the age of thirteen. He has known bin Laden since 1984.

Banjshiri, Abu Ubaidah al. Egyptian who was instrumental in the founding of al Qaeda and was its first military commander. Moved with al Qaeda to Sudan in 1992; in 1996, he drowned in a ferry accident on Lake Victoria in Kenya.

Batarfi, Khaled. Bin Laden’s boyhood friend and next-door neighbor in the Musharifa neighborhood of Jeddah, Saudi Arabia.

Bentoman, Noman. Former member of the Shura Committee of the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group. Traveled from Libya to Afghanistan in late 1989 at the age of twenty-two. Took part in the battle of Khost in 1991. Trained in the al-Farouq camp in Afghanistan. Left Afghanistan in the summer of 1994 and went to Khartoum, Sudan, where he lived until October 1995, when the Sudanese government pressured Libyan militants to leave. He subsequently moved to London.

Bin Ladin, Bakr Mohammed. The present head of the Bin Ladin family. He also runs the Saudi Binladin Group.

Bin Ladin, Mohammed. Osama bin Laden’s father. Born in 1908 in the village of Rubat, Hadramaut, in what is now a southeastern province of Yemen. Worked as a porter after emigrating to Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, in 1930. Built the Saudi Binladin Group into one of the top Middle Eastern construction companies. Died in a plane crash in Saudi Arabia in 1967 at the age of fifty-nine. In all, he married about twenty wives and fathered twenty-five sons and twenty-nine daughters.

bin Laden, Osama. Leader of al Qaeda. Born in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, in 1957.

Binalshibh, Ramzi. 9/11 planner who failed to gain a visa to the United States and who subsequently acted as a point man between the 9/11 plot members in the United States and the al Qaeda leadership in Afghanistan.

Deraz, Essam. Egyptian army officer who became a filmmaker and spent more than a year with bin Laden on the frontlines in Afghanistan during the 1980s.

Fadl, Jamal al. An early member of al Qaeda. Testified as a prosecution witness in the 2001 trial of four men implicated in the 1998 American embassy bombings in Africa.

Faisal, Prince Turki al. Head of the Saudi intelligence service from 1977 to August 2001. Was responsible for funneling Saudi funds to the Afghan mujahideen and met bin Laden in Islamabad in the mid-1980s. In 1998 he personally attempted to pressure the Taliban leader Mullah Omar to hand over bin Laden.

Fauwaz, Khaled al. A Saudi who worked both as bin Laden’s media representative in the United Kingdom and for the Advice and Reformation Committee, a political organization founded by bin Laden in 1994. Arrested in London following an American extradition request that alleged he had a role in the 1998 U.S. African embassy bombings.

Fouda, Yosri. Al Jazeera’s chief investigative reporter. Interviewed the 9/11 planners Khaled Sheikh Mohammed and Ramzi bin al Shibh in the spring of 2002. His documentary, The Road to September the 11th, was aired on Al Jazeera on the first anniversary of 9/11.

Fyfield-Shayler, Brian. Taught bin Laden English during the 1968 school year at the Al Thagr School in Jeddah. Oxford-educated, he was recruited at the age of twenty-two to run the English department at Al Thagr. He did so from 1964 to 1968. During that time he taught a number of the Bin Ladin boys. He lived in Jeddah until 1974.

Ghanem, Alia. Osama’s Syrian mother. She had one child with Mohammed Bin Ladin—Osama—in 1957. She visited her son several times in Sudan in the mid-nineties to try to persuade him to return to Saudi Arabia. She attended the wedding of bin Laden’s son Mohammed in Afghanistan in 2001. Now living in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, she has three sons and a daughter from her second marriage, to Muhammed bin Umar al Attas.

Haqqani, Jalaluddin. Pashtun Afghan warlord and a key ally of Mullah Omar and al Qaeda, who helped bin Laden set up camps in the mid-nineties in his stronghold in the Khost region of eastern Afghanistan. Joined the Taliban in 1995 and was made minister of tribes and frontiers before being given charge of Taliban military operations in 2001.

Hawali, Sheikh Safar al. Saudi cleric who was sharply critical of the Saudi government’s decision to invite U.S. troops into the Kingdom in 1990. Audiotapes of his sermons became influential with jihadists across the Arab world. His arrest in 1994 along with that of Sheikh Al Awdah radicalized bin Laden. Released from prison in 1999.

Hekmatyar, Gulbuddin. Afghan Pashtun warlord. Nominally became prime minister of the Afghan coalition government that replaced the Afghan communists in 1992. But after a breakdown in this agreement with other Afghan factions he shelled Kabul repeatedly until the Taliban took Kabul in 1996. He then fled to Iran, where he later helped al Qaeda members reorganize after the U.S. offensive in Afghanistan in 2001.

Ismail, Faraj. An Egyptian journalist who covered the Afghan jihad for the Al Muslimoon newspaper, a newspaper that focused on Muslim movements. First met bin Laden in Jeddah in 1985.

Ismail, Jamal. Al Jazeera television correspondent who interviewed bin Laden in 1998. Worked for the Services Office’s Jihad magazine during the eighties.

Jandal, Abu. Real name is Nasir Ahmad Nasir Abdallah al Bahri. Became bin Laden’s chief bodyguard in Afghanistan in 2000. Born in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, in 1972 to Yemeni parents. Left Saudi Arabia in 1993 to wage jihad in Bosnia, Somalia, and Tajikistan. Recruited personally by bin Laden into al Qaeda in 1997 in Jalalabad, Afghanistan. In 2000 helped to arrange bin Laden’s marriage to his fifth wife, Amal al Sadah, a Yemeni. Left Afghanistan in August 2000 to return to Yemen.

Jouvenal, Peter. Veteran freelance combat cameraman. Left the British Army in 1979 and traveled to Afghanistan to cover the war against the Soviets. Has extensively covered the country since. Filmed CNN’s interview with bin Laden in 1997 and was the first Western cameraman into Kabul after the fall of the Taliban.

Julaidan, Wael. Born in Medina, Saudi Arabia, in 1958. Met bin Laden socially in Jeddah between 1981 and 1983, before attending the University of Arizona. Recruited by Abdullah Azzam on a trip to the United States in 1984 to help the Afghan jihad. Worked for the Muslim World League in Pakistan, a Saudi charity that aided Afghan refugees. Left Pakistan in 1994 to return to Saudi Arabia.

Khalifa, Jamal. Born September 1, 1956, in Medina. Bin Laden’s closest friend at King Abdul Aziz University in Jeddah, where he studied biology from 1975 to 1980. Married bin Laden’s half sister Sheikha in 1986. Traveled to Afghanistan in 1985 to wage jihad against the Soviets. Moved to Pakistan, where he worked for the Muslim World League helping Afghan refugees. Says he fell out with bin Laden in 1986. Subsequently moved back to Jeddah in Saudi Arabia, but also traveled extensively in Southeast Asia, where he is alleged to have been involved in financing al Qaeda affiliated groups.

Khashoggi, Jamal. Saudi journalist who knew bin Laden slightly when he was living in Jeddah. Was one of the first journalists from a major Arab media organization to cover the mujahideen’s efforts against the Soviets when he was invited to Afghanistan by bin Laden in 1987.

Khawaja, Khalid. Joined the Pakistani Air Force in 1971. In 1985 seconded to ISI (Pakistan’s military intelligence agency). Fought at the battle of Jaji in 1987. Became close to bin Laden and developed ties to the Taliban regime.

Kherchtou, L’Houssaine. Moroccan al Qaeda member who testified as a U.S. government witness in the 2001 trial of four men accused of a role in the bombing of two U.S. embassies in Africa in 1998. Moved to Afghanistan in 1991 and trained at the al Farouq training camp. From 1993 was al Qaeda’s point man in Nairobi, Kenya.

Massoud, Ahmad Shah. Kabul University engineering student turned Afghan military leader who played a leading role in driving the Soviet army out of Afghanistan. His exploits earned him the nickname the “Lion of Panjshir.” In 1992 he became Afghan defense minister under President Burhanuddin Rabbani. Following the collapse of Rabbani’s government and the rise of the Taliban, Massoud became the military leader of the Northern Alliance, a coalition of various Afghan armed factions opposed to the Taliban. Assassinated on September 9, 2001, on the orders of bin Laden.

Miller, John. ABC News correspondent covering legal issues. He interviewed bin Laden for ABC in 1998 in Afghanistan. Before working for ABC, Miller was the deputy police commissioner of the New York City Police Department in charge of public affairs.

Mir, Hamid. Founding editor of the Urdu-language Ausaf newspaper in Pakistan. Interviewed bin Laden three times: in Jalalabad in March 1997 near Kandahar airport and in May 1998; and, in November 2001, he conducted the first and only print interview that bin Laden gave after the 9/11 attacks. Bin Laden asked him to become his biographer.

Misri, Abu Walid al. Egyptian sent to cover the Afghanistan war in 1979 for an Emirates newspaper and who remained in Afghanistan until 2001. Became a confidant of bin Laden and several top al Qaeda figures. Was chief editor of the Taliban’s Arabic-language newspaper, Al-Imara (The Emirate), and was close to Mullah Omar. After the collapse of the Taliban wrote a book, The History of the Arab Afghans from the Time of their Arrival in Afghanistan until their Departure with the Taliban that was sharply critical of bin Laden.

Mohamed, Ali. Egyptian-American who was a key military trainer for al Qaeda. Born 1952 in Egypt. Became involved with the Egyptian Islamic Jihad organization in the early 1980s. Served as a major in the Egyptian army before moving to the United States, where he served in the U.S. Army at Ft. Bragg, North Carolina, between 1986 and 1989. During the early and mid-nineties, provided training to members of al Qaeda in Afghanistan and trained bin Laden’s bodyguards in Sudan. In U.S. custody since 1998.

Mohammed, Khaled Sheikh. The key operational planner of the 9/11 attacks. Of Pakistani heritage, he grew up in Kuwait. Joined the Jihad against the Soviets. In 1996, he met bin Laden in Tora Bora, Afghanistan, and presented the outlines of what would become the 9/11 plot. Arrested in March 2003 in Pakistan.

Mojdeh, Vahid. Afghan who worked in the Services Office in Peshawar during the 1980s, where he encountered bin Laden. Held several positions in the Taliban Ministry of Foreign Affairs between 1995 and the fall of the Taliban in 2001.

Muttawakil, Wakil Ahmed. Taliban Foreign Minister. Part of the more “moderate” wing of the Taliban. Surrendered to U.S. military authorities at Kandahar airbase in 2002.

Omar, Mullah Mohammed. De facto leader of Afghanistan 1996–2001. Born 1959. A Pashtun who fought with the mujahideen in the Afghan war, losing an eye. Founded the Taliban movement in the southern Afghan city of Kandahar in 1994.

Qatada, Abu. Militant Jordanian cleric who moved to London in 1993. The spiritual mentor of Abu Musab al Zarqawi, now the most feared insurgent commander in Iraq.

Rahman, Sheikh Omar Abdel. Known as the “Blind Sheikh.” Egyptian cleric and the spiritual leader of two Egyptian terrorist organizations: the Jihad group and Gamma Islamiyya (Islamic Group). Convicted in 1995 of plots against New York landmarks.

Rida, Abu al. Syrian, born 1961, who was a founding member of al Qaeda. U.S. court records allege that when he lived in Sudan during the mid-nineties, he purchased uranium, tractors, and automatic weapons for al Qaeda.

Ridi, Essam al. Egyptian-American who lived in Kuwait and Pakistan before gaining a piloting license from an aviation school in Texas. In the early 1980s he was recruited by Abdullah Azzam on a trip to the United States to join the Afghan jihad.

Rushdi, Osama. Former member of the Egyptian terrorist organization Gama’a al Islamiyya, the Islamic Group, who was jailed with Ayman al Zawahiri in the early 1980s after the assassination of Egyptian President Anwar Sadat. In 1989 he moved to Peshawar.

Sanoussi, Ibrahim al. Assistant to Hassan al Turabi, the Sudanese leader who between 1989 and 1999 introduced Sharia law into Sudan and invited in Islamist militants such as bin Laden. Met bin Laden regularly when he was living in Sudan.

Surayhi, Hasan Abd-Rabbuh al. Saudi who traveled to bin Laden’s Masada training camp in eastern Afghanistan in 1987. Says he did not join al Qaeda himself. Visited bin Laden in Sudan. Was the former imam of the Ibn Baz Mosque in Mecca. Was imprisoned in Saudi Arabia in 1995, but released in November 2001 under a general amnesty.

Suri, Abu Mousab al. Real name, Mustafa Setmariam Nasar. Syrian jihadist who participated in the Afghan war against the Soviets, during which he met bin Laden. In the early 1990s he moved to Spain and then in 1995 to London. In 1997 he traveled to Afghanistan, where he arranged CNN’s interview with bin Laden.

Turabi, Hassan al. Founder of Sudan’s National Islamic Front, which helped bring President Omar Bashir to power in 1989. Lost out to Bashir in a power struggle in 1999 and was placed under house arrest and then imprisoned.

Yousef, Ramzi. Real name, Abdul Basit. Masterminded the attack on the World Trade Center in 1993. Arrested in Pakistan in 1995. Nephew of 9/11 planner Khalid Sheikh Mohammed. Born in Kuwait in 1968, of Pakistani origin.

Yusufzai, Rahimullah. One of Pakistan’s leading journalists. Interviewed bin Laden twice in the late 1990s and Taliban leader Mullah Omar on several occasions.

Zaidan, Ahmad. Syrian-born journalist. Had contact with bin Laden in Peshawar between 1987 and bin Laden’s departure for the Sudan in 1992. In October 2000 he interviewed bin Laden in Kabul. In January 2001 he was invited to a wedding party in Kandahar celebrating the marriage of Osama’s son Mohammed and the daughter of Abu Hafs, which he videotaped for Al Jazeera. In 2002 he published the Arabic book Bin Laden Unmasked.

Zarqawi, Abu Musab al. Jordanian-born insurgent leader in the Iraq war, and from 2004 the leader of al Qaeda in Iraq. Left Jordan for Afghanistan in 1989, fighting in the battle of Khost. Returned to Jordan in 1993 and founded al Tawhid, a terrorist group made up principally of Jordanians. Imprisoned in Jordan from 1994 to 1999 for a plot to attack an Israeli target. After his release he returned to Afghanistan, where he received some al Qaeda assistance in setting up his own camp in Herat, near the Iranian border. Fled to Iran in December 2001 and later to Kurdistan, in northern Iraq.

Zawahiri, Ayman al. Bin Laden’s deputy and an intellectual driving force of al Qaeda. Born June 19, 1951, in Cairo. In the 1970s led a cell of jihadists in Egypt. Imprisoned after Sadat’s assassination in 1981. On release in 1984 moved to Saudi Arabia and then Peshawar, Pakistan, where he built up his Jihad organization. Met bin Laden in 1986 and encouraged him to split away from Abdullah Azzam. In the early 1990s moved to Sudan from where his group launched a series of attacks on Egyptian targets. Relocated to Afghanistan in 1996 and allied his Jihad group with al Qaeda in 1998. Completed his autobiography Knights under the Prophet’s Banner in 2001.

Zayyat, Montasser al. Egyptian lawyer from Cairo who has represented many Islamists facing trials in Egyptian courts. He also served as spokesman for Gama’a al Islamiyya. The group led an intense terrorism campaign in Egypt from the mid-1970s until 1997. In 2002 he wrote The Road to Al-Qaeda, a critical biography of Zawahiri, whom he first met in an Egyptian prison following the assassination of Anwar Sadat.
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Introduction



Osama bin Laden first registered as a substantial threat within the U.S. government in January 1996 when a specialized bin Laden unit was established at the CIA. It was the first time any unit focusing on a particular individual had been set up within the agency. A year later bin Laden gave his first television interview, declaring war on the United States on CNN. Rarely have our enemies warned us so publicly of their intentions. Imagine for a minute that starting in 1937 the Japanese High Command had repeatedly publicized its goal of attacking the United States. Surely the U.S. Navy would then have been more prepared for the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941.

Within four years of bin Laden’s interview on CNN, al Qaeda had carried out the bombings of two U.S. embassies in Africa, an attack on the USS Cole in Yemen, and the 9/11 attacks, inflicting more direct damage on the United States than the Soviet Union had done during the nearly five decades of the Cold War. To a large degree, this exponentially increasing campaign of violence was the result of the vision of one man: Osama bin Laden.

Just as an account of Nazism and its impact on Europe would be nonsensical without reference to the persona and worldview of Hitler, or a history of France after the Revolution of 1789 would make no sense without an understanding of the goals and personality of Napoleon, so too our understanding of al Qaeda and the ideology it has spawned would be incoherent without reference to Osama bin Laden’s personal story and his view of the world.

Despite bin Laden’s importance to the al Qaeda organization and to the larger ideological movement it has spawned, the conventional wisdom now is that tracking bin Laden down won’t make much of a difference to the larger war on terrorism. At a March 2002 press conference, President George W. Bush referred to bin Laden as “a person who’s now been marginalized.”1 Some have even joked that bin Laden is, in fact, Bin Forgotten. Although it is certainly the case that the global jihadist movement will carry on whatever bin Laden’s fate, it would be dangerously wrong to assume that it doesn’t really matter whether or not he is apprehended.

Finding bin Laden remains of utmost importance for two reasons: First, every day that bin Laden remains at liberty is a propaganda victory for al Qaeda. Second, although bin Laden and his deputy Ayman al Zawahiri don’t exert day-to-day control over al Qaeda, they do continue to supply broad strategic guidance for the group’s actions and for those of its affiliates. Statements from bin Laden and al Zawahiri have always been the most reliable guide to the future actions of jihadist movements around the world. This has remained the case even while both men have been on the run. Indeed, since the 9/11 attacks, bin Laden has released at least eighteen statements on video or audiotape, which have reached audiences of tens of millions as those statements are relayed around the globe by the BBC, CNN, Al Jazeera, and other television networks.

Arresting the spread of bin Laden’s ideas will prove more problematic than arresting or killing al Qaeda’s leaders. One indicator of this is a worldwide opinion poll undertaken by the Pew Global Attitudes Project in March 2004. The Pew poll found that bin Laden is viewed favorably by large percentages in Pakistan (65 percent), Jordan (55 percent), and Morocco (45 percent), all key allies in the war on terrorism.2 The results of the 2004 Pew poll are similar to a 2003 Pew poll in which Indonesians, Jordanians, Pakistanis, and Moroccans all expressed more “confidence” in bin Laden than in President Bush, by large pluralities.3 Indeed, not since Egypt’s president Gamal Abdel Nasser galvanized the Middle East in the 1950s and 1960s with his vision of Arab nationalism married to socialism has an Arab political figure had as much impact on the world. An indicator of bin Laden’s continued ideological importance to the militant jihadists is that in 2004 the most feared insurgent commander in Iraq, Abu Musab al Zarqawi, pledged his allegiance to al Qaeda’s leader.

Given the impact that bin Laden has had on the recent history of the world, there is surprisingly a good deal that remains mysterious about him. For instance, how did he develop into the leader of the world’s most deadly terrorist organization? How did he conceive of the religious-political ideology that will be his legacy? Is he a rich, wannabe jihadist who became the pawn of Egyptian Islamist militants, or is he his own man? To what extent has al Qaeda functioned as a top-down organization run by bin Laden, and to what extent has it always been more of a loose ideological movement? Is bin Laden’s fight against the West the petulant act of a quixotic millionaire, or the carefully thought-out strategy of a man who believes he is fighting for the very survival of true Islam? Is he attacking the United States because of its freedoms or its foreign policies? Finally, what does bin Laden really want: the overthrow of the Saudi regime, or the restoration of the caliphate across the Muslim world?

I do not pretend that this book will definitively answer all those questions. After all, the interior life of any person is something of a mystery. And writing about bin Laden is complicated by the fact that he grew up in one of the most closed societies on the planet, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and is himself a scion of one of the kingdom’s most secretive families. Moreover, he has seemingly deliberately avoided revealing much of his personal story when he has been interviewed. However, I hope I have elicited, through scores of interviews and a search of many archives and databases, something that will help the reader develop a fuller picture of the man and his organization.

My intent is not to perform an exercise of what the French term Tout comprendre, c’est tout pardonner (To understand everything is to forgive everything). What bin Laden has done is unforgivable. But bin Laden is a man and we need to understand him neither through a fog of our own propaganda—he has never, for instance, expressed an interest in attacking the West because of our “freedoms”—nor through the mythomania of his supporters, who style him as the defender of Islam, despite the fact that the Koran is full of injunctions against the killing of civilians. As you read this book, maybe bin Laden will remain forever a sphinx without a riddle, an enigmatic smile playing on his lips, or perhaps he will emerge as something fuller.

In an effort to try to fill in some of the information gaps about bin Laden, I decided to write an oral and document-based history of al Qaeda’s leader using the words of those who have some personal insights about him, whether through one chance meeting, or years of deep friendship. Everyone quoted in this book, with a few exceptions that are noted in the text, has actually met bin Laden, thus ensuring that their stories are firsthand accounts and are filtered neither through the recollections of others nor through the tsunami of nonsense that has been written about him, such as the assertion that as a teenager he was partying in Beirut, or that al Qaeda had an alliance with Iraq’s former leader, Saddam Hussein.

My decision to limit the people we hear from in this book to those who have met bin Laden is something of a device, but I believe it is a useful one. The fact that someone has actually encountered bin Laden is an indicator that the person probably has something insightful to say about bin Laden himself or al Qaeda’s roots, history, and future. Of course, this book is not a series of dozens of accounts of someone’s first meeting with bin Laden, which would become boring quickly. Rather, the meeting with bin Laden is, in most cases, simply a launching point for a wider discussion of bin Laden’s character, the personalities of his inner circle, and al Qaeda’s history and goals.

I hope this history of bin Laden will illuminate worlds of which the reader is likely to have little experience—for instance, the time and place where bin Laden grew up—Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, in the seventies; where al Qaeda slowly took shape—Afghanistan during the Soviet war in the eighties; where bin Laden became more radicalized—Sudan in the mid-nineties; also, Afghanistan under the Taliban in the late nineties; and, finally, the secretive world of al Qaeda itself.”

To tell the stories in this book I have relied on interviews I have conducted over the past eight years in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Egypt, Yemen, and the United Kingdom. I have also incorporated testimony given by people who know bin Laden in legal cases in the United States, Canada, Italy, France, Bosnia, Belgium, Spain, Germany, and Egypt. Finally I have mined books written by al Qaeda’s leaders and former Taliban officials; thousands of pages of transcripts of U.S. military tribunal proceedings for prisoners held at Guantánamo Bay; firsthand accounts of bin Laden from newspapers around the Muslim world; documents from the Saudi BinLadin Group; and a trove of al Qaeda–related documents and publications going back to the mid-eighties that I have collected.

A key discovery among those al Qaeda–related publications was several thousand pages of Jihad magazine, which was the in-house organ of the Arab jihadists based in Pakistan during the 1980s. West Point’s Counterterrorism Center also made available its translation of thousands of pages of the Encyclopedia of Jihad, al Qaeda’s vast internal training manual that was largely written during the 1990s. I have also used statements from bin Laden himself, such as those he made to me and to CNN’s Peter Arnett in March 1997 when we interviewed him in Afghanistan for his first television interview, the only time that I met al Qaeda’s leader.

The personal detail that most forcefully struck me when we met bin Laden was how he presented himself as a soft-spoken cleric, rather than as the fire-breathing leader of a global terrorist organization. During the course of our interview, bin Laden’s tirade against the West was delivered in a voice that barely rose above a whisper. It was also clear that bin Laden was well informed about world events. He mentioned, for instance, that the former IRA terrorist leader Gerry Adams had recently met with President Clinton at the White House. This off-the-cuff comment, made in the middle of the night in a hut on a cold Afghan mountaintop, has always stayed with me as an example of bin Laden’s intense interest in world politics. It’s these kinds of insights and anecdotes about bin Laden that I hoped to elicit in my interviews with those who have spent time with him. At the same time I also wanted to derive a better account, from the inside, of the nature of the al Qaeda organization.

As I was gathering interviews and material for this book, I realized one theme had started emerging rather forcibly: The whole history of al Qaeda, much of Afghanistan’s history over the past two decades, and even the events of 9/11 itself, reflect in part the ideological and military struggles between bin Laden and the legendary Afghan commander, Ahmad Shah Massoud. Not only was there personal enmity between the two men, but they are also both representive of the ideological civil war that is taking place today in the Muslim world between those who like bin Laden want to install Taliban-style theocracies from Indonesia to Morocco, and those who, like Massoud, aim to create Islamic states that enjoy friendly relations with the West, are tolerant of other religions, and are amenable to women having a role outside the home.

In 1993 during Afghanistan’s civil war I met Massoud at his headquarters north of Kabul and, like so many others, I was struck by his intense integrity and charisma. Massoud was arguably the most brilliant military strategist of the late twentieth century, surviving six major Soviet operations during the eighties aimed at defeating him in his sanctuary in the Panjshir Valley in northern Afghanistan. Yet in person Massoud projected a kind of gentle fragility and a disarming sense of humor. The experience of meeting Massoud was quite a powerful sensation and was very different from the experience of meeting bin Laden, whom I found opaque and hard to read.

Massoud and bin Laden never met, but as one of the interviewees in this book perceptively observes, if they had done so, the recent history of the world might well have turned out differently. While Massoud was what most Westerners would term a fundamentalist, his was a moderate kind of fundamentalism, which was leavened by an interest in the poetry and mysticism of Sufism, tolerance for others, and an orientation towards the West. Beginning in the late eighties, bin Laden and the Egyptians who would form the core of al Qaeda began to turn against Massoud as they embraced a more highly radicalized Islamism that branded Muslims who did not share their militant jihadism as “apostates.”

Beginning in the late eighties, al Qaeda allied itself with Massoud’s bitter rival, the Afghan commander Gulbuddin Hekmatyar. And in the late nineties al Qaeda also joined forces with the Taliban, which faced its only serious opposition from Massoud’s forces. Massoud had resisted the Taliban for more than five years. The story of the enmity between bin Laden and Massoud climaxed with Massoud’s assassination on September 9, 2001, which historians will record as the curtain-raiser for the 9/11 attacks two days later. The assassination was personally ordered by bin Laden. It was a gratuity to the Taliban leader Mullah Omar, whom bin Laden did not clue in on his 9/11 plans, which Mullah Omar would have likely opposed on the grounds that such an act would threaten his regime.

Another theme that emerged as I was reporting this book is the extent to which bin Laden acts on impulse, often overreaching and paying little attention to the potential consequences of his actions. In some cases this trait might indicate decisiveness. Most of the time it indicates foolhardiness and egotism. Bin Laden, for instance, did not wait for a fatwa to be issued about the necessity of fighting the Soviets when they invaded Afghanistan on December 25, 1979. At the age of twenty-two, bin Laden went to Pakistan within weeks of the invasion and started fund-raising for the Afghan war effort. While other Arabs involved in the jihad against the Soviets saw it as their mission to play a supporting role to the Afghan mujahideen, between 1986 and 1987 bin Laden set up his own entirely Arab military force. That force took on the Soviets at the battle of Jaji in the spring of 1987.

However, while the Arab military engagement at the Jaji battle, much like the 9/11 attacks a decade and a half later, brought a great deal of publicity to bin Laden, neither turned out to be smart strategy. Which brings us to an important point: Bin Laden certainly attempts to think strategically. For instance when he created his Arab force that would not retreat from the Soviets, or later when he attacked the “far enemy” the United States, in an effort to destabilize the “near enemy” Saudi Arabia. But what are the fruits of his strategic thinking? The battle of Jaji showed the Arabs could hold off a larger number of Soviets for a period of a few weeks. Nothing more. September 11 showed that al Qaeda could attack the United States itself, but it turned out to be something of a kamikaze mission for bin Laden’s organization, as the American response to the attacks was to decimate al Qaeda and destroy its Taliban partners.

Similarly, in 1989 bin Laden insisted on participating in the attack on the city of Jalalabad in eastern Afghanistan, despite the fact that such an attack did not play to the strengths of his small guerrilla army. The attack turned out to be a fiasco, and around one hundred of his Arab mujahideen were killed. And against the advice of several of his associates, as the war against the Soviets was winding down, bin Laden set up his own organization to continue fighting jihads around the world: al Qaeda.

Bin Laden continued to act impulsively after the war against the Soviets. When Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait in 1990, bin Laden immediately offered to set up his own mujahideen force to defeat the Iraqis, an idea the Saudi government dismissed out of hand. After 1996, while bin Laden was based in Afghanistan, he gave interviews to several international media organizations calling for attacks on the United States, despite the fact that the Taliban had repeatedly put him on notice not to do so. And then, of course, he presided over the 9/11 attacks, which had the unintended effect of obliterating the Taliban regime and destroying al Qaeda’s extensive infrastructure in Afghanistan.

Perhaps because we constantly hear that Islamist terrorists are bound together by their common dislike of the United States, we tend to assume that they must also be united by common tactics, strategies, and ideology. In fact, they often resent one another as much as they do the Bush administration, and the global jihadist movement is split by squabbles over personnel and strategy. That is another key theme I hope emerges from this book: how fissured and split the jihadist movement has been historically—and how those fissures became even more pronounced as a result of the 9/11 attack, which many Islamist militants have concluded did damage to their cause.
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I have tried to exclude materials from the book that are either of questionable authenticity or impossible to verify. There is, for instance, a marvelous gossipy interview with bin Laden’s fifth wife, a Yemeni, that was published in the Saudi Majallah magazine in 2002.4 The article claimed that bin Laden’s former wife had returned to Yemen from Afghanistan after the fall of the Taliban, a claim that is dismissed by Abu Jandal, bin Laden’s chief bodyguard, who has proved a reliable source of information about al Qaeda’s leader.

Likewise, a lengthy screed, which first surfaced in November 2002, “Osama bin Laden’s Letter to America,” purports to be from al Qaeda’s leader. The letter decries everything about the United States, from its stance on global warming to its supposed toleration of incest.5 However, it is dismissed as a fake by those familiar with bin Laden’s style, such as the Palestinian journalist Jamal Ismail, who has known al Qaeda’s leader since 1984. It is also my judgment that the letter is not from bin Laden, as it rants on about a number of issues, such as AIDS, gambling, and the American sex trade, which bin Laden has never discussed in any of his scores of other statements. Moreover, unlike a bin Laden audiotape or videotape, a letter posted on a Web site claiming to be from al Qaeda’s leader, as this one was, cannot be independently verified.

Obviously, some of the people I am quoting in the book may have self-serving versions of events, and some may even be lying. Where that is the case readers should be able to detect it, either because of the circumstances in which those statements were made, or because of information supplied by other interviewees elsewhere in the book. Clearly a detainee held at Guantánamo is likely to put an innocent gloss on his activities, for example, while former officials in the Sudanese government may have developed amnesia about the close relations they enjoyed with bin Laden during his four-year sojourn in Sudan.
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I have excerpted a variety of documents in this book. They are generally from court proceedings around the world, but there are also a myriad of other sources, such as U.S. State Department cables, and books written by al Qaeda insiders. In the interests of clarity and narrative flow I have generally edited these down, and I have not added ellipses to those edited texts so as not to clutter the book further. I have followed a similar procedure with statements made by bin Laden and Ayman al Zawahiri. For those readers who wish to consult the original documents and statements, the footnotes are a road map to where those can be found. In some cases those documents and statements are available on the Internet. Others are less accessible, but in all cases the original source is indicated.

Where an interview in the book was conducted by a news organization, such as the Al Quds al Arabi newspaper, that is made clear on first reference, and then it is footnoted if the interview appears again later in the book. The rest of the interviews in the book were largely conducted by me, and details of the dates and places of those interviews can be found in the footnotes. Interviews undertaken by three people who helped me research the book—Paul Cruickshank, Sam Dealey, and James Meek—are similarly footnoted. (Note that some interviewees chose to speak in English, their second language.)

Arabic names have been transliterated in a manner that is the most standard for Western readers. Thus, I have used Osama bin Laden and al Qaeda rather than Usama bin Ladin and al Qaida. I have also used the spelling Binladin when referring to the family construction business, as this is how it generally appears in English. In the case of references to Arabic names that appear in official documents that are written in English, I have retained the original spelling that was used in the document.

I have tried to be as accurate as possible about dates, cross-referencing the dates of events offered by interviewees in the book either with other people’s accounts of the same event or with contemporary documents where that is possible. In the course of reporting this book I noticed, however, that because of the differences between the Western and Islamic calendars, sometimes interviewees in the Muslim world made mistakes when transposing dates between the two calendars. Additionally, because fundamentalist Muslims do not celebrate birthdays, it is hard, particularly in Saudi Arabia, to be absolutely certain about a person’s birth date in the same manner that one can be in the West. With those caveats, I have endeavored to make the dates in the book as accurate as is possible.
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Arabia




Osama bin Laden grew up during the 1960s and 1970s in what was then the sleepy city of Jeddah, a port on the Red Sea, which for the past millennia and a half has served as a gateway to the holy city of Mecca, thirty miles away. It was in Jeddah’s port that Osama’s father, Mohammed Bin Ladin, would get his start in 1930 working as a porter for pilgrims on their way to Mecca.

Bin Laden came of age as the Muslim world was experiencing an Islamic awakening known as theSahwa.This awakening came after Egypt, Syria, and Jordan had suffered a devastating defeat in the 1967 war with Israel, so exposing the ideological bankruptcy of Arab nationalism/socialism, which had been the dominant intellectual current in the Middle East since the 1950s. And that defeat came a year after the execution of the Egyptian writer Sayyid Qutb, whose writings and “martyrdom” would also play a key role in the burgeoning Islamist movement.

This period of Islamic awakening peaked in 1979—the first year of a new century on the Muslim calendar—with four seismic events that would profoundly influence bin Laden and other future members of al Qaeda: the overthrow of the Shah of Iran by the cleric Ayatollah Khomeni; the armed takeover of Islam’s holy of holies, the mosque in Mecca, by Saudi militants; Egypt’s historic cease-fire agreement with Israel; and, finally, the Soviet Union’s invasion of Afghanistan. It was a thrilling time to be a deeply committed Muslim, as the twenty-two-year-old bin Laden already was.

This chapter traces bin Laden’s first two decades. It was during this period that bin Laden first married, attended university, and started working intensively in the family business.
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Osama bin Laden speaking to Jamal Ismail, a correspondent for Al Jazeera television in an interview that aired in 1999.1

God Almighty was gracious enough for me to be born to Muslim parents in the Arabian Peninsula, in al Malazz neighborhood in Riyadh, [Saudi Arabia] on March 10, 1957. Then God was gracious to us as we went to Holy Medina six months after I was born. For the rest of my life I stayed in Hejaz [a Saudi province], moving between Mecca, Jeddah, and Medina.

As it is well known, my father, Sheikh Muhammad bin Awad Bin Ladin, was born in Hadramaut [in southern Yemen]. He went to work in Hejaz at an early age, more than seventy years ago. Then God blessed him and bestowed on him an honor that no other building contractor has known. He built the holy Mecca mosque and at the same time—because of God’s blessings to him—he built the holy mosque in Medina. Then when he found out that the government of Jordan announced a tender for restoration work on the Dome of the Rock Mosque [in Jerusalem], he gathered engineers and asked them: “Calculate only the cost price of the project.” When they did, they were surprised that [my father], God have mercy on his soul, reduced the cost price in order to guarantee that God’s mosques are well served. He was awarded the project.

Because of God’s graciousness to him, sometimes he prayed in all three mosques [in Mecca, Medina, and Jerusalem] in one single day. May God have mercy on his soul. It is not a secret that he was one of the founders of the infrastructure of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.

Afterward, I studied in Hejaz. I studied economics at Jeddah University, or the so-called King Abdul Aziz University. I worked at an early age on roads in my father’s company, may God have mercy on his soul. My father died when I was ten years old. This is something brief about Osama bin Laden.

Brian Fyfield-Shayler is a British citizen who lived in Saudi Arabia between 1964 and 1974, where he taught English to a number of the bin Laden boys.2

The old man Bin Ladin only had one eye. He was very much a rough laborer–looking kind of person. He could never be smart and elegant. One of the things about Hadramaut [in Yemen], it’s not a classless society. A lot of it goes on whereabouts in Hadramaut you come from. If you came from Wadi Hadramaut, no one could criticize you because that’s where the two ruling dynasties came from. But I suspect the people in Wadi Do’an [Bin Ladin’s home valley] were quite low down the pecking order. And of course, there is another reason for this, and that is that your occupation depended on which area you came from. Different valleys and different villages supplied laborers and others supplied jewelers and others supplied people into import and exports; other areas supplied cloth merchants. So it was a bit like a medieval market in Western cities, that where you came from influenced the kind of profession you were likely to move into. So there is a pecking order within the Hadramis and although, of course, they were all aware that they were all one notch down from the top Saudi classes, within them there were infinite gradations.

Mohammed Bin Ladin was from a laboring class, but of course as the Bin Ladins made more and more money, they became more and more acceptable. It’s a bit like the new money in England: after twenty, thirty, fifty years, it becomes much more acceptable.

The mothers of [Mohammed Bin Ladin’s] children were very simple women from the villages around the construction camps where he developed. There are a lot of stories about how he acquired some of his very young wives. And they were, I think, primarily chosen, one, because they were Saudi Bedouin and, two, because they were young. That was his interest. All the sons are very good looking and they are quite striking. I don’t think that I have ever met any ugly Bin Ladins. Osama’s mother, I am told, she was a great beauty.

Since his father never had more than four wives at any one time, he was constantly divorcing the third and the fourth and taking in new ones, I don’t know how many different mothers there are.3 And there’s only one more family in Saudi Arabia you can compare that with. This was an anachronism even in the 1950s and ’60s, when bin Laden was doing this. The only family that was behaving like this was, in fact, King Abdul Aziz’s and King Saud’s. I think Bin Ladin probably even outnumbered King Abdul Aziz’s children and number of wives.

The British are terrible snobs about class and the Saudis also have their sensitivities, and one of them, in fact, is color, which no Saudi will ever admit to. But, of course, when anyone gets married in Saudi Arabia, the first question the women ask is: “What color? What shade?” And there is a great hierarchy—the people who are white, which is beautiful, down to black, which is not beautiful. And so any great brain or terribly able person in Saudi Arabia who tends to be in the darker spectrum tends to be passed over for promotion and other things. Bin Laden is quite fair.

I was born in 1942 in Reading, near London. I went to university at Oxford, studied English there, got a degree, and my first job when I graduated in 1963 was in Ghana teaching English. I looked around for more jobs in the teaching world. And so I applied for three jobs: one in Saudi Arabia, one in Libya, and one in Ethiopia, and the Saudi interview was the first to come up. I was interviewed in the embassy in London in the spring/early summer of ’64. I arrived in Saudi Arabia about the end of August, and was based in Al Thagr School.

The Al Thagr School was a prestige school, had hundreds of visitors every week. There were presidents of all sorts of countries arriving, parliamentary delegations from England came. In the secondary school there were perhaps twenty students in the first class, and I think sixteen, seventeen only in the top third class. So it was, in fact, a very small school. I had a fleet of Jordanians, Egyptians, Syrian, and a Sudanese teacher of English, who were all very good indeed. They were hand-picked from their countries.

King Faisal (who became king in 1964), one of the first things he did was to order that all the princes should educate their children in Saudi Arabia, and this was a tremendous upheaval because a number of his brothers and cousins had been in the habit of sending their sons to schools abroad. So from 1964 onwards there was a huge influx of young Saudi princes who had been educated in all sorts of ridiculous schools abroad—some of them couldn’t even read and write Arabic—who were brought back forcefully to Saudi Arabia, kicking and screaming in some cases. It became known that it was no longer socially acceptable to send all your children abroad for education, so the top business families had to follow the example of the princes and consider putting their sons in schools in Saudi Arabia.

The pupils [at Al Thagr] were the elite in all ways. First of all, the sons of the princes and the ministers who were based in Jeddah. And then, of course, there were the top business families. So if you looked along King Abdul Aziz Street, which was the main shopping street in those days, and you looked at the names over the shops, many of them second generation Hadrami businessmen, then those were the names that formed a very big slice of the school; a roll call of the school register.

The school has been criticized for being just for the toffs, but in fact it wasn’t. My taxi driver’s son was at the school. And so it tended to be that the cleverest boys in each class were in fact not from the princely families and not even always from the top business families, but were just extremely bright kids from middle-income or very low-income families.

The school didn’t owe much to the old Koranic madrassas of Arabia. The headmaster had toured schools in England and picked up some ideas. The curriculum was constantly in a state of development. The school prided itself on its science. I heard no criticism of the curriculum, no criticism at all of the scientific bias of the syllabus while I was there—remember the fundamentalists were not known to be a major influence in Saudi society in the 1960s.

We had this theater, which we built in the school, that was mostly used as an assembly hall for the great and the good of Jeddah, who would come to be addressed by the Crown Prince Faisal, who was chairman of the board of governors. It was his school. And at the end of my first year in the school the headmaster said that he was sitting on a committee to form a new university in Jeddah. This was what became King Abdul Aziz University (which bin Laden would attend a decade later). So in my second year in Saudi Arabia [in 1965], I began to attend these meetings of the founding committee of King Abdul Aziz University. By the end of that year, it was decided to have a grand meeting of all the wealthy people in Jeddah—businessmen, bankers, princes—who would pledge money to set up King Abdul Aziz University. And so this huge meeting was held inside our school. It was one of many occasions in which [Mohammed] Bin Ladin was present. All the businessmen were vying with each other to pledge more of their money. Of course, when the first person pledged a million riyals that was a big event. A huge applause went up in the hall. Bin Ladin was in his element there and was thoroughly enjoying himself; outbidding people and upping the ante. So he was a very familiar figure around the school.

From an official history of the Saudi Binladin Group that was once published on the Internet, disappearing after the 9/11 attacks.4

The history of Binladin began in 1931 when Mohammed Binladin founded the company. From its humble beginnings as a general contractor, the company has grown and prospered in parallel with the growth and prosperity of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Over the years the company has been entrusted with many major construction projects, projects that helped the Kingdom to develop its resources and expand its infrastructure.

Under the leadership of the late M. Binladin, the company diversified into other areas and became an international conglomerate with interests ranging from its traditional construction business [to] industrial and power projects, petroleum, chemicals and mining, telecommunications, operations and maintenance, manufacturing and trading.

The 1967 Six-Day War that Israel fought against Egypt, Syria, and Jordan, when bin Laden was ten, had a profound impact effect on the Arab world. The Egyptian government had promised a quick victory against Israel; instead it was a spectacular defeat that called into question the very basis of Egyptian President Gamal Nasser’s regime, which was built on secular Arab nationalism and socialism. The defeat would energize the Islamist movement around the Arab world. Essam Deraz, an Egyptian army officer who would spend more than a year with bin Laden on the frontlines in Afghanistan during the 1980s, recalls what the ’67 defeat meant to Deraz and his fellow Islamists.5

I can tell you what the war of ’67 did to the region. I was a reconnaissance officer, so I was moving in front of troops, so I saw this whole war as a movie. The Egyptian officers and soldiers saw their colleagues burned by napalm. We saw the army of our country destroyed in hours. We thought that we would conquer Israel in hours.

I discovered that it wasn’t Israel that defeated us, but it was the [Egyptian] regime that defeated us, and I started to be against the regime. It wasn’t a military defeat. It became a civilizational defeat. We didn’t know that we were so backward, we were so retarded, so behind the rest of the modern civilization. There was an earthquake in the Arab-Islamic personality, not only in Egypt, but in the entire Arab world.

Brian Fyfield-Shayler.

The 1967 war (between Israel and Egypt) had a big effect on the school. Many of the children wanted to get on buses to go and join the good cause, but the school made a lot of effort to keep them in the classrooms and told them the best way to fight their cause was to get a good education.

Hutaifa Azzam is the son of bin Laden’s mentor, the Palestinian cleric Abdullah Azzam. Abdullah took up arms against the Israelis during the 1967 war.6

When the Jews took the area of Jenin [in Palestine] and my father’s village of Seilah al Harthai, my father took some of his friends, followers, and relatives, and they took their guns and they were trying to make resistance against this. [At the time he was] twenty-six, teaching in a high school.

They decided to transfer to Jordan and to restart their mission from Jordan. He made [training] camps [known as] “the camps of the real Muslim religious people,” on the border of Palestine. They continued their movement until 1970.

My father wrote a special book. It’s called Palestine from Heart to Heart. You could say the title means we don’t want to lose Palestine forever.

Hamid Mir, a Pakistani journalist who is writing a biography of bin Laden.7

[Bin Laden] said that his father was not a very well educated man, and that’s why [following the 1967 war] he called all the engineers of his Bin Ladin construction company and he asked them, “How many bulldozers do we have?” So they counted the bulldozers, and they said that we have more than two hundred and fifty bulldozers. So Mohammed Bin Ladin asked the engineers, “Can you convert these bulldozers into two hundred and fifty tanks.” So one engineer asked, “Why?” [Bin Laden’s father] said, “I want to use these tanks against the Jews because they have captured our land.”

[Bin Laden’s father] was very, very, very anti-Israel, anti-Jewish because he was of the view that the land of Palestine belongs to [the Arabs]. You can understand his love for Al Quds (the Arabic name for Jerusalem) through an example told to me by Osama bin Laden. He said that that was a routine of his father, once or twice in a month; he used to offer his morning prayers in Medina, afternoon prayers in Mecca, and then the evening prayers in Jerusalem because he had a plane.

Brian Fyfield-Shayler recalls teaching Osama bin Laden English in the year after the death of his father, Mohammed.

This was my fourth year teaching, when [Osama] came along [in 1968 when he was aged eleven]. Osama was one of thirty students. He [used to sit] two-thirds of the way back on the window side that looked out onto sports fields and playing grounds. Why did I remember Osama? First of all, I would have noticed because of his name, because of the family, and of course, when you walked into a class of anyone of his age, he was literally outstanding because he was taller than his contemporaries and so he was very noticeable. His English was not amazing. He was not one of the great brains of that class. On the other hand, he was not in the bottom. But this does not necessarily mean that he is middling because it was one of the top two schools in the country. So to be in the middle of the top class at the top school really puts you in the top fifty students in the country. So although he did not shine at that particular school, nationally, he would be one of the top fifty students of his age education-wise.

It’s most important to put this particular student in context. He did not start as a monster. Something I have subsequently been very interested in, how much can you tell of a person’s personality from how they were at eleven? Sometimes I have thought that people don’t change; that these things are formed very early in life. On the other hand, how much of the man can you tell from an eleven- or twelve-year-old?

[He was] extraordinarily courteous, but this, of course, is also a characteristic of students in Saudi Arabia in general, but I think he was, in fact, more courteous than the average student, probably partly because he was a bit shyer than most of the other students. For example, when the teacher asked questions, a forest of hands [would go up]. “Ask me! Ask me!” And Osama would not do that. It’s one of the things I do remember about him. [He] would sit quietly with a very confident smile on his face, but he would not push forward to display his knowledge. And of course, if you actually asked him, then he was usually right, but he didn’t push himself forward. He wasn’t one of the students who sat in the front row and demanded the teacher’s attention and nor was he one of those who slunk away in the back row. And so he was not pushy in any way.

It was big news, it was national news, when Mohammed (Osama’s father) was killed (in a plane crash in 1967). I remember getting the news. I was in Taif when I got the news and of course [Mohammed Bin Ladin] built the road to Taif, which was a road from Jeddah bypassing Mecca to Taif. The news came through that Mohammed Bin Ladin had been killed. And of course everyone was very shocked.

Hamid Mir, bin Laden’s Pakistani biographer.

Osama told me that when his father died, [Saudi] King Faisal wept for many days, so they were close.

Brian Fyfield-Shayler.

And for the next year at least, the future of the [Bin Ladin] business [hung in the balance]. There were a lot of projects that were not completed and it was the major construction company of Saudi Arabia, so it was of huge importance; so there was great deal of anxiety for the finances and for the running of the company, and there was probably only Salem (Osama’s eldest brother) and three or four brothers at that period who were of an age even to take on the mantle.

Salem was educated at Millfield (a boarding school in England). Salem was a fraction younger than me. I was introduced to him by mutual friends. Nothing at all to do with the school or his much younger brothers who were in the school; just on a social level. Most of my contacts with Salem would have been in ’73, ’74. He was very Westernized. His English was beautiful; it was very fluent, very characterful. He played the guitar; he had lots of Western friends and was a great socialite in Jeddah.

A relative of the Bin Ladin family who knew Salem and asked to remain anonymous because the family is wary of talking to outsiders.

Salem was a unique individual by any standard. By Saudi standards he was off the charts. Very charismatic, amusing, no facial hair. He played guitar—sixties hits like, “Where Have All the Flowers Gone?”

He acted as sort of a court jester to King Fahd and was part of Fahd’s inner circle. Sometime he overstepped with the king. One time he buzzed the king’s camp in the desert with one of his planes, which went down badly, but he was always taken back into the fold.

Salem took control of the business beginning in ’73–’74. The links to the royal family that his father had cultivated had subsided by then. Salem was very successful at rekindling that relationship. If King Fahd wanted a palace built, Salem would build it for him.

He was twenty-one when his father died in 1967. King Faisal, the most respected of all the Saudi monarchs, arranged for the Bin Ladin company to be put into trust until the children were older. Salem was personally responsible for distributing the dividends. Some brothers, such as Ali, who lives in Paris, cashed out of the business.

This raises the question of how much money bin Laden inherited from his family. Certainly far less than the figures of 200–300 million dollars mentioned in the media after 9/11. In fact, according to someone designated by the family to speak to me, bin Laden benefited from the distribution of his father’s estate according to Sharia law, which meant that the sons received twice as much as daughters.8However, with fifty-four children even Mohammed Bin Ladin’s vast fortune did not go too far. Until bin Laden’s family cut him off in 1994, over the course of the two decades or so that he benefited from the distribution of his father’s estate, he would have received something like 20 million dollars.

In the years following his father’s death Salem visited Sweden to establish business relationships for the family firm and to purchase a fleet of trucks from Volvo. During this period Salem got to know the small town of Falun, known for its iron mine and a local nightclub called Ophelia. Christina Akerblad is the former owner of the Hotel Astoria in Falun. She says that in 1970 Salem bin Laden and his younger brother Osama came to visit.9

[The Hotel Astoria] was just a small bed and breakfast. They [Salem and Osama] just came to sleep with us and to have breakfast. On the other side of the street there was a huge hotel and they took food from this hotel and they took the food up to their rooms and sat in the Astoria to have their dinner. They didn’t want to eat at the bigger hotel. I don’t know why. We had this hotel in 1970 and 1971 and they came to us both years. The two of them came in the first year, Osama bin Laden and his elder brother [Salem].

What I remember very well is that they came with a big Rolls-Royce and it was forbidden to park the car outside the building in this street. But they did it and we [my husband and I] said to them you have to pay [a fine] for every day and every hour you are staying outside this hotel, but they said, “Oh it doesn’t matter, it’s so funny to go to the police station and to talk with the police. We will stay where we are.” It was like a joke to them. They had so much money, they didn’t know how much money they had. They came with their own flight to Copenhagen because I asked them how they had managed to come to Sweden with this enormous Rolls-Royce. They said, “We have our plane and the plane is staying in Copenhagen, and then we have driven through Sweden because we want to make contacts in Sweden.” I asked them, “What sort of contacts?” But they didn’t answer my question.

They stayed one week. It was in the winter of 1970. I think it was in January. There was a lot of snow outside the street. It was a very cold winter that year. They came like two very elegant boys. They were dressed very exclusive. They were very nice and they had very lovely eyes, I remember, especially Osama. His eyes, it was streaming love from his eyes. My two sons [Anders and Gerk] admired them because they were so nicely dressed and they had curly black hair and they were very friendly. When they saw our boys in the corridor, they said hello to them and they played a little bit with them.

They had two double rooms. They slept in one bed and on the other bed they had their bags. On the Sunday I had no cleaner at the hotel so I took care of the room myself and I was shocked because in the big bag they had lots of white, expensive shirts from [Christian] Dior and Yves St. Laurent. When they had [used] the shirt once, they dropped it. So the cleaner had taken these shirts to wash them, but they said [to her], “No, we are just using them once, so you can take them if you want.” In the smaller bag, they had lots of jewels, for shirts. Very exclusive diamonds and rubies and emeralds and so on. It was fantastic to see.

[Salem and Osama] said that they were about sixty children altogether. When they said good-bye to us, they said, “Next year we will see you again and I hope we will take the whole family with us. We will [get in] touch with you when we are coming.” The year after they came [again]. I think there were twenty-three children [on the second visit].

That following year Hans Lindquist, a reporter for Falun’s newspaper, theDalarnes Tidningar,was asked to do a feature piece on a large family visiting from Saudi Arabia. An excerpt of his story from September 7, 1971, follows:

Arab Celebrity Visit

Yesterday Salem bin Ladin visited Falun on a combined business and pleasure trip through Europe. He was accompanied by 22 members of his family, which in total consists of 54 children. The young sheikh, who is 26 years old, arrived in his private jet to Borlange airport, while the rest of the family arrived by car. He has visited the Club Ophelia in Falun. The young sheikh is reportedly a big fan of discos and has visited the discos of Falun at various times in the past, however, not together with his family.

The sheikh is said to be the owner of a big and successful construction company in his home country, Saudi Arabia. In Gothenburg, it is said that he surprised Volvo by entering their office and ordering a large number of trucks for his company. The family is now traveling to Stockholm, where they will visit AB Nitro Nobel. The sheikh’s private jet has been sent to London.

Khaled Batarfi was bin Laden’s next-door neighbor when they were growing up in Jeddah. Bin Laden was sixteen, three years older than Batarfi, when they first met in about 1973. For those in the West who have heard erroneous tales of bin Laden’s huge fortune, in fact, the Musharifa neighborhood where he grew up is a typical middle-class Jeddah neighborhood.

The houses are relatively modest and are nothing like the enormous mansions that Jeddah’s rich have built for themselves along the waterfront “Corniche,” the main highway along the Red Sea. The neighborhood sits behind the five-star Mövenpick hotel and is anchored by the intimate mosque in which Batarfi and bin Laden would make their five daily prayers, and a playground the size of a city block where the two friends would play soccer after school.

Batarfi gave me a tour of the Musharifa district in Jeddah where he has lived for the past three decades, and where he first befriended bin Laden. After her divorce from Mohammed Bin Ladin, Osama’s mother married Muhammad al Attas, who is from an old Jeddah merchant family. The couple continues to live in the Musharifa district where Osama grew up. When he showed me around the neighborhood Batarfi was careful not to point out bin Laden’s mother’s house because he said he wanted to protect her privacy and that of her family.10

When we came here first, it was mostly desert; most of these buildings were built in the last decades. And our houses were some of the first [in] the neighborhood. Still there was no paved road here. The nearest street was Al-Medina Street, and you had to drive through dirt roads to get here. We moved here in 1970. Osama, his mother, stepfather, and half-brothers moved [into the neighborhood] three or four years after that.

We were very close neighbors so we went together to the mosque. We went to places around the district to talk or just drink tea and coffee. Entertainment options then were very limited.

We used to come out of school about 2:00 p.m. and then we had lunch and a rest. When the sun went down about 4:00 to 5:00, [we played soccer]. I was the captain even though Osama was older than me. Because he was tall he used to play forward to use his head and put in the goals. He was a good soldier; send him anywhere and he will follow orders.

There was a funny story: his [half] brother, Ahmed, came to me running and said, “Look: Osama is about to be hit.” And I looked back and I saw one of the rough guys—we were in a rough neighborhood playing a match—trying to hit Osama, talking abusively. So I ran back to him and I pushed the guy away and I solved the problem. Osama said, “I was going to solve it peacefully.”

So I was a tough guy then and Osama was the peaceful one. So that’s the kind of Osama he was then. He was very shy, very observant. He weighs his words a lot before he says anything. And you feel that he’s watching very observantly, very carefully, listening very carefully to what’s going on. And then when he says something, you understand that he was watching and observing everything around him.

He liked western movies. One of the series he liked was Fury. (Fury originally ran on NBC from 1955 to 1960. The stallion Fury also appeared in other TV shows and movies). He used to watch that, and he liked karate movies. Bruce Lee [especially].

He liked to go climbing mountains in the area between Syria and Turkey. He loved horse riding. He loved horses since he was a young boy. He had a farm in south Jeddah and twenty-something horses. One of them was [named] al-Balga. Al-Balga is the name of the horse used by one of the Companions of the Prophet.

I was close enough to come to his bedroom and wake him up for prayer [just before dawn]. In the morning I would go to his windows and knock on the windows, “Osama, you know, it’s time.” Even after he gets married, I used to do that. Osama used to do all his prayers in the mosque. He was a very religious guy, and everyone else was behaving like there is a sheikh (religious figure) around. You know how kids joke—[in Osama’s presence] we watch our words, don’t use bad words, because it’s like [having] a priest around. You watch your mouth and your behavior.

He was a natural leader; he leads by example and by hints more than direct orders. He just set an example and expects you to follow, and somehow you follow even if you are not 100 percent convinced. I remember I was driving my car going to play soccer and I saw him standing near his door, so I had to stop because he saw me. So the problem was I was wearing shorts, [which is not strictly Islamic]. So I was trying to avoid him seeing me, and then when I had to stop, I had to get out and kiss him. So he saw me and I was very embarrassed, talking small talk while I was thinking, what I’m going to say if he said, “So why you are wearing shorts?” Finally at the end he just looked at my legs and said, “Good-bye.” And from that day on, I didn’t wear shorts. So he has this charisma.

I wouldn’t go with him in every prayer, but he was intriguing to me. He would fast every Monday and Thursday. [Monday and Thursday] fasting is an extra thing because it’s what the Prophet used to do. But you don’t have to do it. And I saw a man who could have the world, he’s very rich, and everything he spends is spent on poor people. Every Monday and Thursday he would go and bring poor people and take us all in cars to north of our district, which was almost desert, near the Pepsi-Cola factory. And they don’t have much entertainment options, so [Osama] provided them with entertainment. We would sit in groups of three or four and he asked us questions [such as] where the Prophet was born. And if you answered a question, “Yeah,” you get a mark. And then he counted the marks and decided who’s the winner.

And we used to go to his house and sing religious chants about Muslim youth and Palestine. [His view was,] “Unless we, the new generation, change and become stronger and more educated and more dedicated, we will never reclaim Palestine.” He was saying that all the time, whenever the subject arose.

[Osama’s mother] is a moderate Muslim. She watches TV. She [has] never been very conservative, and her [present] husband is like that; their kids are like that. So Osama was different. But then he was different in a quiet way. He would bother his brothers sometimes for looking at the maid or things like that. He was kind of trying to influence his brothers. Of course, he woke them for the prayers in the morning, and that was good—nobody complained. But sometimes he was kind of upset if something is not done in an Islamic way. “Don’t wear short sleeves, don’t do this, don’t do that.” But they all loved him. I was like that in my house, not as much as he was, but I was trying to advise, sometimes forcibly, my brothers and sisters.

[When he was] seventeen he married his cousin in Latakia [Syria]—a beautiful resort, I hear [she was] the daughter of his uncle, the brother of his mother. And then he went to the university and I saw less of him.

In her bookInside the Kingdom: My Life in Saudi Arabia,Carmen Bin Ladin provides a vivid, if not especially flattering, account of Jeddah in the mid-1970s. At the time, she was married to Osama’s half-brother Yeslam.11

I discovered the city of Jeddah when we went to the Swiss embassy to register for our imminent marriage [in 1974]. Driving through Jeddah, staring from behind the tinted windows of the Mercedes, I watched a roadside scene from another millennium. Saudi Arabia was still emerging in those days from the crushing poverty of its traditional way of life. People had become less poor after oil was discovered in the 1930s, but the crazy bonanza of wealth that would sweep the country after the 1973 oil embargo lay in the future. Donkey Square was a crisscross of dirt tracks where people came to buy water from men leading donkeys with barrels on their backs. Shimmering waves of heat rose off the city’s few tarmac roads. I saw one or two squalid little shops. Scattered across the endless sand dunes were the houses—invisible behind tall concrete walls that protected their women from view. At first I wasn’t even aware of what seemed so strange about this country, but then it hit me: Half the population of Saudi Arabia is behind walls, all the time. It was hard to fathom a city with almost no women. I felt like a ghost: Women didn’t exist, in this world. And there were no parks, no flowers, not even trees. This was a place without color. Apart from the sand, which covered the roads with a soft, dusty carpet, the only colors that stood out were white and black-and-white. The men’s white thobes, and a very few stark black triangles of cloth: the shrouded women.

Jamal Khalifa became bin Laden’s closest friend at King Abdul Aziz University in Jeddah.12

In ’76 I met Osama. He’s one year younger [than me]. I can’t remember the first meeting. He was in a different college, in economics. I was in science, but our activities were the same. [At the time] King Abdul Aziz University was small, a few hundred people. I was almost twenty, and he was nineteen. At that time we were religious and we were very conservative; we go to that extreme side. When I met him, he was religious already. We don’t watch movies. Some of the scholars in Saudi Arabi were saying that music is haram, it’s prohibited. So we believe that it’s prohibited. When we want to watch the news there is some music, and at that time there is no remote control. So I used to let my son stay beside the TV so when it came to music, he knows that he will turn the sound down. Of course, no girls, don’t even talk about it. And no photographs. That’s why I don’t have any pictures with Osama. I was photographed in high school, but when I became religious, I threw everything away.

We had mutual interests together. We would go to the [Red] Sea swimming, sometimes fishing. We also went riding Jeeps to the mountains and deserts; have some adventures. He’s a very good driver. Together we would go fast, mostly the two of us, so that made us very close.

The [Bin Ladins] have a very big land in the desert; in a place we call Bahra. It’s between Jeddah and Mecca, around 25 kilometers from Jeddah. The Bin Ladin family have like a farm there. Osama pointed to that area and said, “This is our land.” I told him, “Who came here? Who’s the crazy person who came to this place and owned the land?” He said, “My father.” And so Osama decided to have a portion there and we made a place for horses and planted some trees.

He likes his father [Mohammed Bin Ladin] very much. He considered him as a model. He was not with his father much, because his father died when he was ten years old. And also, the father didn’t meet his children much. He was very busy—a lot of children, a lot of houses, so he just met them officially. There are fifty-four children [25 sons and 29 daughters] and he had twenty-plus wives. Osama’s mother is Syrian; he’s the only child from his mother and Mohammed Bin Ladin.

Osama heard a lot about [his father]. He’s a person who built [his company] from nothing. He was not a person who sits down behind the desk and gives orders. [Similarly] Osama, when he used to work with his brothers in the company, he used to go to the bulldozer, get the driver out and drive himself. [At that time] he was twenty-two. He never graduated [from university]. He just went to work with his family.

We [discussed] polygamy—late ’70s we started to talk about it—and we recalled how our fathers practiced polygamy. We found that they were practicing it in a wrong way, where they are married and divorced, married and divorced; a lot of wives and sometime they don’t give equal justice between all of them.

Some of those practicing polygamy will, if they marry the second one, neglect the first one. That’s not the Islamic way at all. You have to be fair, you have to give equal justice between all of them, and you have to divide the time, to give each one what is enough for her. And we look at polygamy as solving a social problem, especially when it’s confirmed that there are more women than men in the society. So if everyone marries one wife, so it means that there are many women that are not married: So what they are going to do? They need a man. So this is the solution. So it’s not fun. It’s not a matter of just having women with you to sleep with—it’s a solution for a problem.

So that’s how we looked at it and we decided to practice it and to be a model. I never divorced; he also never divorced, except he divorced one [wife] because she didn’t adapt herself to his life, so she decided to leave. That’s the only one he divorced. So we really did it in, I thank God, a very good way. For myself, I’m really very happy with my wives. They are very happy with me. They love me. I love them all. I thank God I don’t have a problem at all. Osama, I’m sure that he also doesn’t have any problem with his wives. You imagine, now they are with him in his situation, so it means that he is really practicing this [polygamy] well.
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It’s hard to underestimate the impact that the Egyptian writer Sayyid Qutb had on Islamists around the world.13In his many books Qutb argued that Islam was not simply the traditional observation of the five pillars of Islam—the profession of faith, the Haj pilgrimage to Mecca, the giving of alms to the poor, fasting during Ramadan, and the five daily prayers—it was a whole way of life. Qutb’s writings, which were widely distributed after his execution in Cairo in 1966, together with the Arab defeat in the 1967 war with Israel, provided much of the ideological underpinnings that shaped the emerging Islamic awakening in the Muslim world; theSahwa.

Like the countercultural hippie revolution in the 1960s in the United States, which, of course, from an ideological perspective was profoundly different, the Islamic awakening shared one key feature: it was a movement of the young against an ossified establishment. And both the countercultural movement in the West and the Islamic awakening had revolutionary features because Qutb’s writings not only explained that Islam was a whole way of being, they also contended that most Muslim governmental systems were mired inJahiliya,a state of pre-Islamic ignorance and even barbarism. Qutb never named names in his writing. But what he wrote was clearly directed against authoritarian Middle Eastern regimes. So not only did Qutb profoundly influence the Islamist movement in his beautifully written, massive masterpiece,In the Shade of the Koran,but in his much shorter polemicMilestones,he provided the handbook for jihadist movements across the Muslim world.

Jamal Khalifa, bin Laden’s university friend, was a student when he started reading Qutb.

It was a tradition in my father’s generation: They go to pray, and the understanding of Islam it’s only the five pillars of Islam. So that’s that generation before. This Sahwa [Islamic awakening] came and [it became clear that you] have a responsibility to advise others to reach Islam everywhere, to make the Dawa [preaching of Islam.]

In ’76, ’77 we used to read [Qutb’s books] Milestones and In the Shade of the Koran. So Sayyid Qutb was concentrating on the meaning of Islam that it’s the way of life. It influenced every Muslim in that period of time.

Mohammed Qutb [Sayyid Qutb’s brother who was a visiting professor at King Abdul Aziz University in the late 1970s] used to give [myself and bin Laden] lectures. He was giving us very good lessons about education—how to educate our children.

In his 2001 autobiography,Knights under the Prophet’s Banner,Ayman al Zawahiri, al Qaeda’s second ranking leader, explained his intellectual debt to Qutb.14

Sayyid Qutb’s call for loyalty to God’s oneness and to acknowledge God’s sole authority and sovereignty was the spark that ignited the Islamic revolution against the enemies of Islam at home and abroad. The bloody chapters of this revolution continue to unfold day after day. Sayyid Qutb played a key role in directing the Muslim youth to this road in the second half of the twentieth century in Egypt in particular, and the Arab region in general.

A passage from Sayyid Qutb’s bookMilestonesexplains that jihad must not only be defensive in nature, but it must also be waged offensively.15

As to the persons who attempt to defend the concept of Islamic jihad by interpreting it in the narrow sense of the current concept of defensive war…they lack understanding of the nature of Islam and its primary aim.

Essam Deraz explains that Qutb’s execution in 1966 was a key impetus for the emergence of Islamic opposition to the Egyptian government.

When Qutb was executed everybody was sad, even people who didn’t agree with him. People had suffered so much from socialism under [Egyptian dictator Gamal] Nasser’s rule. [Qutb] rejected socialism and he rejected dictatorship. It came out in a religious form. His books are sold by the millions now.
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Yeslam Bin Ladin, bin Laden’s older half brother talking to Al Arabiya television on May 28, 2005, remembers that what marked the young Osama out was his religiosity.16

From a young age, many of us were sent overseas to study. I left for Lebanon at the age of six or seven, and returned only after graduating from university in America. Osama was one of those who did not leave Saudi Arabia. I think there were four or five brothers who didn’t leave. [Between 1978 and 1981] I met Osama bin Laden three or four times. Osama was more religious than the rest of us. Those of us who went to Lebanon had other things on our mind. He did not like to listen to music or to watch TV, and he prevented his children from doing so. I thought that was odd.

Carmen Bin Ladin, the former wife of Yeslam Bin Ladin, writing in her 2004 book,Inside the Kingdom.17

One day, Yeslam’s younger brother Osama came to visit. Back then he was a young student attending King Abdul Aziz University in Jeddah, respected in the family for his stern religious beliefs, and recently married to a Syrian niece of his mother’s. Osama was perfectly integrated into the family, although he didn’t live in the neighborhood where most of the Bin Ladens lived on the outskirts of Jeddah—at Kilometre Seven on the road towards Mecca, at the very edge of the desert. He was a tall man, despite the slightness of his build, and he had a commanding presence—when Osama stepped into the room, you felt it. But he was not strikingly different from the other brothers, just younger and more reserved. That afternoon, I was playing with [my daughter] Wafah in the hallway when the doorbell rang. I, stupidly, automatically, answered it myself, instead of calling for the houseboy.

Catching sight of Osama and his (adult) nephew Mafouz, I smiled and asked them in. “Yeslam is here,” I assured them, but Osama snapped his head away when he saw me and glared back towards the gate. “No, really,” I insisted. “Come in.” Osama was making rapid back-off gestures with his hand, waving me aside and muttering something in Arabic, but I truly didn’t understand what he meant. Mafouz could see that I was seemingly lacking in the basics of social etiquette, and he finally explained that Osama could not see my naked face.

In Saudi culture, any man who might one day become your husband is not supposed to see you unveiled. The only men who may look at you are your father, brother and husband, or step-father. Osama was among those men who followed the rule strictly. So I retreated into a back room while my admirably devout brother-in-law visited my husband. I felt stupid and awkward.

Jamal Khashoggi is a Saudi journalist who knew bin Laden when he was living in Jeddah.18

Osama was just like many of us who become part of the [Muslim] Brotherhood movement in Saudi Arabia. The only difference which set him apart from me and others, he was more religious. More religious, more literal, more fundamentalist. For example, he would not listen to music. He would not shake hands with a woman. He would not smoke. He would not watch television, unless it is news. He wouldn’t play cards. He would not put a picture on his wall. But more than that, there was also a harsh or radical side in his life. I’m sure you have some people like that in your culture. For example, even though he comes from a rich family, he lives in a very simple house. He had no appreciation of art. He sees art as contrary to a Muslim. [He lived a] very simple, basic life. [He] doesn’t attach himself to extravagant [or] to good living.

Khaled Batarfi, bin Laden’s close childhood buddy, explains that his friend was not anti-American as a young man; in fact, he owned a Chrysler car that he crashed at some point. Batarfi even says that bin Laden visited the United States on a brief trip shortly after he was first married, an account that has not been independently corroborated.19

Did you know he went to America? He took his son Abdallah because Abdallah had problems with his head; it was deformed, so he took him for a medical trip. He was telling [me] about when people looked at him, his robes and his wife. [They were] taking pictures of them, so sometimes he joked about this.

Even after his marriage, for a year or so he was still living in his mother’s house. Later on, after he got his first child, it seems like it was too tight a place for him, especially since he was planning to marry another woman. So they moved to a building in the Al Aziziyah district. He gave each wife an apartment. I visited him once, and I saw that they were bare apartments. I mean, I wouldn’t live there myself. Very humble.

We weren’t as close as before, especially [because] he went on to join King Abdul Aziz University and I was still in high school. And then he was involved with his family business. That’s the way the bin Ladins are. They study and work, all of them, all the people I know, but he was different because he used to work with his own hands, go drive tractors and like his father eat with the workers, work from dawn to sundown, tirelessly in the field. So he wasn’t the rich boy.

He was responsible for some project in Mecca for the bin Ladins, and he used to go from dawn to sundown; he works hard—really hard. And then, he would be busy at nights doing social activities, visiting friends, meeting with his families, and at night, he would be doing prayer. He would sleep then wake up a few hours later and do more prayers. This is optional. It’s just following the example of the Prophet. And then he would sleep a couple of hours and wake up for morning prayer and then start his day. So it must have been tough for him.

He moved later to Medina to be a supervisor of bin Ladin projects in al Medina [the second holiest site in Islam]. And there he has a farm and he married a woman from al Medina and lived for a few years there until [he moved to] Afghanistan.

Bin Laden was twenty-two years old when Juhayman al Utaybi and several hundred Islamist militants seized the Al Haram mosque in Mecca, the holiest site in the Muslim world, on November 20, 1979. King Fahd conferred with Saudi religious leaders and, after several weeks, ordered the mosque retaken. Saudi security working with French special forces did so, and sixty militants were later publicly beheaded. Bin Laden subsequently reflected on this event, which seems to have precipitated an early distrust of the Saudi regime.20

[King] Fahd defiled the sanctity of Al Haram [the holy mosque in Mecca]. He showed stubbornness, acted against the advice of everybody, and sent tracked and armored vehicles into the mosque. I still recall the imprint of tracked vehicles on the tiles of the mosque. People still recall that the minarets were covered with black smoke due to their shelling by tanks.

The picture that emerges of bin Laden in this past chapter is of a shy, pious, even priggish, young man admired by friends and family alike for his piety, but at the same time regarded, even within his own family, as someone who was a little bitdifferent.However, during this period there was little to suggest that he was anything more than a hardworking scion of the bin Laden family whose only quirk was his intense religiosity.

That would all change after the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in late December 1979.
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The Afghan War




The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December of 1979 was a profoundly shocking event for bin Laden, as it was for thousands of other devout young Muslims from around the world, who were drawn to the Afghan jihad during the 1980s. It was the first time since World War II that a non-Muslim power had invaded and occupied a Muslim nation. Indeed, for bin Laden it was the most transformative event of his life, uncoupling him from his tranquil domestic life of work and family in Saudi Arabia, and launching him into what would become effectively a full-time job helping the Afghan resistance.

A key to this transformation was bin Laden’s encounter with the charismatic Palestinian cleric Abdullah Azzam. Azzam was the critical force both ideologically and organizationally for the recruitment of Muslims from around the world to engage in the Afghan struggle against the Soviets. Azzam would become bin Laden’s mentor and together they would found the Services Office in 1984, an organization that was dedicated to placing Arab volunteers either with relief organizations serving the Afghan refugees who had flooded into Pakistan after the Soviet invasion of their country, or with the Afghan factions fighting the Soviets on the frontlines.

Osama bin Laden in 1977 to CNN.1

The news was broadcast by radio stations that the Soviet Union invaded a Muslim country; this was a sufficient motivation for me to start to aid our brothers in Afghanistan. In spite of the Soviet power, God conferred favors on us so that we transported heavy equipment from the country of the Two Holy Places [Saudi Arabia to Afghanistan] estimated at hundreds of tons altogether that included bulldozers, loaders, dump trucks and equipment for digging trenches. When we saw the brutality of the Russians bombing the mujahideen positions, by the grace of God, we dug a good number of huge tunnels and built in them some storage places.

In 1982, around the time that bin Laden was starting to do something about the plight of the Afghans, I was a student at Oxford. With a couple of university friends, George Case and Barney Thompson, we decided to make a film about the refugees then pouring out of Afghanistan. Six million Afghans had been forced out of their country by the Soviets, creating the largest refugee population in the world. About half were in Pakistan, and half were in Iran.2

We knew little about filmmaking (particularly myself) but our ignorance of the actual difficulties of doing such a project provided a spur to getting the project completed. In the summer of 1983 myself and my two colleagues set off to Pakistan with an Afghan cameraman who was based in London. He proved to be a somewhat difficult person, given to titanic tantrums. I took these volcanic displays of temper to be normal professional behavior. In fairness to our cameraman, we knew next to nothing about making documentaries, working in Pakistan, or the Afghan jihad. We would get a crash course in all of those subjects during the several weeks we spent in the North West Frontier Province and Baluchistan, regions of Pakistan that border Afghanistan.

We documented the lives of the Afghan refugees there and the generosity of their Pakistani hosts who had taken them in with little complaint on the basis that they were brothers in Islam. The subsequent documentary,Refugees of Faith,was shown on Britain’s Channel 4 in 1984.

At one point during our research we traveled into Parachinar, a region of Pakistan that sticks like a finger into Afghanistan, from which the mujahideen would often begin their travels into the war zone. There we were greeted by more than a hundred cheering fierce mujahideen from one of the seven Afghan factions battling the Soviets. The whole experience made a powerful impression on me and would launch me down the road to meet bin Laden almost a decade and a half later, not far from the place where I had first set eyes on the Afghan mujahideen.

Hutaifa Azzam is the son of Abdullah Azzam, bin Laden’s mentor during the mid 1980s. He first met bin Laden through his father, Azzam, in Saudi Arabia.3

Anyone who wanted to know anything about Afghanistan connects with my father. They met in the summer of 1984 in Jeddah. Their relationship was very strong.

I was very close to Osama. I still remember him driving a Land Cruiser, desert color in 1984; he took us to his farm forty kilometers from Jeddah. We used to go there for hunting, whatever we find in the desert.

He’s really nice to his kids; treating them like they are friends. He was teaching them how to be tough, how to be a mujahid [holy warrior], trying to grow them up on jihad, on jihad thinking, and trying to build their bodies for this mission. I never saw him shouting at his kids, hitting his kids. Even his wives, they never say that he has treated them bad. I can say his wives, they like him so much.

We’re brothers in Islam and we were very close to him. We used to stay in his house in Wadi Bisha Street in Al-Aziziyah District in Jeddah. He had a building with four flats for the three wives and one for the guest. It’s very simple, building—you can’t believe that these guys are millionaires.

Jamal Ismail was studying engineering in Pakistan in the early eighties when he met the Palestinian cleric Abdullah Azzam. He would also meet bin Laden on a number of occasions throughout his later career as a journalist.4

Sheikh Abdullah Azzam came in September ’81 as a lecturer, from King Abdul Aziz University in Jeddah to Islamic University in Islamabad [Pakistan’s capital].

Abdullah Azzam was a religious scholar. He was committed to his belief and very strict in religious affairs. He used to be popular among Arab religious scholars, especially [among] members of the Muslim Brotherhood. He was the one who introduced the Afghan issue to all Muslims.

[Azzam] started his contacts with one of the Afghan mujahideen groups while he was residing in Islamabad in the university up to the summer of ’86 when he quit the university. During the period from ’81 to ’86 he was a visitor to Peshawar [the headquarters of the Afghan mujahideen in Pakistan].

In the summer of ’84, when Azzam went for Hajj [pilgrimage to Mecca], at that time he wrote the fatwa [religious ruling] “Defending Muslim Lands.” Azzam announced that this fatwa was signed by late Sheikh bin Baz, the grand mufti of Saudi Arabia, and some other religious scholars from Saudi Arabia, Syria, and Yemen.

Abdullah Azzam, from his 1984 bookDefense of Muslim Lands.5

Defensive Jihad: This is expelling the Kuffar [infidels] from our land, and it is Fard Ayn, a compulsory duty upon all. It is the most important of all the compulsory duties and arises in the following conditions: if the Kuffar enter a land of the Muslims.

We have to concentrate our efforts on Afghanistan and Palestine now, because they have become our foremost problems. Moreover, our occupying enemies are very deceptive and execute programs to extend their power in these regions. The people of Afghanistan are renowned for their strength and pride. It seems as if the Glorified and Exalted prepared the mountains and the land there especially for jihad. The Afghan people say: “The presence of one Arab among us is more loved by us than one million dollars.”

Pay close attention to the hadith [sayings of the Prophet Mohammed]: “To stand one hour in the battle line in the cause of Allah is better than sixty years of night prayer.”

Jamal Ismail, the journalist.

Azzam came [to Pakistan again] in the fall of ’84. He started his Services Office and he started calling Muslims from America, from Europe, and from Arab countries to come and join the [Afghan] mujahideen.

Jamal Khalifa was bin Laden’s close friend in university in the late seventies. Khalifa later went on to marry bin Laden’s half sister Sheikha in 1986. He fought against the Soviets and later worked with the Muslim World League to help Afghan refugees.6

Osama invited me to his house in al Aziziyah [in Jeddah]. He has a building there, he was twenty-five, twenty-six, he’s already married a couple of times. He told me that Abdullah Azzam [was coming]. I knew Abdullah Azzam from his books. He’s a very good writer and he’s real educated so I was really very eager to hear him when he started to talk about Afghanistan.

Dr. Abdullah Azzam, I can really call him the Koranic person because when you heard him reciting the Koran, it’s really different than anybody else. It’s coming from his heart. It’s a matter of the feeling, the way how he’s reciting it, it’s totally different. And sometimes he’s forgetting himself when he’s reciting the Koran. He is a person who has light so you will be influenced immediately; immediately any person will meet him, he will love him. He’s unique.

After I met with Abdullah Azzam I went one time to Afghanistan in ’84 and I came back and I went back again in ’85.

Hutaifa Azzam, Abdullah Azzam’s son.

The first time I went into Afghanistan was 1984 [when I was thirteen]. At that time, I spent two months in Sada training camp and took antiaircraft training. In 1985, we went to the camps for six months and in 1987 was the last time we went to the camps.

Boudejema Bounoua is an Algerian, known as Abdullah Anas, who was one of Abdullah Azzam’s first Arab recruits to the Afghan jihad.7

[In 1984] I found a newspaper that said a group of ulema—religious scholars—are saying that Afghanistan is occupied by the Soviet Union and they are going to cancel Islamic life and replace it with atheism. In this situation they [the ulema] explained the fatwa, that if one meter of land of Islam is under occupation, it’s the duty of every Muslim to liberate it. [That fatwa was] signed by the group of ulema. Among them was Abdullah Azzam.

So I decided to go to Afghanistan. I had no idea at all where Afghanistan is, how to go there, which language they speak, which airlines go there—a hundred questions. I had decided to go to Hajj pilgrimage [in Saudi Arabia], but I went with this idea, if I find a way to go to Afghanistan, I will go.

Once I was walking around the K’aba [the sacred site at the center of Mecca] and I found Abdullah Azzam with his children and his wife. I asked him, “Are you Abdullah Azzam? I’ve read the fatwa. I’m from Algeria and I saw your signature among the ulemas saying that jihad in Afghanistan is a duty. And if I decide to go, what can I do?”

He told me that after fifteen days, I would be in Islamabad [the capital of Pakistan]. “If you come to Islamabad, just call me from the airport and I will give you the address to come to my home.” I took the flight. I found Sheikh Abdullah. And he told me: “There is a group of guests here in my house. We will wait for you to have dinner with us.” One of them was Abdullah Saadi. He was the constructor for Osama bin Laden. He was an engineer to guide the bulldozers. Osama borrowed him from the [bin Ladin family] company to work for him in Afghanistan.

The second day, Sheikh Abdullah told me, “I’m going to Peshawar after three days. We will go together.” The flight was at 4:00 p.m. and around 1:00 p.m. we were having lunch. Somebody was sitting on my right and Sheikh Abdullah told me, “This is your brother, Osama [bin Laden].” I told him, “Welcome. Nice to meet you.” I remember the guy who was introduced to me—very shy and very, very well-mannered. Speaks very slowly. After one hour in that meeting, I can’t remember that I heard two or three words from that guy Osama. He was [in his mid-twenties].

I’m the fourteenth of the Arabs [who arrived in Pakistan to help the Afghan jihad]. It was a very small group and all of us were under the control of Sheikh Abdullah Azzam. Sheikh Abdullah has this reputation to push people. That’s what he did with Osama later. He sees what talent you have, journalist or organizer or fighter. Sheikh Abdullah was really an angel inside.

Late ’84, beginning ’85, the founders of the Services Bureau [also known as the Services Office] were Osama, Sheikh Abdullah, and me. Sheikh Abdullah told me that “We have found this bureau to gather the Arabs and to send them inside Afghanistan instead of going to the guesthouse of [someone like Afghan leader Gulbuddin] Hekmatyar. It’s better to save them from the political games of the Afghans. So we need to stay in a separate guesthouse. We are here as servants. We are proud to serve the boots of the mujahideen inside Afghanistan. We are not here to guide them, to tell them what to do. We are here to serve them, to liberate their land.”

It’s one of our aims to get deep information about what is happening inside Afghanistan. I told Sheikh Abdullah I would like to go with this caravan to Mazar-i-Sharif [in the far north of Afghanistan]. We were maybe three hundred Afghan mujahideen and that trip took forty days walking. I lost my toenails on the way. And [when the villagers] hear that among the caravan there was an Arab, all the village’s people come out of their home to see this Arab because they remember that the Arabs speak the language of the Prophet; they came from the land of Mecca and Medina.

We started learning [the local language] and we found it very, very necessary. When we used to cross the villages, the people would come from everywhere and they used to ask us to give speech in the mosques. When we would speak, people just crying, “Allahu Akbar!” [God is Great!] Hundreds of people would come, some of them from three hours away, bringing their grandson or granddaughter. The feeling which I used to touch, up to now I can’t find it anywhere. I used to feel that I am an angel. I am walking in the air. I’m doing my duty, making my God happy, helping brother Muslims, and no pressure of life, sitting with the Afghans. These simple people all were loving the Prophet, all loving Koran, making jihad to liberate land. Very exciting in a positive way.
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