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Loyalty to the treacherous is treachery in the eyes of God.


The betrayal of the treacherous is loyalty in the eyes of God.


Imam Ali










Note from the co-authors


 


When any spy emerges from the secret world to tell their story, questions are naturally asked about the veracity of their account. Britain’s intelligence services never comment publicly on such matters; nor is there generally a paper trail.


In the course of reporting on the threat from jihadi terrorism for the best part of two decades we have developed many trusted sources in and out of government on both sides of the Atlantic. This has allowed us to corroborate key details relating to Aimen Dean’s work for British intelligence. This and our own research has allowed us not only to confirm critical associations and events but establish beyond doubt that there simply wasn’t another informant inside al-Qaeda like him. In the years immediately leading up to and following 9/11, Aimen Dean was by far the most important spy the West had inside al-Qaeda, with his identity among the closest guarded secrets in the history of British espionage.


Aimen would probably never have contemplated writing a book had his cover not been blown by an intelligence leak in the United States. But he believes now is the right time to tell his story. His experiences and insights shed great light on the evolution of jihadi terrorism and what it will take to confront one of the great challenges of our times. Nobody can recall every last detail of their life perfectly, nor the exact order and date of every encounter. The chronology presented in this book is the result of many hours of research on the events he witnessed and the individuals he met. In describing technical aspects related to al-Qaeda’s efforts to develop explosives, chemicals and poisons we took great care not to go beyond chemistry and details already in the public domain in the news media, academic studies, court documents, government reports and the like. As an extra precaution we consulted with leading experts on these types of weapons.


This book includes extensive notes. Those which may be of interest to the general reader are marked by stars in the text and included as footnotes. Substantive notes which may be of more interest to the specialist reader – as well as citations – are marked by numbers and are situated at the back of the book in the chapter-by-chapter endnotes. We also include a cast of characters, as well as a map of Afghanistan and Pakistan showing the location of jihadi training camps before 9/11. The exact position of the Khalden camp in relation to the town of Khost has never been definitively established by academic researchers. Our placement is based on Aimen’s best recollection.


In several cases we have used pseudonyms to conceal the identity of individuals for a variety of reasons and this is made clear each time in the text. We refer to British intelligence officials by pseudonyms. This book includes quotations from the Koran and the hadith (the collected sayings of the Prophet Mohammed). These have been translated by Aimen. Hadith are cited by collection and their order number in the collection. Alternative English translations of the major collections are available on websites such as sunnah.com. The hadith citations in this book refer to the Arabic collections. The English numbering can be different because of the way translators have split up hadith. After the first reference the authors have omitted the prefix ‘al-’ for some recurring names.


 


Paul Cruickshank and Tim Lister, April 2018










Prologue: A Wanted Man


2016–2018


I looked out at the broiling haze enveloping Dubai. It was an August afternoon in 2016 and I comforted myself with the thought that the month after next the sapping humidity would begin to ease.


I was packing for a family wedding in Bahrain, not one I was looking forward to in the mid-summer torpor. But it was the marriage of the oldest son of my eldest brother, Moheddin. I could hardly say no.


It was to be an all-male affair, in accordance with the conservative customs of my family. My wife wasn’t coming to Bahrain but she was uneasy about my trip.


My five brothers and I had grown up in Saudi Arabia up the coast and across the causeway from Bahrain, but the tiny pearl-shaped kingdom was our homeland. We carried Bahraini passports and – for different reasons – we had enemies there. Moheddin was a veteran of the Afghan jihad and had held a government job in Saudi Arabia until forced to leave the Kingdom because of an unlucky and unwitting connection to an al-Qaeda suicide bomber.


Once I had sworn an oath of allegiance in person to Osama bin Laden and worked on al-Qaeda explosives and poisons experiments. But al-Qaeda’s callous indifference to civilian casualties and the madness of a global campaign of terrorism were too much for me to stomach. It had corrupted the cause in which I believed: defending Muslims wherever they might be.


And so, in the parlance of espionage, I had been ‘turned’ by British intelligence. I was not an unwilling partner. In fact, I welcomed the chance to expiate any misdeeds during my four years as a jihadi. For the better part of a decade I had been one of the very few Western spies inside al-Qaeda until ‘outed’, by description if not by name, thanks to a clumsy leak that the British suspected emanated from the White House.


Eventually, someone in al-Qaeda joined the dots and worked out that the leaks pointed towards me as the informant. One of the group’s most senior figures denounced me as a spy, and the dreaded fatwah followed. It was a religious command ordering my liquidation.


But here I was – eight years later – still in one piece. Some days, I even forgot that there were people out there who wanted to slit my throat. Surely by now it was a little late for the fatwah to be carried out? Many of those who wanted me dead had themselves been killed – in Afghanistan, Pakistan and Saudi Arabia – or were staring at the walls of a jail cell somewhere between Guantánamo Bay and Kabul.


‘My nephew came to our wedding; I have to go to his,’ I told my wife. ‘There’s really nothing to worry about.’


She looked pale. Three months pregnant, she was more than normally prone to anxiety.


‘And look,’ I continued, taking her hand, ‘I’ll be there less than twenty-four hours. The bad guys won’t even know I’m in Bahrain.’


Tears gathered in her eyes.


‘I just don’t want you to go.’


Then, on the morning of 29 August, three days before the wedding, the groom-to-be called.?‘Uncle,’ he said, sounding less than effusive. ‘Dad says hi, but he’s had a message. The security services called. They said they understood you were planning to come to Bahrain. There’s a threat against your life; they recommend you stay away. They say that in any case they are sending police officers to the wedding.’


It is rare that I am speechless, but for a few moments I said nothing. The combination of the news and my wife’s intuition had knocked the wind out of me. It’s often at such moments that one notices something trivial and irrelevant. I remember looking out of the window of our apartment towards the Arabian Gulf, and tracing the graceful loops of a hang glider drifting towards the beach.


I turned abruptly to see if my wife was listening. Thankfully, she had gone to lie down.


‘It’s unbelievable,’ I said to my nephew. ‘Does your father have any idea who it is?’


‘He’s been asking questions. He thinks it’s Yasser Kamal and his brother Omar. They’ve been planning it for six weeks.’


Yasser Kamal: part-time fishmonger, full-time jihadi. He had enlisted me in an ambitious al-Qaeda plot back in 2004 to attack US Navy personnel based in Bahrain, the home of the US Fifth Fleet. Omar was going to be one of the suicide bombers.


I had fed all the details to MI6. When Kamal discovered, years later, that I had been working for British intelligence he had requested the fatwah against me.


‘But how does Moheddin know about the plan?’ I asked my nephew, still wrestling with my disbelief.


‘Well, we can’t be sure,’ my nephew continued, ‘but Omar’s wife has kept on asking about the guest list. Were all the uncles coming?’


I made enquiries. The Bahraini police had discovered the plot because they were eavesdropping on Yasser Kamal. He had been stupid enough to talk with his brother about my impending visit; they had discussed following me to the airport after the wedding. In essence I would be carjacked. I was led to understand that they planned to use knives or machetes to dispense with me. They had also discussed filming my last moments as a warning to others who betrayed the cause. The gruesome video would then be uploaded to the Internet to mark the fifteenth anniversary of the 9/11 attacks.


Despite considerable evidence the Bahraini authorities decided not to move against the brothers, a typically pragmatic decision like many others that had allowed militants to operate there with considerable latitude. Firstly, they wanted to continue surveillance on the Kamals in case they were planning something worse than killing me, which was not very comforting. And they didn’t want any awkward questions about a former British agent on Bahraini soil.


I decided to tell my wife about the plot rather than just pretend I was giving in to her entreaties. To my surprise she took the news calmly – seeing it as vindication of her female intuition. Needless to say, I have heeded such intuition ever since.


The sudden re-emergence of Yasser Kamal, the discovery that he was at large rather than in jail, gave me pause. But it did not surprise me, nor did I blame him for wanting to kill me. I had betrayed his cause because I had come to see it as an adulteration of Islam and a betrayal of the Prophet’s words.


We were on opposite sides of a civil war that has consumed and splintered our religion, a conflict with a long and bloodstained history that appears to have plenty of fuel yet.


In the summer of 2016, the self-declared ‘Caliphate’ of the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria had passed its high-water mark: its many opponents were gathering for final assaults on its last redoubts. But its ideology was less delible than its grip on territory. And al-Qaeda – almost forgotten during the subliminal explosion of ISIS – still brooded menacingly, playing the long game. One generation of jihad was passing on its expertise and belief to the next.


As I write this in the spring of 2018 there are still plenty of men like Yasser Kamal out there, tens of thousands across the globe. Their anger towards the West runs deep. They see Islam under threat. They embrace radical interpretations of their religion that justify violence against anyone they deem not to be a true Muslim. And that includes millions of other Muslims whose interpretation of the Koran or whose customs they denounce as heresy.


I have witnessed that anger and the longing for martyrdom on battlefields in Bosnia. I have heard the narrow definition of the ‘righteous Muslim’ in Afghan camps and safe houses in Pakistan. I have sat in shabby London flats and field hospitals in Syria listening to young men with glistening eyes talk about prophecies that promised battles marking the approach of the end-of-days and a victorious march on Jerusalem. I have seen the thirst for vengeance after US missile attacks in Afghanistan.


I know and understand that mindset because two decades earlier I had shared it. I longed for martyrdom in the service of God; I saw Muslims in an epochal struggle of self-defence. I grasped at the noble ideal of jihad, only to be disgusted at its manipulation and indiscriminate application.


Soon after I was recruited by British intelligence, one of my colleagues joked that I should be called the ‘cat’ – as I appeared to have nine lives. I have used up every one of those lives fighting on both sides of this generational struggle, neither of which can claim a monopoly on decency or righteousness.


I am thankful for this opportunity to recount those lives and where they have led me, knowing that I may not get another in this world.










My First Life: The Unlit Candle


1978–1995


I don’t remember much of my father’s funeral, but I was very nearly buried with him.


It was February 1983; I was four years old. He was going to take me out for a treat somewhere and to collect some groceries, perhaps to give me (and himself) some relief from the noise of my five older brothers. But I stepped on some broken glass in the kitchen. I was always running barefoot.


As my mother fussed over me and cleaned the smeared blood from the kitchen floor, my father picked up the car keys. He was killed minutes later at a junction when a truck ignored a stop sign. A mundane errand and a random accident left six boys without a father and a widow with a lifetime of struggle ahead of her.


In the days and weeks after my father was killed, I vaguely recall the anxiety of seeing and failing to comprehend my mother’s tear-stained, ashen face. My brothers suffered more than I did; they understood our father was gone forever.


We were the Durrani family, of Arab, Afghan and Turkish heritage. We were Bahraini citizens but residents of Saudi Arabia. It was enough to confuse anyone’s loyalties. We lived in the ordered suburbia of Khobar, a straggling city on the Arabian Gulf which had one reason for its existence: oil. My father was a businessman, importing construction machinery from Europe and selling it to the Saudi–American oil giant Aramco, a little way up the coast. Aramco crude ran through the family’s veins.


The Durranis knew no country as their own; we were a polyglottic clan for whom the adventure of new opportunities trumped the security of the familiar. Uncle Ajab had left Peshawar in Pakistan to settle in Saudi Arabia. And before moving to Khobar my father had worked in Beirut, the commercial nerve centre of the Middle East, where he had met my mother in the late 1950s. She was from the town of Chebaa in south Lebanon, a redoubt of Sunni Muslims surrounded by Shia villages. Her family are related to the Hashemites, a noble bloodline descended from the Prophet Mohammed. Being proud Sunnis was – and is – as much part of our heritage as being indefatigable travellers.


We were conservative Sunni Arabs in a very conservative Kingdom, where women went covered on the rare occasions they left home. But in the sanctuary of their homes, women like my mother exhibited extraordinary determination and resilience. Especially after my father’s death she exercised great influence over her brood of loud sons.


I was the accidental runt of the family, to be blunt about it. My parents had their hands full with five sons spread across fifteen years; my mother had spent half her adult life pregnant. But I, Ali al-Durrani, was not to be denied, arriving on 17 September 1978. My brothers would affectionately tease me about being the ‘accident’ – the unexpected arrival. Whether it was because I was the cub of the family or I lived in the shadow of my mother, I was a studious child. I had a precocious interest in history and religion. I was slight, not interested in sport, and was rarely without a book in my hand. It should have been a recipe for persecution at school, but there are benefits to having older brothers: bullies soon found themselves dumped in garbage cans.


The days of my childhood had a rhythm whose measure was prayer: the five daily prayers of devout Muslims the world over. Each day, I was roused by my brothers before dawn for the Fajr (dawn prayers), which we said at home. Classes at school were arranged around the call to prayer.


As a child I found the holy month of Ramadan magical. I did not chafe at the daytime fasting; it seemed important and I felt grown-up observing it. And I relished the outpouring of good spirits as night fell. The streets were decorated with lights. In our hundreds, boys and young men dashed from the Maghreb prayer at the ornate Omar bin Abdelaziz mosque to the pastry stalls. It seemed like a month when as a religion we came together in unity and common purpose. But it was a cocoon in a world of gathering violence.


My earliest experiences nurtured a sense of sectarian identity. My mother was constantly scouring the local news channels for reports on the civil war that was tearing her homeland apart. Watching her furrowed brow and listening to her quietly beseeching salvation for her family made a deep impact on me. I absorbed her obsession with the news. My first memory of world events unfolding on TV was the assassination of Indira Gandhi, India’s prime minister, in 1984. I was six.


I had endless questions for my mother as I sat next to her on the sofa, working my way through a bunch of grapes or savouring that most valuable of imports, Coca-Cola. Who were the Palestinians? Why did Israel invade? Why couldn’t they stop the fighting? She had few answers; nor did anyone in the mid-1980s as Beirut was demolished.


There was conflict nearer to home, too, along the hazy, dripping coastline to the north. In the ghastly struggle between Iraq and Iran, my brothers dismissed the fact that Saddam Hussein had started the war. Nor did they much care about his use of chemical weapons on a battlefield that resembled an arid, stony Somme. We saw this as an existential battle between Sunni and Shia (even though many of Saddam’s conscripts were Shia). To the Arabs on the western shores of the Gulf, the Iranian revolution and the Shia theocracy that had followed were deeply disturbing, as was the rise of Shia militancy through groups like Hezbollah in Lebanon.


My poor mother endured a barrage of interrogation. Who was the bearded man everyone was afraid of in Iran? Why were the Persians bad? When she was exhausted I would turn my fire on my brothers, who would not hesitate to reinforce my budding Sunni identity. To grow up amid such upheaval was extraordinarily formative, an early and very real introduction to the political and religious rifts that would dominate my life.


Not that Khobar had yet been touched by this turbulence. It was comfortable and ordered in the 1980s; change did not come to Saudi Arabia quickly. Our Muslim identity may have been very conservative socially, but it was also utterly quiescent. Political agitation was unthinkable, which made the Durranis rather unusual.


Every week we would gather round the dining table after Friday prayers – six brothers and their mother. Invariably it was politics for the main course and theology for dessert. I was soon aware of the noble struggle in Afghanistan against the Russians, of the call to jihad* that had lured thousands of Arabs to the foothills of the Himalayas. There was much talk of a neighbour who had gone to fight.


In this age of video games, social media, countless TV channels, texting and apps, it may seem odd that just one generation ago a child could have become steeped in Islamic literature. But that was me: I was attending an Islamic study circle at the Omar bin Abdelaziz mosque by the age of nine, helping in a local Islamic bookshop by the age of eleven, and thanks to a photographic memory knew the Koran by heart at the age of twelve.** I found the mosque enthralling in the traditional sense of the word. Its minarets reached towards God; the latticed arches and acres of plush blue-gold carpet instilled in me a sense of awe. Besides the Koran, I was particularly enchanted by large leather-bound collections of hadith* and fascinated by the mysterious prophecies these collections contained.**


On 2 August 1990, just a month before my twelfth birthday, Saddam Hussein’s army invaded Kuwait. The man who had won support in the Arab world for going to war with the Shia theocracy in Iran had turned his vast army on his fellow Sunnis. Khobar was just down the coast from Kuwait; for a few fevered days we expected Iraqi tanks to roll south into the rich oilfields of the Eastern Province. People stocked up on supplies, made sure their vehicles were fuelled, even bought gas masks – just in case.


Kuwaiti refugees – perhaps the most affluent exodus in history – arrived in their limousines and 4x4s, laden down with whatever valuables they had been able to grab before fleeing. And then US forces arrived – the infidel come to guard the Custodians of the Two Holy Mosques from a secular dictator who had just declared himself the true adherent of Islam. The world was upside down. But to me the American presence offered reassurance, a sense that Saddam (whom we had vocally supported against Iran) would be stopped and turned back. We had heard much – some of it no doubt apocryphal – of the looting and atrocities visited upon Kuwait by his troops.


The American soldiers in their desert fatigues went to fast-food restaurants around Khobar and manned their discreetly placed anti-missile batteries to deter the Iraqis’ dreaded Scuds. I saw several of Saddam’s missiles arcing towards Saudi territory before they were taken out in mid-air. The Americans all seemed so much bigger and more muscular than the average Saudi, with a swashbuckling confidence and faith in technology that was so alien to our culture.


The government went to great lengths to persuade Saudis of the ‘blessings of safety and security’ – but others more worldly than me knew it was a charade. Without the Americans, we would have been hard put to resist Saddam’s huge army, even if it was still recovering from a decade of conflict with Iran. The invasion of Kuwait brought war, politics and religion into everyday conversation. For a twelve-year-old already steeped in the region’s turmoil, it was like attending finishing school.


Then, in the summer of 1991, just before I turned thirteen, my mother died of a brain aneurism. I was inconsolable. I had become the centre of her world as my brothers had grown into teenagers and young men. She was a spiritual person and wanted me to be pious, perhaps to become an imam. She was very proud of my mastery of the Koran and had encouraged my religious studies, getting my brothers to introduce me to prominent religious figures in Khobar.


When I lost my mother I lost a teacher, mentor and companion. I eventually found companionship and solace in an unlikely place: the six volumes and 4,000 pages of Sayyid Qutb’s In the Shade of the Koran.


Qutb, the founding father of modern jihad and of a radical and profound interpretation of Islam, had written the book in times of pain and hardship, when he had been tortured in Egyptian jails in the 1950s and 1960s. I related to the suffering as much as the scholarship and the beauty of his writing. It took me two years to finish his masterwork. But it made a deep impression on me.


I was drawn to his explanations of God’s sovereignty over creation, and his argument that most Muslims, corrupted by Western modernity and secularism, had lost sight of the divine. We had been plunged back into an age of jahiliyah (pre-Islamic ignorance). He made a defiant call, over the heads of the grand clerics and scholars of Islam, for the restoration of God’s Kingdom on Earth. His words about the state of the Muslim world and why change should come, even by violent means, were persuasive to me. God’s law was supreme over man-made laws.


Qutb’s central and revolutionary premise was that you cannot preach your way into power, for those who possess power possess the means of violence. If you shy away from wresting power from them by violence then you are doomed to failure.


His arguments were purgative to a teenager brought up in the sluggish complacency of Saudi Arabia. Even as I read Qutb’s works, the real world was validating his philosophy. In December 1991, the Islamist party in Algeria – the FIS – won the first round of parliamentary elections. The Algerian army immediately staged a coup and put FIS party leaders in prison or sent them into exile.


Despite his radical challenge to the Islamic establishment, Qutb’s writing was inexplicably tolerated by the Saudi establishment in the early 1990s. We frequently discussed it in a study group – the Islamic Awareness Circle – that I attended at the Omar bin Abdelaziz mosque. I was admitted to the group when I was nine after passing a general knowledge test designed for thirteen-year-olds. Those Friday lunches had been a good education.


The Circle was like a Scout troop but with religious underpinnings. We were as interested in camping trips and barbecues as we were in theological debate and current affairs. The ‘rock children’ of the Palestinian territories were our heroes. In those days the Palestinian cause was still dear to the hearts of young Arabs all over the Middle East, before it was overshadowed and then submerged by the greater struggle for the soul of our religion.


The Circle included individuals who would shape both my future and the emergence of Islamist militancy in Saudi Arabia. One instructor who visited from time to time was a lanky university student called Yusuf al-Ayeri. He had sunken eyes and a strong jaw that made him slightly forbidding, as did his intense and humourless demeanour. I cannot recall seeing him smile, let alone laugh.


Born into an upper-middle-class family in Dammam,* al-Ayeri told us that he had fought in Afghanistan against the Communists before coming back home to pursue Shariah studies. He had taken the writings of Sayyid Qutb very much to heart, constantly nagging the Circle about how Western culture was corrupting Muslim societies. He alleged, for example, that the patties at the Saudi franchise of the American burger chain Hardee’s were made from pork. With a straight face, he told us that Pepsi stood for ‘Pay Every Penny to Save Israel’. And when you held a bottle of Coca-Cola to the mirror, the reflected logo in Arabic read ‘No Mohammed No Mecca’.


It was a shame as I loved Coke.


One afternoon, al-Ayeri ventured into still more absurd territory. The Circle was sitting on the carpet of the mosque’s library.


‘I have learned,’ he said gravely, ‘that some of you watch The Smurfs on television.’


The Smurfs – a cartoon series featuring blue and white anthropomorphous creatures living in a forest – were a global phenomenon. I looked down; it was one of my favourite shows.


‘This is haram [forbidden],’ al-Ayeri continued. ‘The Smurfs are a Western plot to destroy the fabric of our society, to destroy morality in our children and respect for their parents. If you watch this you’re going to start carrying out pranks and mixing magic potions. This is not normal; Islam forbids it.’


But he wasn’t finished.


‘There is also a lot of sexuality with the female Smurf. She dresses and behaves in a disgusting way.’


Despite al-Ayeri’s proscription, I continued to watch The Smurfs. In a way, it was my guilty secret. On the other hand, I could think of nothing in the Koran or hadith that might be applicable to The Smurfs. If it was a Western plot, I told myself, it would only seduce the most gullible.


Among my fellow students in the group was Khalid al-Hajj, who was three years my senior. Khalid had been born into a Yemeni family in Jeddah and had moved to Khobar when he was very young. Olive-skinned, tall and athletic, he had large, deep-set brown eyes that had a strangely soothing effect. His level-headed disposition was the perfect foil for my hyperactive energy and tendency to be an insufferable know-it-all. Where I saw complexity, he saw black and white. At the same time, he had a restless soul.


We would have a long, close and turbulent relationship.


While in many ways we were yin and yang, we shared a deep religious fervour and a competitive streak. Khalid led a team which competed in Islamic poetry competitions against other Islamic Circles. I was the team’s secret weapon, thanks to my memory and deep immersion in all things Islamic. I had memorized so much Arabic poetry that our team became champions of the Eastern Province. Khalid beamed when Prince Saud bin Nayef, then deputy governor of the province, presented us with the trophy.


Only once in competition was I bested. My nemesis was a young Syrian who left me lost for words after a two-hour poetry duel.


‘I want a rematch, I know I’m better than him,’ I had declared to Khalid, unfamiliar with the taste of defeat.


‘Everybody knows you are very smart, Ali,’ Khalid replied. ‘One day you are going to be a fine imam or a famous professor of Islamic history, Insha’allah. But you need to relax a little. Sometimes you remind me of our cat at home; you always need your ego stroked.’


After my mother passed away, my brothers were my guardians, while Chitrah, an endlessly patient woman from Sri Lanka who was our maid, ensured I was fed and clothed. My brothers were very different from me – into sports and martial arts – but protective of their little sibling. And I was not the most difficult of charges: diligent and quiet, more likely to be buried in a book than climbing fences or hanging out with a bad crowd.


If there was an authority figure in my life it was my eldest brother, Moheddin, eighteen years my senior, a natural athlete who was powerfully built and held a judo black belt. After graduating in chemical engineering from King Fahd University in Dhahran, Moheddin had studied in Florida and California in the early 1980s. He dreamed of dropping out and becoming a hippy, travelling around the US in a multicoloured van. But he was nearly twenty years too late. The flowers and the music had given way to the Reagan Doctrine, and the United States was confronting its enemies aggressively, whether in tiny Grenada or Gadhafi’s Libya. Moheddin was angered by what he saw as the United States’ overbearing use of military power. In a fit of frustration he had smashed his guitar, come home to Saudi Arabia and turned increasingly to religion.


By 1989, Moheddin had grown a long auburn beard and felt it his duty to respond to the call of jihad. Even though he was by then married with a son, he went to Afghanistan for three months to participate in the tail end of the war against the Communists. He had flown out with a friend who would much later become a renowned leader of jihad in Chechnya.* For a quiet town on the Gulf, Khobar was turning out more than its fair share of militants.


On his return, Moheddin told us stories about the fighting around Khost and lectured us on the duty of every able-bodied Muslim to fight in defence of Islam. But by then his priority was to look after his growing family, and he substituted the romance of jihad with a more mundane existence at the regional chamber of commerce.


Moheddin was the brother I most respected but I was closest to Omar. Relaxed and free-spirited, he wore his religion lightly. He would light up any gathering with his wisecracks. His cheerful demeanour and good looks (he might have been named Omar for Sharif) made him very popular with women, and his job at Dhahran  airport meant that, unusually for a young Saudi male, he had the chance to mix with the opposite sex. There were even rumours of a clandestine romance among the check-in desks, which he denied with a cheeky smile.


At this time, my whole universe was male. Even during the famous Friday lunches, sisters-in-law and female cousins dined separately. Not once during my youth in Saudi Arabia did I see a female over the age of ten, besides my mother, who was not fully veiled. Even Moheddin’s wife wore a veil in my presence.


 


In the spring of 1992 the Bosnian civil war broke out. Yugoslavia was falling apart. Slovenia and Croatia had already seceded from the federation that Josip Tito had so adroitly held together for decades. Bosnia was a patchwork of Muslims, Croats and Serbs, and the conflict had kicked off when the Muslims and Croats voted for independence. It quickly consumed the evening news broadcasts in Saudi Arabia, which depicted it as a Christian crusade against defenceless Muslims, with images and descriptions of Croatian and Serb atrocities against Bosnia’s Muslims.


At that same time, my friend Khalid made a two-month trip to Afghanistan to train and fight with the mujahideen against the Communist government. He was just sixteen. Osama bin Laden had made the cause popular among young radicals; at any one time there were probably about 4,000 ‘Afghan Arabs’,2 as they came to be known, fighting or training in Afghanistan.* Many more became aid workers, teachers and medics, serving the tide of Afghan refugees that had arrived in northern Pakistan.


Khalid told me stories of battles around Jalalabad and camps in the mountains. There was no bombast in his accounts; he spoke in matter-of-fact tones about the duty of jihad.


‘All Muslims should be trained because there always might come a day when we need to pick up arms to defend the faith,’ he declared.


My study group frequently talked about the Bosnian war and those who had gone to fight – including my school maths teacher, who was killed after just a couple of months in the Balkans.* From a prominent family, his father was a brigadier in the Interior Ministry, but in those days there was pride rather than shame in having a family member leave home to wage jihad.


At a book fair I bought an audiotape about Bosnia called Drops of Tears and Blood, in which students from religious seminaries there talked about the ‘ethnic cleansing’ of Muslims, their horror stories skilfully interspersed with religious hymns sung in Turkish and Arabic. At school we were shown a documentary, The Cross Is Throwing Down a Challenge, whose message was searing and simple. There was a new Christian crusade against Islam.


We were beginning to understand that we lived in turbulent times, especially for our religion and its most puritanical strand: Salafism.**


The term is often loosely and inaccurately used but essentially there are three strands of Salafism. In the study group we scoffed at the traditional quiescent variant, which our teachers mocked as ‘royalist’ because it posed no challenge to the Saudi royal family. This was a stagnant interpretation of Islam, cloaked in robes of tribalism and heavily ritualistic, inadequate for the challenges of our times.


My friends and mentors were gravitating towards a more politically active interpretation, best exemplified by the Muslim Brotherhood’s involvement in social work and discreet political activism. This interpretation was obliquely critical of the government, but not enough to get us into any trouble. We wanted Islam to be defiant – to free Muslims from the idols of capitalism and socialism – but we also wanted it to be spared human revisionism. As Qutb had put it: ‘[Islam] is a revolt against any human situation where sovereignty, or indeed Godhead, is given to human beings . . . As a declaration of human liberation, Islam means returning God’s authority to Him, rejecting the usurpers who rule over human communities according to man-made laws.’4


The third strand was jihadi Salafism, a more radical call to take up arms in defence of Islam, one that was gaining support as Muslims perceived a growing offensive against their faith. In time, this movement became increasingly hostile to the Western powers and the sclerotic Arab governments they protected.


In Islam, holy war is fought to defend Muslim territories and communities against a military assault, either by a non-Muslim army or by Muslim aggressors. Such defensive jihad is considered to be Fard al-Ayn, a ‘mandatory obligation’, meaning that every able-bodied man and woman should participate in the defence of their territory and community.*


A few months before my fifteenth birthday, I gathered my earnings from my part-time job in the Islamic bookshop and set off for my first trip alone to Mecca. I was still immersed in the works of Qutb and his brother Mohammed; I read them like other young idealists had read Marx and Lenin. I took Qutb’s seminal 1964 volume Milestones into the Great Mosque. Standing against one of the pillars facing the Kaabah, which hundreds of thousands of Muslims circle every year at the climax of the Hajj, I was absorbed in the book for three days.


It portrayed Islam as persecuted by the modern world, under threat from the West and secularism at a time when it was more necessary than ever for the salvation of all mankind. Only a revival of the ‘true’ religion among a Vanguard could create an Islamic movement capable of rising above and confronting those standing in the way of the spread of ‘true’ Islam. For Qutb this entailed all the existing systems of governments in the Arab world and all the secular ideologies of the twentieth century including communism. So deep and rich was the language that I read every chapter twice. I was transfixed by the message; the setting where I read the book no doubt illuminated its perspective.


Qutb had been rearrested in Egypt after writing Milestones. One phrase of his particularly resonated – that our words remained unlit candles during our lifetime, but at the moment we die for our beliefs they are lit. It spoke of the ultimate sacrifice.


A few weeks before he was executed in Egypt in 1966, Qutb had written from prison to a friend: ‘I have been able to discover God in a wonderful new way. I understand His path and way more clearly and perfectly than before.’5 He was looking forward to martyrdom.


By ordering him to be hanged, Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser sealed Qutb’s legend. His writings would have a huge influence on men like Osama bin Laden who were drawn towards jihad because, like Qutb, they believed Muslims had abandoned the basic principles of Islam and had become consumed with their existence in this world and not the next. They had been seduced by Western materialism and secularism.*


I was gravitating towards this viewpoint, mindful of a hadith attributed to the Prophet:


‘Whenever you start dealing in usury and you are content merely with your livestock and agriculture and you abandon jihad then God will subject you to humiliation at the hands of other nations until you return back to the principles of your faith.’7


In 1994 I was still some way from being a revolutionary. Restless and rebellious perhaps and certainly sympathetic to the militant cause against secular dictatorships in Egypt and Algeria, but the idea of settling religious scores nearer to home in Saudi Arabia or Bahrain by shedding blood was unthinkable. Indeed, the notion of global jihad had yet to surface, but even as a fifteen-year-old I felt humiliation as a Muslim. I despaired that civil war in Afghanistan had ruined an opportunity to build an Islamic State (though the Taliban would soon change that). At the time I was also reading accounts of the serial defeats of the Arabs in their twentieth-century wars against the Jews in 1948, 1956 and 1967.


Qutb’s works had even greater resonance after the first Gulf War, which had seen a Western-led coalition descend upon Arab lands. Two radical clerics in Saudi Arabia were railing against the presence of the infidel and warning they would only leave after ‘reorganizing’ the region to serve their interests.8 The sermons of Safar al-Hawali and Salman al-Ouda hinted at the end-of-days: an apocalyptic battle was on the horizon. I began to wonder if they were right: at the end of 1992, the US began its ill-fated intervention in Somalia and the following summer there was another cruise missile attack on Baghdad.


Both clerics were arrested by the Saudi authorities in September 1994 and imprisoned, a move that angered me and thousands of other Salafis, including bin Laden. But their defiance reminded us of the Islamic scholar Ibn Taymiyyah,* who had said seven centuries earlier: ‘What are my enemies going to do to me? If they imprison me, my prison will become my retreat. If they kill me, I become a martyr. If they deport me, my exile will be my tourism. What are they going to do to me? My happiness is in my heart. My heart is in God’s hands.’9


Within days of the clerics’ arrest, and fulminating against the status quo, I decided I was one of Qutb’s unlit candles.*


 


While I worked at the Islamic bookshop I would often have dinner with Khalid al-Hajj’s older brother, Mohammed, who worked nearby. One evening soon after the Sheikhs’ arrest, Mohammed told me that Khalid was going to Bosnia and I should say goodbye to him. Only the family knew, Mohammed said, ‘but you are his friend and I thought you should too.’


I was stunned. I thought I knew Khalid well, but he had never mentioned his plans to me. At the time, the Saudi newspapers were full of stories about the Arab ‘foreign legion’ that had gone to fight alongside the Muslims in Bosnia against the bloodthirsty Serbs. The martyrdom of two Saudis in Sarajevo the previous year had been big news.


At that moment, sitting at dinner with Mohammed, I was struck by a lightning bolt of purpose – an epiphany. This was the path I needed to take, the answer that had been eluding me for months. Could I really stay at home and train to be an imam – toeing the government line and abetting injustice instead of answering Qutb’s call to defiance?


I was not hungry anymore.


‘I need to talk to Khalid,’ I said. ‘Immediately.’


I had an impulsive streak (and still do) but this was no rash euphoria. In a way the Gulf War, the Americans hanging around in Khobar, my readings of Qutb, the Islamic Awareness Circle, had all brought me to this moment. Certainly I was imbued with an ideology, but I was also a powder keg yearning for a spark. I did not want history passing me by.


Khalid was surprised to see me, and more surprised that I knew of his plans.


‘How many of you are going?’ I asked.


‘Three.’


‘Now it’s four.’


‘But you’re fifteen. You can’t just take off anywhere. War is not a poetry competition.’


‘Correction: I just turned sixteen,’ I interrupted.


Khalid was becoming desperate. He did not want to offend me, but nor did he want what he expected to be the burden of looking after me.


‘Do you really think jihad needs you there?’ he asked, almost pleading.


Without knowing where the words came from, I answered: ‘I know jihad doesn’t need me, but I need jihad.’


It might sound like a glib response, but I felt a moral and religious duty to take up arms.


Years later Khalid told me my reply had persuaded him that I should join the expedition. It had meant that I wanted to travel not as an adventurer in search of thrills and heroism but to better myself, to be part of a project that would make a difference.


I told my brothers that I was going on a camping trip with Khalid and some others for two days.


‘Off with the Circle again, little brother?’ asked Moheddin with a smirk.


He embraced me as I left – for longer than a camping trip warranted. He had a sense that I was off to do more than camping. He had known Khalid’s group was leaving for Bosnia and expected me to join them, but he didn’t want our brothers to know. He knew that Omar in particular would try to dissuade me. Moheddin told me many years later that he had felt exceptionally proud that his little brother had taken it upon himself to wage jihad in defence of our faith.


I collected winter clothing, a radio, flashlights and a Swiss army knife, as well as about $3,000, the earnings from the bookshop that I had carefully saved for a higher education that would be on indefinite hold. I also bought a return ticket – as did the others – so as not to arouse suspicion among European immigration officials. I felt it unlikely I would ever make that return journey. I was going to be a Holy Warrior and seek martyrdom – and that outweighed the sadness that I would probably never see my family again.


The quartet comprised Khalid, myself, a young businessman from Khobar and a student from Riyadh. The businessman was the scion of a Saudi construction dynasty and was carrying the equivalent of $800,000 to donate to the cause. We split up the cash between us, in case one of us was stopped and searched. It was my first encounter with the way cash for jihad was moved.


We flew out of Dhahran for Vienna in early October 1994 and were asked just one question by the Saudi border security official as we were leaving: ‘How are you boys going to manage in Vienna if you can’t speak German?’


When we arrived at Vienna airport, our problem was not so much our inadequate German as the overwhelming abundance of young women. There were dozens of them in every direction. The miniskirts and jeans, lipstick and cleavage affronted my Saudi sense of modesty. At home, girls typically donned the veil from the age of eleven; here they seemed to wear less the older they grew.


Like a demented robot I kept moving my head in different directions so as to avoid setting eyes on this onslaught of the female form. I felt my virtue and dignity threatened and remembered the warning of the Prophet Mohammed: ‘The first glance is for you but the second glance will be against you.’10


Before leaving the airport, the four of us went to a coffee shop. I could not help glancing at a girl who was about my age, sitting with her parents at the next table. I remember her exactly, such was the impact on my delicate sensibilities. She had deep blue eyes and auburn hair that cascaded onto her slim, pale shoulders. A sleeveless lilac dress hung delicately on an already alluring figure. She smiled and I blushed scarlet, quickly averting my gaze.


‘Khalid, can you switch places with me?’ I asked my friend.


‘Why?’ he replied.


‘I feel a bit uncomfortable.’


‘Fine,’ he said, making the swap.


‘You rascal. Why didn’t you tell me?’ he hissed a few seconds later.


‘Because you’re older than me and more pious,’ I replied. Temptation was the work of the devil.


The passage to Croatia and into Bosnia had been well trodden by the first wave of the mujahideen. Obtain a visa for Croatia in Vienna, touch base with worshippers at the al-Sahaba mosque, drop into the adjacent McDonald’s for a fish burger. It was there that we began to discuss martyrdom, four young men from the desert in the city of Mozart and Strauss.


‘How do you want to die?’ Khalid asked, as he reached for the French fries.


The discussion energized rather than depressed us. That’s why we had made the journey: to offer our lives for the cause. My friends decided they preferred being vaporized in an explosion so no remains would be left on earth. I, too, was gripped by the sense that this foreign battlefield would be my bridge to paradise. As the Prophet had said, with the first drop of blood all the sins of a martyr are forgiven. With the second they see their place in heaven. There would be no purgatory and no anxiety on the Day of Judgment. Not only would seventy-two virgins await, but as a martyr I could ask the Lord to grant eternal life to seventy of my relatives and friends.11 I would be reunited with the mother I so missed and the father I had never got to know.


That evening Khalid and I made a pledge to each other: ‘Brothers in God. Brothers in Faith. Brothers in Arms!’


The Croatian embassy in Vienna was not as helpful as we had hoped,* so we flew to recently independent Slovenia, the first of the Yugoslav republics to break away. Arriving on a balmy autumn afternoon at Ljubljana airport, we were lucky enough to find a Lebanese taxi driver to translate for us and the following day had freshly stamped Croatian visas at a cost of 100 Deutschmarks each.


We were asked few questions when we flew into Split. To avoid looking like a group we joined different queues at the immigration check. We had come up with the rather feeble ruse that we were on vacation and planned to go swimming. I made swimming motions with my hands to the border agent, just as out of the corner of my eye I caught one of my friends doing exactly the same. So much for subterfuge.


The Arab fighters gathered at the Pension Tommy, a villa overlooking the Adriatic just outside Split on the coastal road to Dubrovnik. By the time we reached the pension (one of the few hotels in war-torn Croatia doing a roaring trade) there was already a group preparing to cross into Bosnia, including two fresh-faced Palestinians from Milan called Marwan and Hazam.


Over dinner that night as the moonlight shimmered on the Adriatic, an Egyptian jihadi veteran told us about the war in Bosnia. The Muslims had been unprepared both militarily and psychologically and had anticipated neither the ferocity nor the brutality of Serb tactics. Only now were they coming to terms with the reality that the Serbs were hell-bent on a war of annihilation. Massacres had sent shock waves throughout the Bosnian civilian population; more than a million people had been displaced. The capital of Sarajevo was besieged and bombarded from all sides by heavy weaponry. The hillsides around the city were occupied by Serb snipers who showed no mercy to civilians, killing anyone who moved, regardless of age or gender.


The Egyptian explained why Bosnia was attracting a growing foreign legion of jihadis. The Bosnian civil war had erupted just as the Afghan jihad was winding down. The mujahideen had finally entered Kabul after twelve long years of struggle for the city, only to start fighting among themselves. Despairing of the internecine warfare, many Arabs had left and some had gravitated to Bosnia. So would eventually a few hundred Muslims of North African descent who lived in Europe.


Many of the ‘Afghan Arabs’ had received training in camps run by Pakistani intelligence: they were accomplished fighters but also well versed in everything from forging passports to laundering cash. Impressed with their prowess on the battlefield, the beleaguered Bosnian government had allowed them to set up a unit within the 3rd Corps of the Bosnian Army called the Mujahideen Brigade, and a growing number of Bosnian Muslims were now choosing to fight with the group. Their headquarters in Zenica, forty miles north-west of Sarajevo, was our destination.


Despite the danger, a daily bus service still shuttled between Split and Zenica. On a cool October morning we set out from the coast. The mountains of the interior loomed and the landscape of the barren coastline gave way to thickly forested hillsides. As our bus lumbered through small towns, churches were less in evidence and the minarets of mosques more frequent. Many were badly damaged. In one picturesque mountain village carpeted by red and orange leaves we saw a mosque whose dome had been split in half when its minaret had come crashing down. I had seen such images on videos back in Saudi Arabia, but seeing the destruction in person profoundly shocked me. For as long as I could remember my life had revolved around the mosque. Sadness, anger and indignation swirled within me.


Hazam, one of the Milanese Palestinians, said softly: ‘Remember, this is exactly why we came.’


Zenica was a grim steel town in a broad valley. A Moroccan was waiting for us at the bus depot. He came every day in a minivan to pick up new volunteers. We were taken to our new lodgings: a dreary tenement on the edge of town that had once served as a dormitory for metal workers.


A wizened Egyptian stared up at us from a battered desk.


‘Welcome to the Mujahideen Brigade. How long do you expect to stay?’ he asked.


‘Open-ended,’ I replied without a trace of irony.


I was assigned number 324; I was the Brigade’s 324th volunteer. Mohammed al-Madani,* a Saudi fighter, then took me to the store room to pick up a uniform. It was the first of our many encounters.


He certainly knew how to be condescending.


‘We’ll need to find you a baby-sized uniform. It may be difficult; Mothercare stopped manufacturing uniforms in your size!’


‘I’m almost as tall as you!’ I scowled, pulling myself up to my full height.


The store room was plentifully supplied: the shelves were packed with AK-47s, machine guns, RPG-7s, grenades and more. Al-Madani handed me boots and a green camouflage uniform issued by the Bosnia-Herzegovina army. It had a patch with crossing swords and the blue and gold Bosnian crest, the insignia of the 3rd Corps.


‘How do you feel?’ he asked.


‘Like I’ve found my purpose – as if I was born for this.’


Within days I had met white American converts to Islam, Britons of Pakistani origin and plenty of Egyptians. Many of the Egyptians belonged to Gama al-Islamiya, a jihadi group attempting to overthrow the Mubarak government. They had fought in Afghanistan and were the commanders and trainers of the brigade and frequently paid the price for leading from the front.


Muslims from forty nations had come together in defence of other Muslims. It was the Islamic version of the International Brigade that had fought in the Spanish Civil War and I was immensely proud to belong to it. The overall commander was Anwar Shaaban, a senior member of Gama al-Islamiya and a veteran of the Afghan jihad. More recently he had gained prominence as the firebrand imam of the Islamic Cultural Institute in Milan, and his associations with known terrorists had made him a wanted man in Italy.*


When I was ushered into his office, I was greeted by an avuncular figure in his fifties with thick glasses and a long beard flecked with grey. He was impressed I had memorized the Koran and had come to fight at such a young age.


I told Shaaban I had named myself ‘Haydara al-Bahraini’, the lion’s cub of Bahrain, a title whose pretension still fills me with embarrassment.


‘I hope from time to time you can help our Bosnian brothers in the brigade. They have, alas, lived for many decades under atheism and communism, so they don’t always have the correct religious understanding,’ Shaaban said.


It was true that many Bosnian Muslims wore their religion lightly, smoking and drinking and praying only occasionally. But the conflict had regenerated religious belief in Bosnia and an interest in jihad. While the vast majority of the approximately 100,000 Bosnians under arms in the civil war joined other units in the Bosnian army, some two thousand fought with the Mujahideen Brigade at any one time, outnumbering foreign fighters four to one.


One young Bosnian fighter who spoke a little Arabic was called Abdin. He told me that while he had been at the University of Sarajevo the Serbs had come to his village and killed almost every member of his family. They had raped one of his sisters before killing her.


‘My other sister, we don’t know what happened to her,’ he said with sad resignation. For Abdin, jihad offered consolation and vengeance.


The conflict would sow bitter fruit. Two decades later, more than 300 Bosnians would travel to Syria and Iraq to support ISIS, one of the highest number per capita from anywhere in Europe.13 Bosnia was a crucible for modern jihad.


A few weeks after arriving in Bosnia, I was sent for training at al-Siddiq camp north of Zenica. I was reunited with Hazam and Marwan, the two Palestinians who had travelled with me into Bosnia, and we became fast friends. Khalid, as a ‘veteran’ of Afghanistan, had been dispatched straight to the front lines.


The sloping encampment an hour's drive north of Zenica high up above the hamlet of Orašac consisted of a stone villa housing our sleeping and eating quarters. It was surrounded by outhouses, an exercise yard and firing ranges.14 For a boy from the Arabian Desert, the green mountains and the first snows of winter added to the sense of wonderment. It was a time of blissful fulfilment, even if boot camp and parade drill had to be endured. The prospect that I might not leave Bosnia alive sometimes gave me pause, but I accepted and even embraced the prospect of martyrdom should God so decide.


I was excited to handle a weapon and they were in plentiful supply thanks to gunrunners from Hungary and Croatia. A good quality AK-47 would cost some $250. Within days I was able to take apart and reassemble an AK-47 blindfolded. We did target practice with rifles, machine guns and then heavy calibre weapons, including the 20mm Yugo gun. My ability with maths and map reading soon made me competent in firing mortars.


I knew most of my brothers were worried about me and I tried to reassure them with regular letters that I was engaged in humanitarian work and was in no danger. I ignored their pleas to return home; home had become something of an abstract notion since my mother’s death. And for the first few months I wasn’t in any danger. We were either training or snowed in; there was little fighting in the Balkan winter.


There was, however, plenty of schooling. A Saudi cleric called Sheikh Abu Ayoub al-Shamrani spent hours expounding in lectures on the virtues of jihad. We were here to protect Muslims’ lives and lands. Shamrani also talked about jihad to remove obstacles to the spread of true Islam around the world.


‘There are powerful forces conspiring to stop the message of God from reaching people’s hearts and they need to be confronted by force,’ he said.


I recognized the words. He was paraphrasing the manifesto of Sayyid Qutb.15


In past centuries, offensive jihad had been the prerogative of the Supreme Leader of the Muslim community, the Caliph. However, Qutb had argued that in the absence of a Caliph today a Vanguard of mujahideen could lead jihad. The reason, Shamrani explained, was that this jihad was in essence a battle to defend our religion, creating the same obligation for Muslims to act with or without a Caliph’s blessing as in ‘defensive’ jihad.


He turned to a passage by Qutb: ‘If we insist on calling Jihad a defensive movement then we must change the meaning of the word “defence” and mean by it “the defence of man” against all those elements which limit his freedom. These elements take the form of beliefs and concepts, as well as of political systems, based on economic, racial or class distinctions.’16


He paused to survey his congregation.


‘Ever since the European powers abolished the Caliphate,* the Muslim nation was left without a figurehead. Brave Muslim scholars like Sayyid Qutb realised there was this third kind of jihad which, although practised during the time of the Prophet, subsequently went unrecognized. We refer to it as jihad al-Tamkeen [empowerment]. It is a jihad to restore Muslim sovereignty. Look around you. Is it not we who are the Vanguard?’


His words made me uncomfortable. Qutb had depicted secular rulers in the Arab world as part of a global plot to marginalize and dilute Islam.18 While many of the Egyptian jihadis in Bosnia hoped one day to overthrow Hosni Mubarak, I could not countenance shedding blood back home. I approached the Sheikh when his lecture was over.


‘One thing worries me,’ I said. ‘Against whom should we wage this new form of jihad? Are you suggesting we fight our own governments and armies?’


‘I’m not saying that,’ said the Saudi cleric, much to my relief. ‘But one day our governments may take sides with the West in the face of the jihad to restore the Caliphate If that happens, fighting our own governments would not be a matter of choice, but of the survival of our faith.’ He fixed me with a serious gaze. ‘You may be sceptical that such a day might come, but some of us will survive Bosnia and fight in new battles, so mark my words.’


Some of my comrades were already takfiris: to them secular Arab leaders were apostates who needed to be excommunicated. I had not reached that point – not by a long way – but the perspective was clearly gaining ground.*


For now our hands were full enough fighting the Serbs, but some of what he had said stayed with me. There was something about being in Bosnia that made Qutb’s writing take on new meaning.


In the spring of 1995, after the snows melted we decamped to a new base a dozen kilometres south of Zavidovići which was nearer the front lines. In the shadow of a mountain ridge near a village called Kamenica, the Mujahideen Brigade set up camp in a clearing alongside a fast-flowing stream. The jihadis called it Masada (the Lion’s Den) after Osama bin Laden’s famous forward-operating base in Jaji, Afghanistan, close to Soviet positions in the 1980s. At any one time 500 Bosnian and foreign mujahideen were stationed there. In an irony typical of Bosnia, our white all-weather tents had been ‘borrowed’ from United Nations supplies. Such was its contempt for the UN, the Brigade had painted out the logos.


I had the sense that a big engagement was imminent. We were being trained on mortars and grenade launchers, and one night a feast was laid on. Slaughtered lambs were thrown in pits and covered in charcoal. Then we were told to gather around the campfire. Pointing to a large map, our commanders announced we would be joining a Bosnian army offensive to drive back Serb forces north-east of Zenica and open the road to Tuzla. There was real optimism among the mujahideen. With Muslim and Croat factions no longer at loggerheads, the tide of war was turning against the Serbs.


The offensive had the backing of Bosnian President Alija Izetbegović, whose commanders saw the jihadis as shock troops ready to run towards the bullets. I hoped our tactics would be somewhat more sophisticated but like my comrades eagerly anticipated the opportunity to worship God through jihad.


On the first day, skirmishes quickly escalated into exchanges of mortar fire. My fear was tempered by real exhilaration, adrenalin pumping as I ran from trench to trench carrying orders. I could see the flashes of enemy mortars firing at us some 400 metres away and quickly learned to gauge the distance of an incoming impact.


We lost two men that day; it was a rapid education in battlefield survival. But all my fears and doubts evaporated as I fired the opening salvo of my jihad. The privations no longer mattered. The lack of sleep and wearing full combat gear even when we did sleep, being soaked through by torrential rain, the diet of cold tuna: all were sacrifices to be embraced.


My love of maps made me a natural choice to be part of the reconnaissance unit, probing enemy positions. But my short-sightedness meant I couldn’t go close to enemy lines – which was perhaps just as well, because some reconnaissance teams would get within ten metres of enemy positions on what seemed like suicide missions.


I found my calling operating mortars. Day after day we would fire 82mm or 120mm shells towards Serb positions which our spotters had located behind forested hills a mile or two away. That most of the mortars we used were Yugoslav or Russian added a sense of poetic justice. One after another, we loaded the heavy shells into the firing tubes before crouching with our palms clasped to our ears. The sound was unforgettable – a deafening detonation more felt than heard as the mortar roared towards the unseen enemy. After each muffled impact in the distance, I felt a sense of satisfaction at the possibility that a few more among the butchers and rapists of our fellow Muslims had been liquidated.


To this day, I have no idea how many of the enemy I may have killed through mortar fire. But our indirect fire – at times intense – must have taken a toll on the Bosnian Serbs.*


Through the summer of 1995, the Bosnian Serbs resorted to ever more atrocious massacres as their military position weakened. The nadir was reached in July when they murdered more than 7,000 Muslim men and boys after overrunning what was risibly described as the safe enclave of Srebrenica. It was one of the worst crimes against humanity of the twentieth century. Shocked into a response, NATO finally carried out air strikes on Serb positions around Sarajevo, which we viewed as far too little far too late.


We wanted revenge; there was a visceral impatience at the Masada camp. In August we were told that we would soon advance on Serb positions in the Ozren Mountains. I was given a crash course in battlefield first aid. We were short on medics and the fighting was expected to be intense. Far from being disappointed, I welcomed the assignment. I would be in the middle of the action rather than behind the front lines. After midnight on 10 September we set off, moving stealthily towards the Serb bunkers dug into a steep wooded hill. We were just one element of an offensive to liberate the strategic village of Vozuc´a.*


Our battalion advanced up the hill just after dawn. An intense barrage of fire from the Serbs in their bunkers above created a killing zone. Within minutes, dozens of our fighters were cut down. Again and again I crawled up the hill to tend to the injured and dying, dragging their mangled bodies away. I must have made thirty trips. Those whose lives could be saved were loaded onto a Bosnian military helicopter. But too often a comrade who was alive and whimpering at the top of the hill was silent and inert before we reached the bottom.


At one point a Yemeni fighter beckoned to me for help. He was writhing on the ground in agony, having been shot several times in the lower abdomen. Parts of his intestines were hanging out. I very nearly vomited.


‘Quieten down or you’ll draw Serb fire towards us,’ I whispered to him.


I injected him with a shot of morphine, but he carried on screaming.


‘Are you a drug user?’ I asked him. In my paramedic training I had been told that this could reduce the effect of the morphine.


‘No, brother. But I chew qat,’ he gasped, referring to the narcotic popular in Yemen.


I administered two more shots of morphine. That stopped the screaming. I reached through the blood with my hands and pushed his intestines back into his stomach and tied my scarf tight around the wound. As bullets and mortars exploded around us, we managed to get him onto a stretcher.


Eventually our forces broke through Serb lines. As I looked for fighters who might be wounded but still alive, I heard someone wailing for help in Arabic from inside one of the abandoned Serb bunkers. As I went to investigate, I felt something catch and wrap around my legs.


‘Stop! Stop!’ yelled the fighters behind me.


My legs were entangled in wire. I had dragged up no fewer than four landmines. Things seemed to move in slow motion: I saw the Arab fighters throwing themselves to the ground, bracing for the explosion.


I stood motionless, expecting to be cut down by a sniper’s bullet at any second but knowing that one step in any direction would bring the certainty of death.


One of the fighters crawled towards me very slowly. I held my breath. He began to pick away at the wires curling around my legs. His fingers moved carefully but with extraordinary calmness. As he disentangled me, he spoke softly.


‘God be praised. For one of these not to explode I would call you lucky. Two would be extremely fortunate; three a miracle. And four, well, God must be watching over you,’ he said.


‘Maybe God doesn’t want me,’ I told him.


As I clambered back down the hill, I was jolted from shock to disappointment. After a year in Bosnia, I was still very much alive. I had been sure this would be my bridge to paradise, a place the Prophet had described as beyond imagination. Of the five medics assigned that day, only two of us had survived. My brothers in arms were now in paradise but I had been left behind. I could not hold back the tears. I felt like a loser among winners. I made a silent prayer asking God to reunite me with my friends soon and vowed to embrace jihad as never before. Maybe God would then find me worthy.


There was too much work that afternoon saving the lives of others to allow me to dwell on mine. A British Pakistani fighter named Babar Ahmad* was stumbling through the woods holding his bloodied skull. He had been hit with shrapnel. He leaned against me and we staggered down the hill.


The battle was over; my day was not. I had to attend a makeshift hospital and morgue in an underground car park in Zavidovići to help identify the fallen and collect their wills, final letters and personal effects. It was a grotesque scene. I slipped on sticky streaks of blood that lay fresh on the floor. In the morgue there were rows of corpses on the floor covered with blankets. I saw the bloodied bodies of forty-four of our fighters, many of them friends. The student from Riyadh with whom I had travelled to Bosnia was among them. So were Hazam and Marwan, the young Palestinians from Milan, who had also been working as paramedics that day. The wounds of many of the dead were horrific, but I was struck by the serene expressions on their faces. Truly they were in paradise.


When I got to the last corpse, I thought I had begun hallucinating. A soft whimpering came from under the blanket. It was the Yemeni whose intestines had been blown out. The doctors had declared him dead; they had been spectacularly wrong. He had regained consciousness and was still clinging to life. I arranged for his rapid evacuation to hospital. He would recover and fight on several other jihadi battlegrounds, including against US troops in Iraq. In a 2005 interview with Rolling Stone magazine, he recounted how a Bahraini medic had saved his life twice in one day in Bosnia.21


I met Khalid al-Hajj that night. He had been fighting on a different section of the front with Anwar Shaaban and told me excitedly how the people of Maglaj had cheered the arriving mujahideen after they broke the Serb siege of the town. Across a broad front line, 2,000 Bosnian soldiers and our 500-strong Arab contingent had decisively pushed back a force of some 4,000 Serbs.


‘How was the day for you?’ he asked.


‘Tomorrow’ was all I could muster. I was too exhausted to talk.


It was in Bosnia that I first saw – just days after my seventeenth birthday – how quickly war and religious hatred can demean mankind. The collapse in Serb lines had resulted in our battalion taking some 250 Serb prisoners. Most were Chetniks, members of Serb militia who had terrorized Bosnian Muslims through a systematic campaign of rape and killings.


Many were brought to the Masada camp in the week that followed the battle and held in abandoned buildings. There were disagreements in the junior ranks about what to do with them. For one faction, inflicting torture was just retribution, especially after Srebrenica. The suffering of prisoners was to be relished. Others said that summary execution with a bullet to the back of the head was enough, citing the Prophet’s dictum that if you kill you should be merciful about it. Yet another group said prisoners should be handed to the Bosnians as we were on their territory.


I believed we should use the Serbs as bargaining chips to win the release of prisoners, but not out of any sympathy for them. In the preceding months I had seen too many mass graves outside Muslim villages, some holding the skeletons of infants, to countenance any mercy towards the Chetniks. To me at that time they looked sub-human, grotesque and filthy. I was haunted by their wild, staring eyes.


When I suggested to Khalid that we could bargain our prisoners in exchange for Muslim civilians, he cut me off with a disbelieving stare.


‘We need to dispatch them all to hell,’ he said. Many of the Bosnian fighters, whose families had suffered so acutely at the hands of the Serbs, felt the same. Word spread that Shaaban had made a decision.*


‘There will be a killing party soon,’ one of our commanders said in a menacing tone.*


I was asked to participate in what happened next but could not bring myself to do so. As the first prisoners were brought in front of us in a clearing alongside the camp and crudely beheaded, I approached a young Saudi fighter from the town of Taif that I had befriended.


‘Abu Dujana,’ I said, ‘do you think if the Prophet was here he would agree with this form of execution?’ I asked him.


‘He beheaded people in Medina,’ he said.


‘But Islamic law dictated executions should be done with a swift strike to the back of the neck. Call it a merciful dispatch. Not like this. We are becoming like them.’


He shrugged and turned away amid the primal screams of the victims.


Some of the condemned men were wearing jeans and casual clothing rather than military uniforms. One of our commanders said they were Chetnik spies and collaborators. But looking back now, it is possible some were civilians.


Khalid wanted to see them all tortured and beheaded. And that’s what happened. During the course of several days, our brigade put to death more than one hundred prisoners.** They were paraded, told to admit to crimes and executed in batches, while several of our fighters recorded the scene with camcorders.23 There was nothing surgical about the executions: axes, knives and even chainsaws were used. Some prisoners were crudely beheaded, their heads kicked across the dust. Many looked terrified as they were forced to witness the killings. Others were defiant to the last, saying they would rape Muslim women again if given the chance. One was foolish enough to claim he was a magician and could not be killed. His head was placed on a concrete block, and another block was dropped on it.


Several dozen had been executed by the time it was Khalid’s turn. His eyes had a glazed, demented expression that I found deeply disturbing. He dragged a prisoner onto the bloodied earth, forced him to the ground and, crouching over him, began sawing at his neck with a serrated hunting knife.


Khalid had always viewed the world in a binary way. If he was going to fight the enemies of Islam, he was not going to be inhibited about it. In his view the Prophet had prescribed such forms of execution; there was no debate. After decapitating the man, Khalid kicked away his head in contempt. I turned around and left.


For hours I sat unsettled in my tent as the muffled screams resounded across the valley. Even if they couldn’t be traded and our leaders believed they had to be executed, I was sickened by the spectacle I had just witnessed. It was perhaps the first step of jihad’s descent into altogether darker territory.


The massacre of Serb fighters after the Battle of Vozuća was later featured in trials at the International Criminal Tribunal in The Hague, where Bosnian commanders asserted they had no control over the Mujahideen Brigade.* Of the 250 Serbs taken prisoner by the brigade, I am aware of only twenty being spared.** Weeks later, I felt my views vindicated when we exchanged them for some 200 civilians.


We travelled to Sarajevo for the prisoner swap. I was tasked with helping to escort the prisoners and was appalled by the scenes of devastation as our convoy descended from the hills above the airport, speeding past the pockmarked apartment towers of the Dobrinja district where so many civilians had been cut down by mortars and sniper fire. Even though the Serbs had abandoned most of their positions around the city after NATO’s belated intervention from the air, row upon row of headstones in the city’s beautiful public parks spoke of their deadly legacy.


The exchange took place on a bridge over the River Bosna in the Otoka district. We were well armed just in case the Serb contingent at the other end of the bridge tried their luck. Once the Spanish UN peacekeepers on the bridge gave us the signal, we released the prisoners.


I will never forget the scene that followed. Scores of women and children, gaunt and pale, began to stream towards us from the other side. They were like ghosts leaving a concentration camp. Their clothes were tattered and many were shivering with cold. Tellingly, there were no boys over the age of ten. By now a growing number of Sarajevo residents, including refugees from other parts of the country, had gathered nearby, desperate to be reunited with relatives. Tears of joy turned to anger and despair as they found out how many of their family and friends had been killed.


I noticed an elegant, elderly lady anxiously looking on. Finally, she moved towards a beautiful young girl who could not have been more than thirteen years old. Perhaps she was her granddaughter. She looked malnourished. The sadness and weariness in her eyes will always haunt me. What unspeakable crimes had been committed against the girl and her other family members? Where were her parents, her siblings?


As the two hugged and wept, I couldn’t hold back tears. The pain these people had suffered was beyond endurance.


What I saw that day on the bridge over the River Bosna provoked a conflict inside me which would resurface time and again in years to come. It made me so angry that I wanted to fight those responsible for such horrors until my dying breath. But at the same time it also made me so distressed that I felt I would never want to fight again.


 


There was a sense among the mujahideen late in 1995 – as talk of a truce gained momentum – that Bosnia was the beginning of a larger struggle. It seemed to many of us that the West had come to save the Serbs from further territorial losses. The Americans and the Europeans appeared wary of Muslims asserting themselves in Europe. The odd alliance between Washington and the Afghan mujahideen as part of a bigger struggle against Soviet expansionism was long gone. Now we – the agents of resurgent, fundamentalist Islam – were the enemy.


Among my fellow jihadis in Bosnia were three Moroccan Canadians. They were ordinary young men; two had worked at a gas station. I asked them what had inspired them to travel all the way from Montreal to this mountainous corner of Europe. Besides defending Bosnian Muslims, came the answer, being in the Balkans put them closer to the inevitable conquest of Rome by Muslim armies near the end-of-days, as had been prophesied in several hadith.25 Over the next two decades I would frequently be struck by just how powerful the prophecies of the Koran and hadith would prove in dictating the behaviour of both men and movements.


Someone else who believed in the coming showdown between Islam and the Christian West was our Smurf-hating instructor from Khobar, who came to Bosnia after completing his Shariah studies.


Al-Ayeri revealed to me he had spent time with bin Laden in Afghanistan and Sudan in the early 1990s, and had even travelled on a mission to Somalia to scout out its potential for jihad.*


‘There was much I could not tell you at the Islamic Awareness Circle. I was more operational during those years than I led people to believe.’


Influential jihadis such as Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, who would just a few years later mastermind the 9/11 attacks, were encouraging the belief that a war of civilizations was inevitable.


‘KSM’ had arrived in Bosnia after being involved with his nephew Ramzi Yousef (three years his junior) in a conspiracy known as the Bojinka plot to blow up a dozen US airliners over the Pacific. He had slipped out of the Philippines before he could be arrested. He was a freelance terrorist, associated with but not yet belonging to al-Qaeda.*


I met him at a wedding for one of the Arab fighters in Zenica. He was neatly dressed, with a trimmed beard, the very opposite of the figure who would be captured in Pakistan eight years later, dishevelled and overweight. He immediately warmed to me because he had lived in Bahrain for a time; we soon discovered that one of his mentors was married to a cousin of mine. KSM made no mention of his recently aborted plans in Manila, but had plenty to say about the future.


‘Bosnia is a sideshow,’ he said with more than a whiff of condescension. ‘America is the true enemy. The Arabs here should move to Afghanistan. There’s a camp called Khalden in Khost province, where a new force is being built.’*


‘So why did you come here?’ I asked somewhat impertinently.


‘To find the brightest and the best among jihadis. You know the end is in sight here, but what will happen after the war?’ he asked me as the wedding party got into full swing. ‘The question is: are we going to roam the globe from one hopeless battle to another trying to save Muslims, and then see someone else come in and reap the reward?’ Soon he had a table of six hanging on his every shrewd word, including Khalid al-Hajj and Yusuf al-Ayeri.** ‘How long do we have to go from one front line to the next defending minorities at the edges of the Islamic world, only for secular governments to take over, to allow alcohol, nightclubs? Why do we expend the blood of the best and brightest on fringe conflicts for which we get no credit? Not a single brothel will be closed.’


To end this cycle, he said, we had to resurrect the spirit of jihad within the Muslim world.


His little speech was among the earliest signs that jihad was morphing from an instrument to defend Muslims to one aimed at bringing down America and its allies. At the time, I listened respectfully but somewhat sceptically. KSM insisted America would impose its ‘New World Order’29 on Islam, a homogenized offering of Disney, fast food, malls and secular government. We had managed to get visas to come here, he claimed, because the Americans wanted us to come to Bosnia to get killed. There was nothing less than a global war being waged against Islam to suppress our religion. How much the US would come to wish that this operational genius had been among the Arab contingent to find martyrdom in Bosnia.


Before we parted, he gave me contact details for a man called Abu Zubaydah in Peshawar, Pakistan, an independent operator close to al-Qaeda’s leadership who was the metaphorical gatekeeper of the Khalden camp. KSM’s recruitment drive was not wasted: the first four leaders of the Saudi branch of al-Qaeda would all be Bosnia veterans, as would many other influential figures within the group.*


The radicalization of those who remained in Bosnia may well have been hardened by the ambush that killed our leader, Anwar Shaaban, one of his deputies, Abu al-Harith al-Libi, and close associates just outside the town of Žepče. They were on the way to a meeting in Zavidovići on the very day the Dayton Accords which had been brokered in Ohio were signed in Paris – 14 December 1995.30


I was in the Zenica headquarters at the time. Someone ran into the dormitory shouting an order: everyone into full combat gear and to the mosque downstairs. As soon as we were assembled, the military commander of the group, an Algerian called Abu Ayyoub al-Maghrabi, told us the brigade would raze Žepče in revenge for the ambush, which was allegedly carried out by Croatian troops.* We were busy preparing anti-aircraft weapons and other gear when a Bosnian general arrived to tell us that Dayton had finally been signed, and all foreign fighters must disband. The news was met with disbelief.


‘The assassination of our leaders and this wretched treaty are no coincidence,’ shouted a fighter next to me. ‘Someone somewhere planned this! We will not allow this betrayal of our martyrs. We will fight the Americans if they land here. And we will start by burning Žepče to the ground.’


The Bosnian general stood his ground: ‘If you go through there, you will have to go through your Bosnian brothers. We have two divisions in the area.’


To my relief, our Algerian commander did an immediate volte-face, announcing that this was the last day of the brigade, which would now disband and hand over its weapons. There were howls of protest, acute anger against the United States and other powers that had brokered Dayton. But I had no appetite for witnessing another massacre.**


I was already thinking of my next step. I felt uneasy about hanging around waiting to be demobilized. We had too many enemies. With a few friends from Saudi, including Khalid al-Hajj, I left Zenica. Our reflex was correct; most of the remainder were evacuated to the Croatian capital Zagreb, where they were photographed and fingerprinted, marked as jihadis. Only twenty or so slipped away unrecorded.


I called my brother Omar from Split. His delight at hearing my voice and knowing I was still alive was tempered by anxiety.


‘We want to see you as soon as possible but things have changed here.’


‘How so?’ I asked.


‘There’s a different attitude. Jihadis are looked on with some suspicion. You might be detained if you come back.’


A month earlier, a suicide bomb attack against a US-operated National Guard Training Center in Riyadh had killed five Americans and injured more.33 The Saudi royal family was beginning to realize that it could neither contain nor direct the fury of jihad, a fury it had encouraged and exported.


But where should I go next? Even after fourteen months in Bosnia I did not feel the lure of home comforts; indeed, the very notion of ‘home’ seemed alien. The thought of college courses, listening to some ageing, blinkered teacher droning on about how Saudi Arabia had won its independence was beyond depressing. I would be like a falcon being returned to its cage. I knew others felt the same way, unable to contemplate ‘settling down’. Some had families they wanted to return to and jobs to reclaim, but those of us who had spent a year or more in Bosnia had lost our moorings. Many were regarded as stateless outlaws.


I for one was blasé about the prospect. I was a citizen of the world now – before my eighteenth birthday.


KSM’s arguments had also made an impact on me. I didn’t regard my time in Bosnia as wasted. I had come to defend Muslims who would otherwise have been slaughtered and I had been inspired by fraternity with hundreds of others who had turned Qutb’s words into action. But because of the betrayal at Dayton I had begun to see that Bosnia was merely an episode in a much larger struggle that pitted the defence of our faith against powerful enemies.


The Prophet had foretold that the Vanguard of jihad would ‘hurry from one front to another, never harmed by betrayals, until God’s commands descend’.34 There had to be a larger purpose, I felt, than our being the fire brigade of jihadism. KSM had a point in stressing that we had to build a truly Islamic way of life, rather than expend our effort in a place where Muslims slowly drowned amid a tide of corrupting Western influences.


As Qutb had written: ‘It would be naive to assume that a call [to Islam] is raised to free the whole of humankind throughout the earth, and it is confined to preaching and exposition. [ . . . ] When . . . obstacles and practical difficulties are put in its way, it has no recourse but to remove them by force so that when it is addressed to people’s hearts and minds they are free to accept it or reject it with an open mind.’35


After the ‘betrayal’ at Dayton I, too, started to believe in a wider plot by powerful forces to stifle Islam and target Muslims around the world. At my core nothing angered me more than the oppression of my religion. I needed to be part of the Vanguard fighting back on behalf of vulnerable Muslims.


And I was after all just seventeen. Anger and indignation were as much part of me as ideology. I was horrified by the suffering of Muslim populations around the world. As the Bosnian war wound down, we turned our attention to the Caucasus, where Muslims were suffering at the hands of an indiscriminate Russian military campaign aimed at snuffing out the region’s aspirations for independence. Among young jihadis, the videos emerging from Chechnya were a hideous confirmation of the brutality Russia had inflicted on Afghanistan.


From their mountain camps, in what to me was another clear-cut example of defensive jihad, some Muslims were fighting back.


If I could only reach Chechnya, surely the martyrdom I had been denied in Bosnia would be close at hand.


 


 


 


 


 *  Jihad is a term that is often used very loosely, but it has distinct meanings in Islam. It originally stems from the root juhd meaning effort or struggle. In a religious context jihad covers two crucial aspects of Islam. One concerns the inner struggle against worldly temptations such as alcohol, theft, extra-marital affairs and so on – the struggle to be a better Muslim. The second aspect covers military struggle. Whenever jihad is mentioned in the Koran outside the spiritual context it usually means participation in conflict.


 **  I think about five of my twenty-five classmates had memorized the Koran by this age. While not an exceptional achievement, it brought respect.


 *  Hadith are sayings and deeds attributed to the Prophet Mohammed which began to be written down just over a century after his death, after being passed down orally by his disciples and their successors. There were hundreds of thousands of hadith originally written down but only approximately 40,000 unique hadith have been taken seriously by Muslim scholars over the centuries. Since then Islamic scholars have questioned the authenticity of at least three quarters of these. 


 **  Among the books of hadith, the Persian scholar Muhammad al-Bukhari’s collection (circa AD 846) and the Book of Muslim are considered the most authoritative by Sunni Muslims.1


 *  His family originally came from the town of Buraydah in the al-Qassim region of Saudi Arabia. The area was a key recruiting ground for al-Qaeda, including during its campaign of attacks after 9/11.


 *  This was the Saudi Ibn al-Khattab who knew both my brother and Yusuf al-Ayeri.


 *  The Saudi state was financing the Afghan resistance lavishly – to the tune of about $1.8 billion in the period 1987–9.3


 *  His name was Osama Mansouri and he came from a distinguished family: his uncle was a government minister.


 **  Salafis believe that the Koran and the hadith as well as the consensus of Muslim scholars are in themselves sufficient guidance for a believer in Islam. They therefore insist on the literal truth of Islamic scripture, and practise a ‘pure’ and ‘unadulterated’ Islam that is as close as possible to that practised by the first three generations of Muslims after the Prophet Mohammed.


 *  It is not the same as offensive jihad: ‘Permission to fight is given to those upon whom war is made because they are oppressed, and most surely God is well able to assist them’ (Koran 22:39). ‘Fight for God’s sake against those who fight against you, but begin no hostilities for God loves not the aggressors’ (Koran 2:190).


 *  Ayman al-Zawahiri, who later became leader of al-Qaeda, wrote that Qutb’s philosophy was the ‘spark that ignited the Islamic revolution against the enemies of Islam at home and abroad’. Qutb’s brother, Mohammed Qutb, who helped to popularize his ideas, gave university lectures in Saudi Arabia which bin Laden attended.6


 *  Ibn Taymiyyah (1263–1328) was based in Damascus at the time of the Mongol invasions. He argued that Islam had become distorted by different sects and schools over the centuries and needed to return to the Koran and the Sunnah (the customs and practices established by and inherited from the Prophet Mohammed). Long after his death his teachings deeply influenced the Wahhabi movement in Saudi Arabia, other Salafi currents and the jihadi movement. 


 *  Only in the mid-1990s did the Saudi establishment wake up to the challenge posed by Qutb’s message, with the publication by Salafi scholars of a book that identified Qutbism as a threat. 


 *  From the autumn of 1992 Croatia began restricting the flow of mujahideen through its territory. The following year there were clashes between Bosnian Croat and Muslim forces inside Bosnia. Tensions were reduced after the Washington Agreement in March 1994 ended hostilities between Croats and Muslims. 


 *  Not his real name.


 *  Under Shaaban, the Islamic Cultural Institute in Milan, a former garage turned into a mosque, became a key logistical hub for the Bosnian jihad. My two Palestinian travel companions on the bus had attended the mosque. Shortly after 9/11, the United States Treasury Department labelled it ‘the main al-Qaeda station house in Europe [used] to facilitate the movement of weapons, men and money across the world’. Shaaban had links to Omar Abdel Rahman, known as the Blind Sheikh, who was convicted for a part in the first attack on the World Trade Center in 1993. US intelligence agencies also linked Shaaban to the casing that year of the US embassy in Tirana, Albania, for a potential terrorist attack.12


 *  Early Muslim rulers were known as Caliphs and were expected to lead and defend the worldwide Muslim community. Sunni Muslims have a particular reverence for the ‘four rightly guided Caliphs’ after the Prophet Mohammed’s death. In more modern times Ottoman Sultans, despite reigning over many non-Muslims, referred to themselves as Caliphs until Turkish nationalists abolished the title in the early 1920s. The Caliphate al-Qaeda seeks to restore – and ISIS claimed to have restored – is the one that jihadis imagine ruled over early Islam.17


 *  Takfiris believe Muslims who do not subscribe to their extreme interpretation of Islam are apostates and potentially worthy of death. 


 *  Between May and September 1995, the Mujahideen Brigade fought three major battles alongside Bosnian army forces as part of this strategic plan. The operations were codenamed ‘Black Lion’, ‘Dignity’ and ‘Badr’ and involved a mixture of artillery strikes and suicidal uphill offensives to storm Serbian bunkers. I fired mortars in the first two battles. Later accounts described the Mujahideen Brigade directing ‘devastating pinpoint artillery strikes on the heart of Serb defences’.19


 *  The battle would later become known as the Battle of Vozuća and was known as ‘al-Badr al-Bosna’ among the mujahideen.20


 *  In the following years, Babar Ahmad would pioneer placing jihadi content on the Internet. After 9/11, he famously fought and lost an eight-year battle against extradition to the United States, where he was convicted of terror offences. He returned to the UK in 2015 after a US judge decided he should serve only a short additional period of time in prison.


 *  After the victory, Shaaban was among the commanders greeted by Bosnian president Alija Izetbegović. The moment was filmed and later featured in a jihadi video posted online. While the international community was putting pressure on the Bosnians to rein in jihadi fighters, the Bosnians saw them as useful. 
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