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A NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION

Arabic names have been transliterated in a manner that is standard for Western readers. I have used “Osama bin Laden” and “al-Qaeda” rather than “Usama bin Ladin” and “al-Qa’ida.” I have also used the spelling “Binladin” when referring to the family business, as this is how it generally appears in English. In the case of Arabic names that appear in documents written in English, I have retained the original spelling that was used in the document.
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PROLOGUE HOPES AND DREAMS AND FEARS



Targeting the Americans and the Jews by killing them in any corner of the Earth is the greatest of obligations and the most excellent way of gaining nearness to Allah.

—Osama bin Laden



It was Amal’s turn with “the Sheikh” as a moonless night settled on Osama bin Laden’s compound in Abbottabad, Pakistan, on May 1, 2011. Bin Laden had married Amal, his youngest wife, when she was only sixteen and he was forty-three. Still, their two-and-a-half-decade age difference did not stand in the way of what turned out to be a real love match, much to the fury of bin Laden’s three older wives.

In the late 1990s, when bin Laden had first introduced the notion to his older wives of taking a new wife, he had advertised Amal as a “mature” thirty-year-old who knew the Koran by heart. Instead, Amal was a barely educated teenager from rural Yemen who had suddenly arrived in Afghanistan a year before their husband’s great victory on 9/11 and she had monopolized much of his time. Bin Laden’s older sons were also angered by their father marrying a woman who was even younger than they were. The Yemeni bodyguard who had helped arrange the match between bin Laden and Amal said that because of the family’s dim view of this union, bin Laden initially “dragged round his fourth marriage like a ball and chain.”

Over time that would change. Amal’s firstborn, Safia, came into the world just days after the 9/11 attacks. Bin Laden named her after Safia, the aunt of the Prophet Mohammed who had killed a Jew. Bin Laden explained that he hoped that his daughter Safia would also grow up to kill Jews.

After 9/11, during bin Laden’s nine long years on the run, Amal gave birth to another four children in Pakistan. To avoid any troublesome questions about why this Arab woman was choosing to have her babies in provincial cities in Pakistan, the nurses and doctors were told that Amal was deaf and dumb.

Almost a decade after his 9/11 victory, bin Laden, aged fifty-four, had now found what he believed to be the perfect hiding place in Abbottabad. He was living out a comfortable retirement in an obscure Pakistani city in the pleasant foothills of the Himalayas, the kind of urban backwater where few expected him to be hiding. He should have been feeling content.

Yet during the first weeks of 2011, bin Laden was in a state of agitation. History, it seemed, was passing him by. The Arab world was in unprecedented upheaval, and the man who had hoped to bring attention to the frustrations of that world with the deadliest terrorist attack on U.S. territory was being ignored. This is what gnawed at bin Laden more than anything.

Bin Laden was perplexed by how to respond to the momentous events of the Arab Spring uprisings across the Middle East, which had seemed to come out of nowhere at the beginning of the year. In a letter to a top aide bin Laden wrote that these revolutions were the most important developments that the Muslim world had “witnessed for centuries,” yet his al-Qaeda terrorist group was playing no role in the wave of protests engulfing the region. He was unsure what to say publicly about the uprisings that in recent months were sweeping away the geriatric, secular dictators who had lorded it over Egypt, Libya, and Tunisia for so many decades. Bin Laden saw these regime changes as an opportunity to try and make himself relevant again.

The challenge posed by the Arab Spring explains why bin Laden was so delighted that he was finally back in touch with Umm Hamza, his third wife, whom he hadn’t seen since around the time of the 9/11 attacks. Khairiah Sabar, known by all in the bin Laden family as Umm Hamza—“the mother of Hamza”—was eight years older than bin Laden. He saw her as his intellectual peer, perhaps even as something of a mentor, since her knowledge of the Koran was very deep. He fervently hoped that Umm Hamza, who had a doctorate in child psychology, would help him think through how best to respond publicly to the Arab Spring. He believed she could help him solve a problem: The Arab Spring revolutions were largely instigated by liberals and members of the Muslim Brotherhood—an Islamist movement that al-Qaeda disliked because of its willingness to engage in democratic politics. Could bin Laden nonetheless present himself as the leader of the Arab Spring?

Following 9/11 and the U.S. campaign that months later ousted the Taliban from power in Afghanistan, Umm Hamza had escaped to neighboring Iran with other members of bin Laden’s family as well as some of the leaders of al-Qaeda. They lived there under various forms of house arrest for many years. The Iranian regime likely saw these bin Laden family members and leaders of al-Qaeda as potential assets that could be used in negotiations with the United States in the event of a diplomatic agreement with the Americans. But after al-Qaeda kidnapped an Iranian diplomat in Pakistan in 2008, the Iranians and al-Qaeda started quietly negotiating a prisoner swap that involved releasing members of the bin Laden family. In July 2010, Umm Hamza, together with her son, Hamza, set out for the 1,500-mile trip from Tehran to northern Waziristan, an arid, craggy, remote region in Pakistan’s tribal belt along its border with Afghanistan where key al-Qaeda members were hiding.

From his Abbottabad hideout bin Laden spent many hours writing letters to them about how they might all reunite. In a letter that he sent to the sixty-two-year-old Umm Hamza in early January 2011 he wrote tenderly, “It comforts me to hear your news, which I have waited for so long in years past.… How long have I waited for your departure from Iran.”

Bin Laden told Umm Hamza that a member of his team would buy her a computer and some flash drives so she could start providing her “observations and ideas,” which bin Laden could then incorporate into his public statements. He explained to his wife that he wanted to “share some of my positions,” so together they could formulate what he was going to say publicly on the tenth anniversary of 9/11. He wrote, “We are awaiting the tenth anniversary of the blessed attacks on New York and Washington, which will be in nine months. You are well aware of its importance.… So, I sent you all the statements and ideas I have on my computer to contribute to putting together the statements for this important anniversary.”

He was excited that he might soon be reunited with Umm Hamza, but he was anxious about his own security and paranoid that the Iranians—who he said were “not to be trusted”—might have inserted electronic tracking devices into the belongings or even the bodies of his family members as they departed Iran in the summer of 2010. He told Umm Hamza that if she had recently visited a dentist in Iran for a filling, she might need to have the filling taken out, as he worried a tracking chip might have been inserted, explaining that “the size of the chip is about the length of a grain of wheat and the width of a fine piece of vermicelli.” He went on to tell his wife, “I need to know the date you had the filling, also about any surgery you had, even if it was only minor surgery. If you cannot remember the date, it is fine to give me an approximation.”

Knowing that Umm Hamza was stuck in the frigid, mountainous region of Waziristan during the height of winter, he added, “Accompanied with this letter are modest gifts for the cold weather and 25,000 rupees [around $300] for your spending for this period.” Al-Qaeda’s leader also inquired: “I would like to hear how your health is. Are you comfortable where you are staying? Do you have heating?” Ever cautious about security, bin Laden warned, “Please destroy this letter after reading it.”

Bin Laden was specifically worried that the hiding place that he had so carefully constructed in Abbottabad might now be falling apart. After the arrest in Pakistan in 2003 of Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, the operational commander of the 9/11 attacks, bin Laden decided to stop meeting with al-Qaeda members in person, with the exception of his two bodyguards, who were living on the Abbottabad compound with him. The bodyguards were two brothers, Ibrahim and Abrar, who were longtime members of al-Qaeda whose family hailed from northern Pakistan, not far from where bin Laden was hiding in Abbottabad. They did everything for him. The brothers shopped for produce from local markets for the bin Laden family. Crucially, it was one of the brothers who delivered messages to and from al-Qaeda’s leader to other senior members of al-Qaeda. Bin Laden was completely dependent on the two brothers both to maintain any semblance of control over al-Qaeda and its far-flung affiliated groups around the globe and also for the basic necessities of life.

By early 2011 the brothers were utterly fed up with all the risks that came with protecting and serving the world’s most wanted man. Despite all those risks, the miserly bin Laden was paying them only around $100 a month each. Bin Laden confided to Umm Hamza that the brothers who protected him were “getting exhausted” and were planning to quit. He said relations with the brothers had deteriorated so badly that he could no longer rely on them to escort her across the three hundred miles from Waziristan to Abbottabad so they could at long last be reunited. Bin Laden told her the number of people living at the Abbottabad compound were, according to the brothers, already “large and beyond what they can handle.”

Bin Laden was so excited about the possibility of meeting up with his oldest wife he offered that if he wasn’t able to “secure your return in the next weeks, I will come to visit you.” Traveling to Waziristan to meet with Umm Hamza would have been taking an extraordinary risk for the al-Qaeda leader, who hadn’t left his Abbottabad compound during the past five years.

Things got so bad with his two bodyguards that on January 15, 2011, bin Laden took the unusual step of writing the brothers a formal letter, despite the fact that they lived only yards away from him on the compound. In the letter he said the brothers had been so “irritated” in a recent meeting with him that he was resorting to writing them a letter to clarify matters. He asked the brothers to give him adequate time to find substitute protectors.

To accomplish that, he wrote a letter to his top aide, Atiyah Abd al-Rahman, asking if he knew of any Pakistanis who could be trusted with “complete confidence” to replace the two brothers. He was now under pressure because he and the pair had a written agreement to separate by mid-July 2011. The separation meant bin Laden was losing not only the protection of his longtime bodyguards, but also his carefully constructed compound, which, with its walls rising as high as eighteen feet in places, was designed to keep prying eyes out. That’s because the Abbottabad compound had been registered in the name of one of the brothers; bin Laden was not its legal owner. He and his family would have to find a new hiding place.

So far, the only candidate to replace bin Laden’s bodyguards that Atiyah had proffered was a thirty-five-year-old former shopkeeper with small children who had some experience in the buying and selling of properties, which was an important credential since he would have to help bin Laden relocate. Bin Laden wanted constant updates on the search for his new protector, impatiently urging his top aide, “It would be good if you informed me about the developments about the bodyguard in every message, and there is no problem if you mention that there are no developments.”

Over the objections of bin Laden’s bodyguards, in mid-February Umm Hamza decided to make the ten-hour trip from Waziristan to Abbottabad, although she left her only child, Hamza, behind.

When Umm Hamza arrived at the Abbottabad compound, the place was packed. There was bin Laden’s youngest wife, Amal, and her five children, along with another wife, Siham, with her three children, and four orphaned grandchildren from a daughter of Siham and bin Laden’s who had died while giving birth in Pakistan’s tribal regions.

By the early spring of 2011 bin Laden’s three wives had all settled into the routine they knew well; each of them had signed up for marriage with bin Laden knowing that they were entering a polygamous household, and they all admired him as a great hero of holy war against the infidels. They ranged in age from twenty-eight to sixty-two, and bin Laden was the center of their lives. Bin Laden, for his part, tried to treat all his wives equitably, arranging his compound so each one had her own rudimentary kitchen and living quarters. He also made an effort to please them in the bedroom. He drank Avena, a syrup made from oats that claims to have Viagra-like effects, and he ate copious amounts of olives, which he believed produced similar results. He also regularly applied Just for Men dye to his beard, which had now turned largely white, and also to his graying hair.

Most fugitives try and keep a small footprint while they are on the run and wouldn’t dream of bringing a large family with them, but bin Laden reveled in playing the role of a stern, but sometimes indulgent, paterfamilias to those of his kids and grandkids who were living with him. He supervised their playtime, which included cultivating vegetable plots, and he handed out prizes for “best performance” when they recited poems. One of his grandsons, who was around nine years old, recorded a video of a poem about holy war that the family seemed particularly proud of. The boy declaimed, “We have made big strides in Jihad. We fought, and we did not lay down our weapons.” Bin Laden watched over his younger sons in the yard shooting a BB gun at birds roosting in trees.

Bin Laden placed great store in holding his family close, even if that put them all in extreme danger. To minimize that danger, he went to great lengths to avoid detection. His two bodyguards installed four separate gas and electricity meters at the compound to ensure that there wasn’t ever a suspiciously large gas or electricity bill betraying the presence of the sixteen members of the bin Laden family. They burned all their trash. Bin Laden complained of pain in his heart or kidney, but he never saw a doctor, preferring to treat these ailments with traditional Arab medicine. When he left his three-story residence to tour his spacious compound, he wore a cowboy hat that prevented prying eyes or satellites from recognizing him. He was so careful that in the half decade that he lived at the Abbottabad compound one of the bodyguard’s wives never saw him, even though she lived there too. Bin Laden was hidden from even those who lived with him.

To keep shopping trips outside the compound to a minimum, bin Laden set up what amounted to a small farm that could provide much of the food for his own large family and the eleven members of the bodyguards’ two families. Dozens of chickens squawked in a pen, cows wandered in a large, muddy yard, apple trees produced considerable fruit, ramshackle greenhouses grew cucumbers and marrows, honey came from a beehive, and grapes grew plentifully on trellises.

At their Abbottabad compound the family lived frugally, not only growing much of their own food, but also avoiding modern comforts such as air-conditioning. Bin Laden enforced his strict Islamic beliefs. In the bin Laden family, girls were completely separated from males at the unusually early age of three. And even when men appeared on TV, the women would leave the room.

There was little in the way of entertainment, although bin Laden devoured news of the Arab Spring on satellite television. If a female news anchor came on, bin Laden used his remote to put up the channel guide on the screen so that it obscured her face.

Bin Laden’s bodyguards practiced careful operational security, making phone calls from public phone booths in cities at least an hour’s drive from the Abbottabad compound. When one of the bodyguard’s young daughters saw video of bin Laden on a television program and recognized him to be the tall Arab man who was living on the Abbottabad compound, the bodyguard banned any further TV watching and any subsequent contact between his family and the bin Laden family, even though they all lived on the same one-acre compound.

Bin Laden could have chosen to cut off all of his communications with anyone in the world outside of his compound, which certainly would have greatly reduced his risk of ever being located, but he wanted to remain relevant as the “emir”—the commander—of al-Qaeda and to maintain control of his organization and its affiliated groups around the Muslim world. Bin Laden’s compound was purposefully unconnected to phone lines or the internet because he had a healthy respect for the capabilities of American spy agencies. So he tried to exert control over his jihadist network by writing elaborate memos to his top subordinates that were put on thumb drives and then physically transported by his bodyguard to other trusted members of al-Qaeda. It was not the most efficient way to run a global terror network, like running an international business without the benefit of even nineteenth-century tools like the telegraph or telephone. Sometimes couriers were arrested and often replies were long in coming or they simply got lost, but still bin Laden wanted to micromanage his followers in South Asia, the Middle East, and Africa.

In the missives he wrote in the last months of his life, other than those relating to his own protection, bin Laden was preoccupied with four major issues. He was deeply worried about al-Qaeda’s image, which he thought was being tarnished by allied groups who were killing Muslim civilians for no discernible strategic purpose, or who were flirting with using chemical weapons, and he fretted that CIA drone strikes were decimating his group in Pakistan. Bin Laden also wanted to keep al-Qaeda and its affiliates on the offensive, in particular against American targets, especially as the tenth anniversary of 9/11 was approaching and he hadn’t been able to repeat a large-scale attack against the United States. Above all, he wanted to intervene in the momentous events of the Arab Spring with a grand public statement that positioned himself as the leader of the revolutions that were rocking the Middle East.

Despite the fact that he ran an organization dedicated to mass murder, bin Laden believed that al-Qaeda needed to maintain a certain image in the Muslim world. In a memo to a top aide, he warned that al-Qaeda’s branch in Yemen should be very careful about possibly using “poison” during their operations, suggesting that the use of such chemical weapons might damage their reputation in the media and in “the eyes of the public.” In another memo an al-Qaeda official gave a similar warning to members of the group who might use chlorine gas against Kurdish forces in Iraq, saying such a “serious” move required the permission of bin Laden because the gas could be “difficult to control and might harm some people” and that would then “alienate people from us,” adding “we have enough problems already.” For all the intense concerns of U.S. policymakers after 9/11 that al-Qaeda might deploy weapons of mass destruction, bin Laden himself was quite wary about their use, not on moral grounds, but because he was concerned about how it would play in the media and with ordinary Muslims.

Similarly, bin Laden complained to Atiyah that a recent operation by the Pakistani Taliban had killed Muslim noncombatants. This might seem a strange complaint given that bin Laden had no compunction about killing almost three thousand civilians on 9/11 in the United States, but it fit with bin Laden’s general aversion to killing ordinary Muslim civilians living in Islamic countries. He believed it was counterproductive as it alienated the very people whom al-Qaeda was trying to influence.

As the tenth anniversary of his “blessed” 9/11 victory came into view, bin Laden was considering releasing some kind of a mea culpa on behalf of al-Qaeda and its allies. It was not an apology, of course, to the hated Americans, but an attempt to reposition al-Qaeda in the Islamic world as an organization that did not wantonly kill Muslim civilians. He was acutely conscious that al-Qaeda-allied groups like Al-Qaeda in Iraq, al-Shabaab in Somalia, and the Pakistani Taliban in the years since 9/11 had killed many thousands of Muslim civilians, which had undercut al-Qaeda’s self-image that it was fighting a true holy war on behalf of all Muslims. He wrote to a top lieutenant during the summer of 2010 saying that he planned to issue a statement in which he would discuss “starting a new phase to correct the mistakes we made… and reclaim the trust of a large segment of the population who lost their trust in the jihadis.” So badly tarnished had the al-Qaeda brand in bin Laden’s mind become that he even considered changing the name of his group. He was seeking a kinder, gentler al-Qaeda.

Bin Laden was also very concerned about the CIA drone campaign in Pakistan’s tribal regions on the border with Afghanistan, which was systematically picking off many key leaders of the organization and had also killed his son Saad two years earlier. In a memo that bin Laden wrote to Atiyah, he told him that Pakistan’s tribal areas were now becoming too dangerous for his followers. The CIA had launched a record number of strikes into the tribal regions during 2010, a total of 122 strikes that had killed more than seven hundred militants, including key al-Qaeda leaders such as its finance chief and third-in-command, Mustafa Abu al-Yazid.

In a letter to bin Laden an al-Qaeda official provided a vivid description of the death by drone of Yazid on the night of May 22, 2010. The al-Qaeda official wrote that Yazid was staying at the house of a “well-known” supporter of al-Qaeda when a drone started making “distinctive loops that we all know and all the brothers have experienced. They all know that if a plane starts doing these turns, it is going to strike.” Yazid and his wife and three daughters and granddaughter were all killed in the strike, according to the official. The official lamented that drones are “still circling our skies every day” and the only relief from them came when there was cloud cover, but “then they come back when the sky is clear.” Al-Qaeda had tried to use jamming technology and to hack into the drones “but no result so far,” according to the official.

Bin Laden advised his followers not to move around the tribal regions except on overcast days. He complained that “the Americans have great accumulated expertise of photography of the region due to the fact they have been doing it for so many years. They can even distinguish between houses that are frequented by male visitors at a higher rate than is normal.” Bin Laden wrote, “I am leaning toward getting most of our brothers out of the area” and he urged his followers to depart for the remote, mountainous Afghan province of Kunar that “due to its rough terrain and many mountains, rivers, and trees, can accommodate hundreds of the brothers without them being spotted by the enemy.” (To his own son Hamza, he advised leaving the drone-infested region altogether, and instead to further his religious training in the Persian Gulf kingdom of Qatar.)

Al-Qaeda officials told bin Laden that they were indeed considering moving to Nuristan, a remote, mountainous region of eastern Afghanistan, or to other parts of Pakistan such as Sindh or Balochistan and even to Iran, where a number of al-Qaeda’s leaders had lived under house arrest following the fall of the Taliban in late 2001, but had “backed off that idea.”

Preoccupied with keeping al-Qaeda and allied groups on the offensive, Bin Laden often went deep in the details with the tactical advice he offered his followers. Far from the prevailing image of the isolated man in a cave, bin Laden tried to be a hands-on manager of al-Qaeda, even a micromanager. He admonished his Yemeni group that its members should always gas up and eat heartily before they embarked on road trips so that they wouldn’t have to stop at gas stations and restaurants monitored by government spies.

In a ten-page letter to the al-Qaeda-aligned group al-Shabaab in Somalia, he ordered that the group not attack Sufi Muslims and also suggested a plan to assassinate the president of neighboring Uganda, who had sent his troops to fight al-Shabaab. He went on to give detailed advice about how al-Shabaab could raise its agricultural output by using small dams for irrigation, and he suggested planting palm olive trees imported from Indonesia. He also advised against cutting down too many trees because it was “dangerous for the environment of the region.”

Bin Laden had remained in touch with the Taliban leader Mullah Omar, and in the months before he was killed, he sent Mullah Omar a letter intended to be a pep talk about how NATO was tiring of occupying Afghanistan, citing the scheduled pullout of Canadian troops and President Barack Obama’s announcement in December 2009 that he planned to withdraw all U.S. troops as well.

Bin Laden was also obsessed with finding a way to mark the approaching tenth anniversary of 9/11 and the role he would play in that anniversary. He was angry that his central goal of attacking the United States again had failed, as had other operations to attack key European targets. In a report on “external operations,” an al-Qaeda official explained to bin Laden that a plot to attack the U.S. embassy in Russia had fizzled and that despite sending al-Qaeda members to the U.K. to hit “several targets,” these operations had also come to nothing. Al-Qaeda had also sent “three brothers” on a terrorist mission to Denmark, a country that bin Laden loathed because a Danish newspaper had published cartoons of the Prophet Mohammed. But those agents had disappeared.

Bin Laden was eager to memorialize the 9/11 attacks with another spectacular one. He told his deputies that killing President Barack Obama was a high priority, but he also had General David Petraeus, the then-commander in Afghanistan, in his sights. Bin Laden told his team not to bother with plots against Vice President Joe Biden, whom he considered “totally unprepared” for the post of president. But he also wanted to be heard from directly. With that in mind, always acutely conscious of his own media image, bin Laden batted around ideas about how best to exploit the fast-approaching tenth anniversary of 9/11 in long memos to his media advisors, planning for a major public statement to mark the occasion. Bin Laden told his team that they might think about reaching out to various journalists who might give him a platform. He suggested several: Abdel Bari Atwan, a leading Palestinian reporter; and the veteran Middle East correspondent Robert Fisk of the British Independent newspaper; both of them had done interviews with bin Laden during the 1990s in Afghanistan. He also mused about doing a TV interview with CBS, which he regarded as the “least biased” of the American TV channels.

In response, an al-Qaeda member—almost certainly Adam Gadahn, an American who had grown up in California—wrote bin Laden a critique of the various American news channels, saying, “As for the neutrality of CNN in English it seems to be in cooperation with the government more than the others, except Fox News of course.… ABC Channel is all right, actually it could be one of the best channels as far as we’re concerned. It’s interested in al-Qaeda issues.… The channel is still proud of its interview with the Sheikh.” ABC News had interviewed bin Laden in Afghanistan in 1998.

Above all, bin Laden’s major preoccupation was seizing control of the message emanating from the protest movements that were rocking the Arab world. A couple of weeks since her joyful arrival at the Abbottabad compound, Umm Hamza had now settled in, so during the first week of March 2011 bin Laden started convening almost daily family meetings with her and with his other older wife, Siham, who had a PhD in Koranic grammar. A poet and an intellectual, Siham would often edit bin Laden’s writings and along with Umm Hamza played a key, hidden role in formulating his ideas and helping him prepare his public statements.

These meetings to discuss the Arab Spring and other important issues, such as possibly writing a collective biography of bin Laden, were deemed so important that they were dutifully recorded in detail in a family journal. The journal grew into a 228-page notebook handwritten in Arabic that was titled “The Uprisings: Historic Events and Points of View of Abu Abdullah [bin Laden].” The family meetings would typically start before dinner and then would often resume after dinner in one of the undecorated rooms in the three-story building that was the main house on the bin Laden compound.

On his satellite TV, al-Qaeda’s leader watched all the commentary about the uprisings on the BBC and on Arabic channels such as Al Jazeera, commenting on every little detail. During their evening discussions, his wives and adult children “interviewed” him as if he were on television giving his opinions and summarizing the events of the day, while one of his oldest daughters put his words on paper. Bin Laden was trying to re-create something like the excitement that had surrounded the release of his videotaped messages in years past, when tens of millions of people around the world had watched his statements. He could not stand being out of the spotlight at such an important moment in the Arab world, and so he created that spotlight for himself in his own household.

One of the first questions noted in the family journal concerned the striking absence of al-Qaeda’s ideas and followers in the Arab Spring uprisings. A family member asked bin Laden: “How come there is no mention of al-Qaeda?” Bin Laden answered concisely and a tad defensively, “Some analysts do mention al-Qaeda.” During the family meetings he became excited whenever one of the Arab dictators such as Libya’s Muammar Gaddafi invoked the threat of al-Qaeda replacing him if he were overthrown, as it seemed to confirm al-Qaeda’s importance. Bin Laden said, “Gaddafi is doing our bidding for us.”

It was long bin Laden’s goal to instigate regime changes across the Arab world and to replace them with Taliban-style utopias. His strategy to accomplish this was to attack the United States, which was backing the authoritarian regimes in countries such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia, so that the attacks would pressure the Americans to pull out of the Middle East and their client Arab regimes would then subsequently crumble.

That this strategy had spectacularly backfired following the 9/11 attacks didn’t seem to occur to bin Laden. As a result of 9/11, the United States had become more involved in the greater Middle East than at any other time in its history, launching wars across the region and establishing large military bases in Afghanistan, Iraq, Kuwait, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates. Now, in the first months of 2011, bin Laden saw the regime changes that he had long hoped for finally taking place in the Arab world. Those revolutions were driven mostly by young protesters tired of their lives leading nowhere because of the corruption, cruelty, and incompetence of leaders like Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak, in power for almost three decades, and Libya’s Gaddafi, in power for more than four decades. (During their discussions bin Laden told his family that he had seen the prominent U.S. senator John McCain speaking on an American news channel saying that Gaddafi was crazy. Bin Laden observed, “I agree with him on that.”)

During one of the family meetings, bin Laden discussed the possibility of a revolution in Yemen that would depose the dictator, Ali Abdullah Saleh, in power for the past two decades. Bin Laden said that there could be an opportunity for al-Qaeda in Yemen to assassinate Saleh, which certainly would make his organization more relevant.

One of his daughters asked: “Do you think that would succeed?” Bin Laden replied, “If we give detailed instructions for the operation, God willing, it will succeed.” But he also complained that “the biggest obstacle is the difficulty of communication between us and the brothers [in al-Qaeda].” So he mused about releasing a “strong poem” entitled “Revolt People of the Arabian Peninsula,” which would incite the people of Yemen to rise up. Bin Laden declared grandly, “I welcome my appearance in this stage, especially since it’s very well known, our presence as al-Qaeda in Yemen.” He seemed to believe that any public statement he made would carry such weight in Yemen that it would guide the protesters in the direction he wanted.

Khalid, the oldest of bin Laden’s sons living on the compound, asked his father if, as a result of the Arab revolutions, all the Muslim countries were “united under one caliphate, are we going to attack the West to avenge ourselves for the destruction they have caused, or not?” Bin Laden replied that if there was a caliphate made up of the entire Muslim world he thought the West would make peace with it and that it would also “abandon the Jews.” If that happened, it would mean it was a sign of the End of Times and it would signal the arrival of the Mahdi, a ruler who would rid the world of all injustice.

Bin Laden, who put great store in dreams, told his family he had just dreamed of Prince Nayef, the powerful Saudi interior minister, who was leading the campaign against al-Qaeda in Saudi Arabia. In the dream bin Laden saw Nayef in a military uniform, which he then took off. To bin Laden the dream meant that the Saudi king would step down peacefully because of the Arab Spring. This, of course, was a total fantasy.

On March 10, 2011, bin Laden asked Umm Hamza and his two oldest daughters, “I would like to know your comments on what you saw on the news that you were watching this afternoon.” Bin Laden’s kitchen cabinet told their hero that he needed to make a big speech to be released publicly so that he could help guide the Arab Spring. They firmly believed that bin Laden’s words could change the course of history.

Two weeks later the family notetaker reported “the news is sweeter than honey.” In Yemen, the ancestral home of the bin Laden family, the Yemeni dictator, Saleh, had just started negotiating about stepping down. Bin Laden then remarked that when he traveled in Yemen he felt like he was going back five hundred years and living in the true tribal age of Islam. He observed admiringly, “You don’t find a single woman who isn’t covered with the niqab,” referring to the garment that covers the entire face other than the eyes. On April 12, Khalid announced to his family, “I bring you good news. The Yemeni president resigned.” The notetaker observed, “Father was right because he had said it will be announced within hours that Saleh will resign.” But on that same night Saleh reneged on stepping down.

The next day the family returned to the question of what bin Laden should say publicly about the Arab Spring, noting that a messenger was supposed to arrive in the next few days to pick up letters and messages to and from bin Laden.I

Bin Laden complained that he had been ignored when he released a public statement in January 2004. He said he had urged back then that “we need to hold Arab rulers accountable.”

Umm Hamza asked, “Maybe your statement is one of the reasons for the Arab Spring uprisings?”

But of course that was not true. The hundreds of thousands of protesters who risked their lives on the streets of Cairo and Tripoli were not waving any banners of bin Laden, but were simply demanding basic human rights such as free speech and accountable governments. Even bin Laden’s family members were dimly aware of this. One of them observed of the Arab Spring’s largely peaceful revolutions, “Is it going to have a negative impact that this happened without jihad?” If bin Laden responded to this question his reply wasn’t recorded.

On the evening of April 20, the family gathered again to discuss what bin Laden should say publicly about the Arab Spring. The wives and adult children understood that their great hero of jihad was running out of time to stage a comeback. His nineteen-year-old daughter, Sumaiya, urged that with all the fast-moving events around the Middle East, bin Laden “needed to hurry, the statement needs to be issued soon.” The big idea that bin Laden kept coming back to was the need to form a shura, a consultative council, of the “honest” leaders of the ummah, the world community of Muslims. This committee of wise Islamic scholars would direct the revolutions so that they could move in the “right direction,” which in bin Laden’s mind really meant Taliban-style rule around the Arab world.

Three nights later Sumaiya and her older sister Miriam excitedly discussed that “the statement” by bin Laden was soon going to be recorded. Miriam had been making some adjustments to it, which were “very good.” Two days later the writer in the family journal observed, “After many consultations which have lasted days, the historical statement about the revolutions have been written, thanks to God, and it will be recorded.” On April 30 there were further discussions about the recording of bin Laden’s big statement. The notetaker wrote, “The recording needs to take place before the deadline so that we can adjust and make corrections. We should not record late at night because he will look tired, and it will appear in his voice.”

Around this time bin Laden made a twelve-minute audio recording celebrating the revolutions in Egypt and Tunisia, saying, “We watch with you this great historic event and we share with you joy and happiness and delight and felicity.” As he had discussed during his family meetings, on the tape bin Laden advised that a religious “council” be formed to guide the new governments in Egypt and Tunisia.

The next day, on May 1, 2011, the family notetaker continued to write about bin Laden’s statement, observing that he had been silent for so long that there was a danger of creating “a barrier” between him and ordinary Muslims. The notetaker said this meant the next statement from bin Laden needed “to be tight, its meaning important, as it will be the banner for the future we preparing for.” The notetaker added that the family would discuss the forthcoming statement again the following day.

Then bin Laden went to bed with his youngest wife, Amal, in his top-floor bedroom together with their three-year-old son, Hussain. Bin Laden and Amal were sleeping when they were startled awake shortly after midnight by a noise that sounded like a strange storm. They heard the unexpected throb of helicopter rotors over their heads and then a loud crash as one of those helicopters landed heavily in a small field inside the walls of bin Laden’s large compound.

Amal reached to turn on the light in their bedroom. Bin Laden quickly told her, “No!”

He realized that it was all over.

The Americans had finally found him.

I. There was more than one courier servicing bin Laden. The CIA’s account of bin Laden’s life in Abbottabad focused on only one courier known as “Abu Ahmed al-Kuwaiti”—the father of Ahmed from Kuwait—who was one of the brothers guarding bin Laden at the Abbottabad compound.






PART I HOLY WARRIOR







ONE SPHINX WITHOUT A RIDDLE?



A sphinx without a riddle.

—Bismarck on Napoleon III



Around the time of the 9/11 attacks, relatively little was known about Osama bin Laden. In the rare television interviews that al-Qaeda’s leader had given before then he came across as largely inscrutable, with only an occasional thin, enigmatic smile playing across his lips. He had gone to considerable lengths to keep information about his private life hidden, which wasn’t surprising since he had grown up in Saudi Arabia, one of the most closed societies in the world. He also led an organization, al-Qaeda, whose very existence was a well-kept secret for a decade after its founding in the late 1980s. The bin Laden family, one of the richest in the Middle East, had also largely avoided scrutiny. Was the leader of al-Qaeda a sphinx without a riddle?

In recent years a great deal of information has surfaced to illuminate bin Laden and the inner workings of al-Qaeda. First there is the small library of documents found in bin Laden’s Abbottabad compound that were released in full only in late 2017, amounting to some 470,000 files. Secondly, many bin Laden associates have finally shown a willingness to talk. The result is that a decade after his death, it is now possible to appraise him in all the many dimensions of his life: as a family man; as a religious zealot; as a battlefield commander; as a terrorist leader; as a fugitive. He was born a young man of contradictions, and he kept adding to them: he adored his wives and children, yet brought ruin to many of them. He was a multimillionaire, but he insisted his family live like paupers. He projected a modest and humble persona that appealed to his followers, but he was also narcissistically obsessed about how his own image played out in the media, and he ignored any advice from the leaders of al-Qaeda that conflicted with his own dogmatic views. He was fanatically religious, yet he was also willing to kill thousands of civilians in the name of Islam, despite the fact that some verses of the Koran emphasize the protections afforded to innocents, even in times of war. He inspired deep loyalty, yet in the end, even his longtime bodyguards turned against him. And while he inflicted the most lethal act of mass murder in United States history, bin Laden failed to achieve any of his strategic goals.

Al-Qaeda’s leader is one of the few people of whom it can truly be said changed the course of history. Who could have predicted that in the two decades following the 9/11 attacks he masterminded, the United States would wage various kinds of military operations in seven Muslim countries—in Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, Pakistan, Somalia, Syria, and Yemen—at the cost of more than $6 trillion and more than seven thousand American lives? In addition, tens of thousands of soldiers from countries allied to the United States died, as did hundreds of thousands of ordinary Afghans, Iraqis, Libyans, Pakistanis, Somalis, Syrians, and Yemenis who were also killed during the “war on terror.”

But just as it has taken many years to get a better understanding of the man who launched the 9/11 attacks, it has taken two decades to assess the successes and failures of both al-Qaeda and the United States in the long conflict that followed. This is not to suggest any moral equivalence between the two—but rather to explain where each side miscalculated the other’s intentions and actions.

Al-Qaeda did have some tactical successes. Before the 9/11 attacks it deftly exploited its safe haven in Taliban-controlled Afghanistan to train thousands of militants. On 9/11 al-Qaeda carried out the first significant foreign attack against the continental United States since the British burned the White House in 1814. Al-Qaeda used the opportunities presented by the Iraq War to recruit a new generation of militants, planting the seeds for ISIS. And al-Qaeda expanded its affiliated groups from Africa to Asia.

There were also serious American policy failures. They include letting bin Laden escape at the battle of Tora Bora in December 2001, which allowed him to lead his organization for another decade, and the conflation of al-Qaeda with Saddam Hussein, which helped make the case for the Iraq War, a war that ultimately produced the very thing it was supposed to prevent—an alliance between al-Qaeda and Iraqi Baathists.

But bin Laden and al-Qaeda also had many failures of tactics and strategy. For one thing, the United States eventually came up with an increasingly effective tactical playbook against al-Qaeda and other jihadist militant groups—a playbook that largely, if imperfectly, worked, relying on armed drones, a much-expanded intelligence community, and Special Operations Forces raids. It’s a playbook that presidents as different as George W. Bush, Barack Obama, and Donald Trump all embraced to varying degrees and that kept the United States largely safe from jihadist terrorism since 9/11.

During the two decades after the 9/11 attacks, al-Qaeda and its affiliates failed to successfully carry out a large-scale lethal terrorist attack in the United States.I Al-Qaeda’s failure to strike the United States after 9/11 was neither inevitable nor predictable, especially in the first years after the attacks, when bin Laden and the organization he led continued to plot against Western targets.

The key question about bin Laden is: Why did he build an organization dedicated to the mass murders of civilians? It’s a question I have been probing since I met bin Laden in 1997 as the producer of his first television interview. There was no single event that turned bin Laden from the shy scion of one of the richest families in the Middle East into the architect of the 9/11 attacks. Rather, bin Laden went through a gradual process of radicalization that first began during his teenage years when he became a religious zealot.

The invasion of Afghanistan by the Soviets in 1979, when bin Laden was twenty-two, turned him into a leading financier of Muslim volunteers from around the globe who were drawn to the Afghan holy war. Eight years later bin Laden led his followers into battle against the Russians. From that battle emerged al-Qaeda, a group dedicated to spreading jihad, holy war, around the world. The introduction of hundreds of thousands of U.S. troops into the holy land of Saudi Arabia in 1990 turned bin Laden’s latent anti-Americanism into a passionate hatred of the United States. He started conceiving of the Americans as his main enemy while he was living in exile in Sudan during the first half of the 1990s. His expulsion from Sudan to Afghanistan in 1996 angered him further against the United States, and in the late 1990s the planning for the 9/11 attacks began in earnest.

There was nothing inevitable about bin Laden’s transformation over the course of decades from a quiet, humble, religious young man into the leader of a global terrorist network who was intent on killing thousands of civilians. This book is an attempt to explain how that transformation happened.

I. The only lethal terrorist attack in the United States in the two decades after 9/11 that had any direct connection to al-Qaeda was when its branch in Yemen coordinated with a Saudi air force officer who killed three U.S. sailors at Pensacola Naval Air Station in Florida on December 6, 2019. It wasn’t clear whether this attack was directed by al-Qaeda from Yemen, or whether the Saudi officer came up with his own plan and he simply kept al-Qaeda apprised of it as it matured.






TWO ZEALOT



The impression sometimes prevails that the true believer, particularly the religious individual, is a humble person. The truth is that the surrendering and humbling of the self, breeds pride and arrogance. The true believer is apt to see himself as one of the chosen, the salt of the earth, the light of the world, a prince disguised in meekness, who is destined to inherit this earth and the kingdom of heaven too. He who is not of his faith is evil; he who will not listen will perish.

—Eric Hoffer, The True Believer



The bin Ladens originally hail from Hadhramaut in Yemen, a region of rocky deserts and boulder-strewn valleys known as wadis bounded to the north by Saudi Arabia’s Empty Quarter and the Arabian Sea to the south. Hadhramaut means “death is present,” an evocatively apt name for a harsh, arid place whose inhabitants have long eked out only the most basic of livings.

One of the larger valleys is Wadi Doan, where the road is not much more than a rocky path shaded by palm trees. The bin Laden ancestral village of al-Rubat lies at the end of Wadi Doan nestling in the shade of honey-colored cliffs that tower above the valley floor by a couple thousand feet. In the village there is a Bin Laden Street, a crumbling, mud-brick bin Laden mansion, and a number of impoverished, distant cousins of the bin Ladens.

Black-robed women flit like wraiths down the alleys of the towns of the wadi, and in the fields women harvest crops while completely swathed in black, shielded from the unremitting sun by distinctive conical hats made of straw. The segregation of the sexes is so rigorously enforced that the women have developed a separate dialect, and the dictates of purdah have shaped the mazelike layout of the tall, mud-brick buildings that are characteristic of Hadhramaut. Small wonder, then, that bin Laden felt so much kinship with Yemen, as he told his wives and children in one of their last family discussions at his compound in Abbottabad.

In the early 1930s the formidable English explorer and writer Freya Stark visited al-Rubat around the time that Osama’s father, Mohammed bin Laden, was living there and found “poverty and little commerce.” Slavery was still commonplace, and when Stark visited a harem of some dozen women, it was the first time that they had ever met a European woman. Stark observed that most of the men of Hadhramaut had left their native villages to find work in Egypt, or had taken the long sea voyage to Malaysia; staying away for up to twenty years.

Seeking his fortune, which certainly wasn’t going to happen in desperately poor al-Rubat, Mohammed bin Laden immigrated to what would soon become the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, embarking for the seaport city of Jeddah around 1930 together with his brother, Abdullah.

Mohammed had good timing because he arrived in Saudi Arabia as a great gusher of oil wealth was first being tapped that in the decades to come would shower a deluge of petrodollars on the desert kingdom, from which Mohammed would greatly prosper. Mohammed started working as a porter for pilgrims in Jeddah, the port city that had long served as the gateway to the holy city of Mecca, some forty miles away. Later in life Mohammed proudly displayed his porter’s bag in one of his palaces. Mohammed, a skilled bricklayer, founded a construction company in 1931. A year later King Abdel Aziz inaugurated the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and the following year geologists from Standard Oil of California arrived to begin to prospect for oil fields.

Mohammed bin Laden adeptly ingratiated himself with the source of all the richest contracts in the kingdom, dropping by frequently at King Abdel Aziz’s regular majlis, a public meeting where supplicants could lobby the monarch. The king was partially confined to a wheelchair, so Mohammed built him an ingenious ramp on the outside of one of his palaces in Jeddah so that the aging monarch could easily move between the floors of the palace using his car. One thing led to another, and when a British company pulled out of its contract in the early 1950s to build a major road from Jeddah to the holy city of Medina, Mohammed stepped in to save the day and built the highway.

Mohammed, who had only one eye and retained the manners of a laborer with few airs and graces, was now a rich man who had a number of current and former wives. Aged around fifty, Mohammed was visiting the Mediterranean port city of Latakia, Syria, in 1956 when he encountered a beautiful girl in her mid-teens, Allia Ghanem. Allia was from the nearby, desperately poor village of Jabaryoun. The surrounding region of orange groves and olive trees is well known as a home to the Alawites, who are an offshoot of mainstream Shiism. Many Alawite religious practices are secret and they celebrate both Christian and Islamic holidays. As a result, Alawites are considered heretics by orthodox Sunni Muslims such as the bin Ladens. The Ghanems were Alawite, but Mohammed didn’t seem to mind. A year after they met in 1957 Allia bore the bin Laden patriarch their first and only child, Osama, who also happened to be Mohammed’s eighteenth son. The union between Allia and Mohammed bin Laden was brief; when Osama was two his parents divorced. Allia then married Mohammed al-Attas from a prominent family originally from Hadhramaut who was working as a midlevel manager at the bin Laden construction company. Attas brought Osama up like he was his own son, and he and Allia would also have three sons and a daughter together.

Bin Laden was exceptionally close to his mother. Allia told Osama when he was ten that she was going to take him to visit her family in Syria.

When Osama’s biological father, Mohammed, got wind of the trip, he told Osama that if he stayed with him in Saudi Arabia he would buy him a parrot in a cage and a watch.

Osama replied that he wanted to be with his mother.

Mohammed bin Laden told his son that he couldn’t be bribed with “earthly things,” which was a testament to Osama’s true Muslim nature. It was one of the only times that Osama ever had a substantive discussion with his biological father.

Osama often proudly told the story of how Mohammed bin Laden would routinely visit the three holiest Islamic sites during the course of one day, offering his morning prayers in Medina, his afternoon prayers in Mecca, and then his evening prayers in Jerusalem, because he had his own plane. The bin Laden family fortune was deeply intertwined with these holy sites, as Mohammed bin Laden was the sole contractor for their extensive renovations, which brought him not only great riches, but also the considerable prestige of rebuilding the holy places. Bin Laden won the contract to extensively renovate the area in and around the Prophet’s Mosque in Medina, expanding the area of the mosque by more than half. He was paid around $19 million during the early 1950s for the renovations. He also built a new airport to service Medina.

Next, Mohammed embarked on a project that was even more ambitious: massively expanding Islam’s holiest site, the Ka’ba sanctuary in Mecca, which previously held some fifty thousand pilgrims, so that it could accommodate up to 400,000. The Saudi royal family estimated that this renovation cost $130 million. Mohammed bin Laden was also granted the contract to renovate the third-holiest site in Islam, the Dome of the Rock and al-Aqsa mosque in Jerusalem, the location from which the Prophet Mohammed is supposed to have ascended for his “Night Journey” on a winged horse through the heavens. Mohammed purchased a house in East Jerusalem so he could live close by as the renovation work on the Dome of the Rock and the mosque progressed during the mid-1960s.

The Six-Day War that Israel fought against Egypt, Jordan, and Syria in early June 1967 had a profound effect on the Arab world. The Egyptian government had promised a quick victory against Israel; instead it was a spectacular defeat, and East Jerusalem itself was seized by the Israelis. Mohammed bin Laden was furious. He demanded of the engineers in his construction company, “How many bulldozers do we have?” They told him more than 250. Mohammed asked them, “Can you convert these bulldozers into two hundred and fifty tanks? I want to use these tanks against the Jews, because they have captured our land.”

Essam Deraz, an Egyptian army officer who would spend more than a year with bin Laden on the front lines in Afghanistan during the anti-Soviet war in the 1980s, understood that the 1967 defeat was profoundly traumatic to his generation: “It wasn’t a military defeat. It became a civilizational defeat. We didn’t know that we were so backward, we were so retarded, so behind the rest of the modern civilization. There was an earthquake in the Arab-Islamic personality, not only in Egypt, but in the entire Arab world.”

The Palestinian cleric Abdullah Azzam, who in the mid-1980s would become bin Laden’s key mentor, took up arms against the Israelis after the Israeli army took his hometown in Palestine during the 1967 war. Azzam, then a twenty-six-year-old high school teacher, moved into neighboring Jordan and joined military training facilities known as “the bases of the sheiks,” and he took part in small-scale raids into Israeli territory. These were the beginning of Azzam’s forays into what would become effectively his full-time career of fomenting holy war and also writing influential books inciting jihad.

The same year that the hated Israelis seized East Jerusalem, bin Laden, aged ten, suffered a huge personal loss: the death of his father. On September 3, 1967, the small plane that transported Mohammed bin Laden from one construction project to the next crashed while trying to land at a remote landing strip in the far south of Saudi Arabia near the Yemen border, killing both bin Laden and his American pilot. Mohammed was sixty when he died. Despite the fact that bin Laden seldom met his father and seems to have only once had a one-on-one meeting with him, Osama took the death badly. Following his father’s death, Osama, always a grave child, became even more subdued, and he increasingly embraced fundamentalist Islam. He later told his own children that the “mental turmoil” caused by the death of his father led him to memorizing the Koran, which he could recite by heart as an adult, a major feat of memory as there are more than six thousand verses in the holy book.

During the next year the future of the bin Laden business hung in the balance; it was the major construction company in Saudi Arabia and many projects were not completed, while the oldest of Mohammed bin Laden’s twenty-two sons, Salem, was only twenty-one. Due to Islamic inheritance laws, the sons received just over 2 percent each of the bin Laden company, while his thirty-three daughters received around one percent each, and Mohammed’s four current wives received the rest. Salem was responsible for distributing the dividends from the company to his siblings.

King Faisal was so close to Mohammed bin Laden that Osama claimed to a journalist that the king cried for days following his father’s untimely death. After the bin Laden family patriarch was killed, King Faisal called in the older bin Laden sons and told them that he would be their “father” and that he was putting the bin Laden company into trusteeship until they were old enough to run it.



A year after his father died, bin Laden, aged eleven, started attending the prestigious Al-Thaghr high school in Jeddah, a school for the elite modeled after British schools, where the boys wore Western-style uniforms of shirts and ties. The curriculum was constantly in a state of development and the school prided itself on its science syllabus. Brian Fyfield-Shayler, an Englishman who had recently graduated from Oxford, taught English at the school to a number of the bin Laden boys, including Osama. Fyfield-Shayler recalled, “Why did I remember Osama? First of all, I would have noticed because of his name, because of the family, and of course, when you walked into a class of anyone of his age, he was literally outstanding because he was taller than his contemporaries.” Fyfield-Shayler remembered that bin Laden’s English “was not amazing. He was not one of the great brains of that class,” but he was extraordinarily courteous, “probably partly because he was a bit shyer than most of the other students.”

Four decades later bin Laden gave himself a more generous assessment of his early academic prowess, boasting to his family at his compound in Abbottabad that both his teachers and his fellow students thought that his parents must have been paying a lot of attention to his schooling. Bin Laden claimed that he was so smart that he would answer his teachers’ questions before they had even finished them.

In Abbottabad, a family member had a follow-up question, asking, “Who had the biggest impact on your intellectual growth?” Bin Laden waved the question away, saying he didn’t have any key influences, and that since he had been a child he just naturally gravitated to true Islamic thought.

Bin Laden was a member of one of the richest families in Saudi Arabia, yet in many ways he was an outsider: as an only child, and as one of fifty-five children sired by his revered father, whom he had met on only five occasions and who now was dead. Meanwhile, bin Laden’s mother was from the Alawite sect, which wasn’t considered part of the ummah, the community of Muslims, by most Saudis. She had been married to Mohammed only briefly, so she wasn’t really treated as a member of the extended bin Laden clan. And despite their fabulous wealth, the bin Ladens originally hailed from rural Yemen, rather than from the Saudi heartlands, so they were not considered to be truly Saudi.

As a young teenager bin Laden seemed discomfited by his status in his family and on rare occasions would tell someone about his feelings, as he did to two young Spanish women he met when he was fourteen while studying at an English-language school in Oxford during the summer of 1971. One of the Spaniards recalled, “I think he needed confidants and for that we became fond of him.” Bin Laden told the women that his mother was beautiful, which is what had caught the attention of his father. But he seemed sad when he confided that his brothers all had different mothers and that his own mother was not “a wife of the Koran, but a concubine.” A concubine.

At Oxford, bin Laden was accompanied by two seventeen-year-old half-brothers, and the Spanish women thought that all three were Saudi princes. “They invited us to row a boat on the Thames. We were older than them and it amused us that they wanted to pay for the boat rentals.” The Spaniards found bin Laden to be a “very handsome” tall boy who was slow to speak, polite, and quite “deep” for his age. They noticed that, unlike his half-brothers, he did not relish his time in the West. One of Osama’s older brothers was always off buying rock and pop albums, while the other brother was a style maven busy updating his wardrobe with the latest accoutrements of the hippie era such as scarves and pointed-toe boots. But Osama had little interest in the “Swinging London” of sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll, telling the Spanish women that the young foreigners who swarmed around London that summer were a bit crazy.

Four decades later, during one of the family meetings at his Abbottabad compound, bin Laden told his wives and adult children that he had spent a summer as a young teenager studying in Britain, staying for two and a half months, but that when he was asked to repeat the experience the following year, he had refused to go again on the grounds that “a pious Muslim should not go to the lands of the West. I had the impression that they were people of loose morals.” He said that while he was impressed when he visited Shakespeare’s house in Stratford-upon-Avon, in general the British were “morally degenerate.”

While bin Laden was rejecting the West, many of his half-siblings were embracing it. That embrace was led by the oldest brother, Salem, who had attended Millfield, an English boarding school not known for its academics and populated by fabulously wealthy foreigners. Salem quickly adapted to Western ways, playing 1960s hits on his guitar such as “Where Have All the Flowers Gone?” Unlike Osama, most of the bin Ladens were strikingly Westernized and pro-American. After all, they owed much of their vast fortune to the marriage of petro-convenience between the House of Saud and the United States. Eventually, more than a dozen of his siblings would acquire some kind of schooling in the States, and Salem, who was the dominant force in the family after his father’s death, went on to buy an estate in Orlando, Florida, that he named “Desert Bear.”

Salem was also an indulgent big brother and a Pied Piper of fun who took his siblings on blowout vacations in Europe. He visited Sweden to purchase a fleet of trucks from Volvo for the bin Laden construction company, spending some time in the town of Falun, often with his siblings in tow. The visits were not all business; Salem enjoyed the local discos, and the police in Falun reported that one of the bin Ladens was charged with drunk driving in 1969.

Christina Akerblad owned the Hotel Astoria in Falun where Salem and another brother came to stay in 1970. She recalled, “They had so much money, they didn’t know how much money they had.” The brothers wore immaculate white shirts from Christian Dior and Yves Saint Laurent, which they used only once and then would throw away. Akerblad asked the bin Laden brothers how they had managed to bring their large Rolls-Royce with them to Sweden. They told her, “We have our own plane.”

On a visit to Falun the following year, Salem brought many of his siblings, a visit that was so unusual for the town that a reporter from Falun’s newspaper ran a feature about them headlined “Arab Celebrity Visit.” The reporter wrote, “Salem bin Laden visited Falun on a combined business and pleasure trip through Europe. He was accompanied by twenty-two members of his family.… The young sheikh, who is twenty-six-years old, arrived in his private jet to Borlänge airport, while the rest of the family arrived by car. He has visited the Club Ophelia in Falun. The young sheikh is reportedly a big fan of discos and has visited the discos of Falun at various times in the past.”

This vacation was memorialized in a photograph of the twenty-three bin Laden siblings leaning on a pink Cadillac, dressed up in a riot of colors and bell-bottoms, the girls with their long brown hair uncovered. (There is some debate about whether Osama was one of the bin Laden siblings in the photograph. Osama’s trip to Oxford for summer school just preceded the bin Laden family trip to Sweden during the first week of September 1971.)

While his many half-brothers were off partying in discos, Osama was charting an altogether different course. At his school in Jeddah, bin Laden, aged fourteen, started attending an after-school Islamic study session led by a Syrian teacher who was in his mid-twenties, physically fit and charismatic. The teacher may or may not have been a member of the Muslim Brotherhood, an organization that seeks to inject Islam into the political sphere. But whatever his formal affiliation, he had a big influence on bin Laden and the other students in the study group. They adopted the style and habits of Islamists, shortening the legs of their trousers in supposed imitation of the Prophet, letting their beards grow, and debating other students about the need for a deeper Islamicization of Muslim societies. Bin Laden later told his family that it was around this time that he first started thinking about jihad.

Bin Laden was three years older than his neighbor Khaled Batarfi when they were growing up in the mid-1970s on Jabal al-Arab Street in Mushrefah. It was a typical middle-class Jeddah neighborhood anchored by both a small mosque where the two friends said their daily prayers, and by a playground where they played soccer after school.

Aged sixteen bin Laden was already displaying a fierce religiosity. When Batarfi was leaving his house to play soccer wearing shorts—which fundamentalist Muslims frown upon—bin Laden just looked at Batarfi’s legs and said, “Goodbye.” Bin Laden also warned his stepbrothers not to wear short-sleeve shirts or to ogle the maid. And if he passed the maid on the stairs, bin Laden would rearrange his keffiyeh so that he couldn’t see her. The kids in his neighborhood avoided using swear words around him because he behaved like a cleric.

Bin Laden fasted every Monday and Thursday just as the Prophet had done, and he also prayed more than the five times a day required by his faith, adding an extra set of prayers in the middle of the night as only the most devout Muslims do. When he invited his friends over to his house they chanted hymns about Palestine. He often said, “Unless we, the new generation, change and become stronger and more educated and more dedicated, we will never reclaim Palestine.” He later claimed that he was deeply affected by Israel’s invasion of Lebanon in 1982, which he believed was given a green light by the United States, saying, “I cannot forget those unbearable scenes of blood and severed limbs, the corpses of women and children strewn everywhere.” As a teenager bin Laden already believed that the Muslim world was “backward” compared with the West and not doing enough to counter Western influence in the Middle East.

Bin Laden certainly had friends, but there was always a reserve about him that suggested he was “kind of a lonely guy,” says Batarfi. He was a teenager of few words who did more listening than talking.

He did indulge in some diversions. He and Batarfi enjoyed watching cowboy movies, Bruce Lee karate flicks, and the TV series Fury, about a stallion living on an American ranch. The series meshed well with bin Laden’s own love of riding. On a desert ranch south of Jeddah, he kept some twenty horses, one of them named Al-Balqa, after a horse ridden by one of the Companions of the Prophet. As many Saudi young men did in a country where gas was almost free and the roads ran smooth and straight across the desert, bin Laden loved driving fast cars, especially a prized white Chrysler tricked out with red leather upholstery.

As sex outside marriage was simply unimaginable for bin Laden, when he turned seventeen he began thinking about a wife. He was very close to his mother, Allia, who frequently visited her family in Syria with Osama in tow. On these trips Osama would often see his younger cousin Najwa, who privately nursed a crush on her tall, monosyllabic, handsome cousin, trembling with excitement when he was in the same room as her. Bin Laden asked his mother if he could marry Najwa, and their families agreed to the match. In 1974 Osama, aged seventeen, and Najwa, aged fifteen, were betrothed. True to bin Laden’s fundamentalist beliefs there was no singing or music at their wedding, and laughter and jokes were not encouraged.

Bin Laden and his wife moved in with his mother at her house in Jeddah, where they were given a floor to themselves. Continuing his exceptionally close relationship with his mother, he would kiss her hands and make small talk about her cooking. He was still attending the Al-Thaghr high school, but he was also working on road projects for the Saudi Binladin Group, often operating the heavy equipment himself.

Najwa was soon pregnant and delivered Abdullah, and Osama, as was customary, was now referred to as Abu Abdullah, “the father of Abdullah,” his firstborn son. Soon came another son, Abdul Rahman.

When Abdul Rahman was born he had a deformed head, likely caused by hydrocephalus, a buildup of fluid on the brain that causes enlarged heads in infants. Bin Laden decided to go to the United States together with Najwa and their two sons so Abdul Rahman could receive medical attention. It would be his only visit to the country that would become his life’s obsession.

During their two-week trip Najwa recalled that she and her husband “did not hate America, yet we did not love it.” Najwa’s most memorable moment from the trip to the United States was at an airport when a man became so transfixed by her black face veil and all-enveloping abaya that he paced back and forth in front of her gawking in disbelief. Bin Laden told Batarfi that some Americans even took photos of him and his wife in their Arab robes. Bin Laden told another friend, “We were like in a zoo.” Najwa and her husband later had a good chuckle about this incident.

After graduating from high school in 1976 bin Laden went to King Abdel Aziz University in Jeddah to study economics and business administration. At the age of nineteen, he soon met Jamal Khalifa, who was a year older and studying science. They became fast friends, drawn to each other by their shared religiosity. Neither of the friends watched movies, listened to music, or took photographs, believing that they were all haram, forbidden by Islam. They did watch the news on TV, and in the days before remote control devices, Khalifa had his son stand by the television so if music came on during a newscast his son could turn it down.

The two friends went riding together out into the desert on bin Laden’s beloved Arabian horses, subsisting on dates and water and sleeping on the sand at night. These desert adventures were the beginning of bin Laden’s interest in testing himself and toughening himself for a time of privation that he believed would soon be coming.

Both came of age as the Muslim world was experiencing an Islamic resurgence known as “the Awakening.” This awakening followed the devastating defeat of the Arab states during the 1967 war with Israel. That defeat had exposed the failings of Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser and his avowedly secular regime, which had promised a swift victory.

The Egyptian writer Sayyid Qutb, a key ideologue for the Muslim Brotherhood, provided much of the theoretical underpinnings that shaped this Islamic awakening. In his massive multivolume treatise, In the Shade of the Qur’an, Qutb argued that Islam was not simply the traditional observation of the five pillars of Islam—the profession of faith, the Hajj pilgrimage to Mecca, the giving of alms to the poor, fasting during Ramadan, and the five daily prayers—it was a whole way of life. Qutb’s writings were widely distributed after his execution for purported treason in Cairo in 1966, which made him a martyr for the Muslim Brotherhood movement.

The Awakening had revolutionary features because Qutb’s writings contended that most Muslim governmental systems were mired in Jahiliya, a state of pre-Islamic ignorance and even barbarism, a charge that was implicitly directed against the authoritarian regimes of the Middle East. In Qutb’s polemical book Milestones, he provided inspiration for Islamist movements across the Muslim world, explaining that jihad must not only be defensive in nature, but also be waged offensively. Qutb wrote, “The persons who attempt to defend the concept of Islamic jihad by interpreting it in the narrow sense of the current concept of defensive war… they lack understanding of the nature of Islam and its primary aim.” By implication Qutb was saying that it was a religious duty to take up arms against repressive and corrupt governments in the Muslim world that were not adhering to true Islamic precepts.

In their first years at university Khalifa and bin Laden read Qutb’s books, and the two friends also attended lectures at their university given by Sayyid Qutb’s brother, Mohammed. Mohammed Qutb was a member of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt who had fled persecution and had sought sanctuary in Saudi Arabia. There were a number of Muslim Brothers from Egypt, Iraq, and Syria who were similarly fleeing persecution at home who taught at King Abdel Aziz University when bin Laden and Khalifa were students. These teachers helped shape the Islamist ideology that the two friends were adopting.I

Khalifa, who probably understood bin Laden as well as anyone, said that he developed a very literal interpretation of Islam that he felt he had to carry out, and he was very much afraid that if did not do so, God would punish him. By the time he was twenty bin Laden was a fully fledged religious zealot, convinced that if he didn’t follow his ultra-fundamentalist interpretation of his religion to the letter he would face the wrath of God.

Carmen bin Laden, who married one of bin Laden’s half-brothers, remarked that Osama’s “fierce piety was intimidating, even to the more religious members of the family.” He might have been something of an outsider in the family, but his claims to be a priggish, ultra-observant Muslim were incontestable. And as he became an adult, bin Laden’s identity as a person merged with his religious zealotry.

He continued to work for his family construction company, and idolized his father who had built it from nothing and always seemed to be in command while out in the field managing and working on projects. Bin Laden tried to emulate him by driving the bulldozers at the family’s building sites himself. Like his father, he ate with the workers and worked from dawn to sundown tirelessly.

Osama decided to skip graduating from university and went to work for the family business full-time. He did so at a moment when his oldest brother, Salem, had taken the reins of the family business. Salem was as adept as his father at ingratiating himself with the Saudi monarchy and generating big contracts from King Fahd, the monarch who had succeeded King Faisal after he was assassinated in 1975. Salem acted as a kind of semiofficial jester in the court of King Fahd, doing things that no one else could get away with like buzzing the king’s desert camp in one of the many planes that Salem loved to pilot himself. But Salem was also presiding over a serious business. An authoritative account of Saudi merchant families published in 1979 found that the bin Laden construction business had diversified into a number of areas including engineering, the manufacture of aluminum and concrete, brickmaking, installing air-conditioning systems, and telecommunications.

Bin Laden was twenty-two years old when, seemingly out of nowhere, several hundred Islamist militants seized the Great Mosque in Mecca, the holiest site in the Muslim world, on November 20, 1979. It was the first day of the new century according to the Islamic calendar. The rebels believed that among their ranks was the Mahdi, the savior who was prophesied to come at the end of the world to rid it of evil. They were also critical of the corruption of the Saudi monarchy, a critique that bin Laden would echo publicly a decade and a half later.

The bin Laden family knew the Great Mosque well, since they had spent many years expanding and renovating it. Several bin Laden brothers spent weeks at the mosque providing advice to the Saudi security services trying to extirpate the rebels. When the militants fled underground into tunnels beneath the mosque, the bin Ladens brought in equipment to bore holes in the floors so that grenades could be dropped below to kill the rebels. King Fahd conferred with Saudi religious leaders and he ordered the mosque be retaken. The bin Laden family provided blueprints and maps of the Great Mosque to the Saudi Special Forces who stormed it. Some sixty militants were later publicly beheaded.

Bin Laden subsequently reflected on this event, which seems to have precipitated an early skepticism about the Saudi regime. “King Fahd defiled the sanctity of the Great Mosque. He showed stubbornness, acted against the advice of everybody, and sent armored vehicles into the mosque. I still recall the imprint of tracked vehicles on the tiles of the mosque. People still recall that the minarets were covered with black smoke due to their shelling by tanks.”

The Saudi royal family saw the rebels’ seizure of the Great Mosque as a great threat to their power, just as the Iranian Revolution had been earlier in the year. The Saudi monarchy was determined to ensure that they would not be outflanked on matters of religion by Sunni militants at home or by the Shia militants in Iran. So the Saudi monarchy went back to its roots, and embraced the most austere form of Wahhabi Islam. In the mid-eighteenth century the first Saudi king had allied with Muhammad bin Abdul-Wahhab, a cleric who promoted an extremely harsh interpretation of Sunni Islam. This marriage of convenience had survived for more than two centuries and was the key to the political economy of Saudi Arabia: the Saudi royal family retained absolute authority—so much so that their family name was embedded in the name of the country—while the Wahhabi religious establishment sanctioned that absolute authority.

The Wahhabi religious establishment was now given a free hand: women announcers disappeared on Saudi TV; the religious police could arrest purported malefactors and harass unveiled women; illicit alcohol became much harder to obtain; movie theaters closed, as did music stores; and the Saudis dramatically increased their support to Islamic universities in the country and to charitable organizations that exported hardline Wahhabi ideas around the world.

Carmen bin Laden noticed that the atmosphere in the kingdom changed even in small, subtle ways. Despite the baking heat, bin Laden’s wife, Najwa, started routinely wearing gloves outside, as did bin Laden’s most observant half-sister, Sheikha.

Three weeks after the end of the Mecca siege there was another momentous event: The “infidel” Soviets invaded Afghanistan. The Soviets were trying to prop up the communist government of Afghanistan, which was facing a growing insurgency. The Soviet occupation of Afghanistan would transform the shy, monosyllabic zealot with a capacious wallet into a leader of men.

I. When he became a public figure leading a self-proclaimed jihad, bin Laden never cited Sayyid Qutb’s works in support of his actions, probably because Qutb wasn’t a cleric with a formal religious education, just like bin Laden himself, who never studied Islam formally. So neither had any real standing to make rulings on Islamic law. Instead, when bin Laden advocated jihad he cited religious authorities such as the medieval Muslim scholar Ibn Taymiyya.






THREE JIHAD



To stand one hour in the battle line in the cause of Allah is better than sixty years of night prayer.

—Abdullah Azzam, a mentor of bin Laden’s, quoting the Prophet Mohammed



In late December 1979 bin Laden was deeply upset when he heard the news that an “infidel” Soviet army had just invaded Afghanistan. The event would turn out to be the most transformative of his life, launching him into a full-time job helping the Afghan resistance and eventually leading to his formation of al-Qaeda.

Bin Laden spent the first two weeks of 1980 gathering donations for the Afghan holy warriors from members of his family and then traveled to Pakistan, where he gave the donations to representatives of the Jamiat-e-Islami, the Islamic Party, which was helping support the jihad against the Soviets.

Abdullah Azzam also was outraged by the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. He had felt the sting of occupation firsthand during the 1967 war when the Israelis had occupied Jenin in Palestine, where his family lived. Azzam also had guerrilla warfare experience. Following the Israeli occupation he had crossed the border into Jordan where he joined a small group of Palestinian fighters that had launched raids into Israel. Azzam was now emerging both as an important political figure and an authority on matters of Islamic law, as he was a leader of the Muslim Brotherhood in Jordan and had obtained a doctorate in jurisprudence from Al-Azhar University in Cairo, the Vatican of Sunni thought. In 1980 Azzam received an offer to teach at bin Laden’s alma mater, King Abdel Aziz University in Jeddah. It was in Jeddah that bin Laden and Azzam fatefully met when bin Laden attended some of Azzam’s sermons.

Azzam decided to move to Pakistan in 1981 so he could be closer to the jihad being waged against the Soviets in neighboring Afghanistan and contribute in some way to the holy war. He started promoting the Afghan cause, writing books in Arabic about the war, while collecting donations for the holy cause, and he gave inspirational lectures about the conflict in countries around the world, including in the United States.

Essam al-Ridi, an Egyptian studying to be a pilot at the Ed Boardman Aviation School in Texas, was active in the Muslim American Youth Association, whose convention was held in Fort Worth during the early 1980s. Abdullah Azzam was a star at the convention, where he spoke about the obligation Muslims had to help the Afghan jihad in any way they could. Ridi was so inspired by Azzam’s lecture that he moved to Pakistan in 1983 and started working for Azzam, traveling the world to find specialized items needed by the Afghan fighters such as rangefinders, scopes, and night vision equipment.

Similarly, Wael Julaidan, a Saudi from Medina whose family was involved in real estate, was a student in the United States in the mid-1980s studying for a master’s degree in range management at the University of Arizona in Tucson. When Azzam spoke in Tucson in 1984, Julaidan was so moved by his lecture that he left for Pakistan to work with Azzam.

Azzam published a book, Signs of the Most Merciful in the Afghan Holy War, which recounted stories of the holy warriors in Afghanistan and told of the miracles that were happening to them as a result of God’s grace: fighters who were struck by bullets but were not harmed and birds that circled in flocks above the holy warriors to distract Soviet helicopters. This was a leitmotif of Azzam’s efforts to recruit Muslims from around the world to aid the Afghan conflict and also to shake loose donations from deep-pocketed Arabs: emphasizing the divine moments taking place in the Afghan jihad. The “martyrs” always died with smiles on their faces and their dead bodies invariably gave off a sweet musk-like odor.

Unlike bin Laden, Azzam was well qualified to pronounce on matters of Islamic jurisprudence, and in 1984 he issued a fatwa, a ruling on Islamic law, that Muslims around the world had an individual obligation to fight in the Afghan holy war. This was a revolutionary ruling since it went beyond the traditional interpretations of “defensive jihad,” that local Muslims had an obligation to fight a jihad against a non-Muslim occupying force, because it ruled that all Muslims, whether they lived in Brooklyn or Jakarta, had to fight in the Afghan War. Azzam opined, “Expelling the Kuffar [infidels] from our land is Fard Ayn, a compulsory duty upon all.… We have to concentrate our efforts on Afghanistan and Palestine now, because they have become our foremost problems.” Azzam announced his new fatwa during the 1984 Hajj pilgrimage to Mecca.

The same year that he issued the fatwa, Azzam decided to set up a “Services Office” that would coordinate the work of the Arab volunteers who were beginning to arrive in Pakistan to help the war effort and provide them guesthouses to live in Peshawar, the nearest major Pakistani city to the Afghan border. From the beginning Azzam emphasized that the word “service” in “Services Office” was because the Arabs coming to help the Afghan war effort were there to serve the Afghans, not their own interests. And who better to finance this effort than bin Laden, whom Azzam had known for the past four years and with whom he was deeply impressed? Azzam often observed how “pure” bin Laden was, a man who lived “the life of the poor,” living like “a Jordanian laborer” with not even a single chair or table in his house, yet if you asked him to help the holy warriors, he would write a check on the spot for one million riyals (more than $250,000).

It was a mutual admiration club. Bin Laden was totally in thrall to Azzam, who was a decade and a half older and was many things that he was not. Azzam was a warfighter, a religious authority, a prolific essayist, and a talented public speaker. In Azzam, bin Laden found the father figure he seemed to have been longing for. Vahid Mojdeh, an Afghan working as a translator at the Services Office, remembers Azzam completely overshadowing bin Laden. “I never heard bin Laden delivering a speech in Peshawar. He was not considered clever or intelligent. Azzam, on the other hand, was a powerful speaker, and a declaimer of poems.” Similarly, Faraj Ismail, an Egyptian journalist who covered the Afghan jihad for the Saudi Al Muslimoon newspaper, described the relationship between bin Laden and Azzam as “a student to a professor. I felt that Azzam was the religious reference for bin Laden.”

Azzam’s fatwa brought new recruits from the Muslim world. Essam Deraz, an Egyptian writer who covered the “Afghan Arabs,” said “They came to die.” This, of course, wasn’t necessarily the soundest military strategy since intentional death-seeking is not typically the best tactic to win a war, but these idealistic young Arab recruits were fired by fervor for the holy war; they wanted adventure and in many cases they wanted the glory that came with the death of a martyr.

One of the first recruits was the Algerian Abdullah Anas, who described his fellow volunteers as young men whose minds were “full of Sylvester Stallone and visions of paradise.” Anas read a newspaper in 1984 that reported that a group of ulema—religious scholars, including Abdullah Azzam—had issued a fatwa that every Muslim should try and liberate Afghanistan from the atheist Soviets. Anas decided to go to Afghanistan even though he had no idea where Afghanistan was, or how to get there.

In a coincidence that would alter the course of his life, Anas was performing the Hajj pilgrimage in Saudi Arabia and as he walked around the sacred site in Mecca, he recognized Azzam. Anas asked him, “Are you Abdullah Azzam? I’ve read the fatwa. I’m from Algeria and I saw your signature among the ulemas saying that jihad in Afghanistan is a duty. And if I decide to go, what can I do?”

Azzam told him that after two weeks he should go to Islamabad, the capital of Pakistan, and “call me from the airport and I will give you the address to come to my home.” Anas stayed at Azzam’s house, and at lunch one day a man was sitting on Anas’s right. Azzam told him, “This is your brother, Osama.” Bin Laden was very shy, very well mannered, and said virtually nothing. This was characteristic of bin Laden during this period; Azzam did all the talking and bin Laden did all the listening,

Anas says he was the fourteenth of the Arabs who arrived in Pakistan to help the Afghan jihad. He wanted to find out what was going on inside Afghanistan, particularly on the more distant battlefronts. Anas volunteered to join a caravan of three hundred Afghan mujahideen, holy warriors, traveling to Mazar-i-Sharif in the north of Afghanistan. The trip took forty days of walking across the mountains of Afghanistan.

For the Arabs it was intensely emotional to travel among the Afghans. When villagers heard that among the caravan of mujahideen there was an Arab, they all came out of their homes to see him because he spoke the language of the Prophet. Anas spoke at village mosques and hundreds would gather to hear him, crying, “Allah Akbar!” [God is great!] Anas recounted, “I used to feel that I am an angel. I am walking in the air. I’m doing my duty, making my God happy, helping brother Muslims, and no pressure of life, sitting with the Afghans. These simple people all were loving the Prophet, all loving the Koran, making jihad.”

Anas stayed in Mazar-i-Sharif for two months and decided that the Arab participation in Afghanistan was not just about fighting and being martyred, but to find ways to help Afghans from being forced from their homes and becoming refugees in Pakistan. Already the Soviets had dislodged millions of Afghans, creating the largest refugee population since World War II. Anas determined that the Arabs and their wealthy backers had to help build schools and hospitals for the Afghans.

During the first four years of the war bin Laden went back and forth from Saudi Arabia to Pakistan bringing donations to the Afghan factions fighting the Soviets, but he did not set foot in Afghanistan itself, dissuaded by family and friends who told him it was too dangerous. But in 1984 Azzam suggested bin Laden take a look for himself. One of the easier places in Afghanistan to access from Pakistan was Jaji, because a parrot’s beak of Pakistani territory made travel into this part of eastern Afghanistan just a few miles from the Pakistani border relatively easy. This route avoided having to make one of the weeks-long treks by foot that were necessary to reach more distant parts of Afghanistan.

At first bin Laden was afraid to be on the ground in Afghanistan. Azzam regularly took his teenage sons to the Afghan front lines, and one of them remembered that when bin Laden first heard explosions he used to jump and run away, which made Azzam’s sons have a good laugh at bin Laden’s expense. But once bin Laden reached Jaji, he was appalled by the terrible state of the weapons the Afghans were using and even of their trenches. These discoveries made him feel embarrassed that it had taken him four years to get to the front lines of the holy war. He believed that he could be pardoned for this great sin in the eyes of God only if he were to be “martyred.”

While he was in Jaji the Soviets launched an air raid, during which bin Laden said he felt closer to God than ever before. He went back to Saudi Arabia even more fired up by the Afghan cause. During Ramadan he was able to raise more than $5 million from private donors, including eight million riyals (more than $2 million) from one of his half-sisters.

In September 1984 bin Laden agreed with Azzam that he would start paying for the volunteers and their families who were moving to Pakistan to work for the Services Office. Bin Laden started paying around $300,000 a year to the Services Office so that these Muslim recruits from around the world could “join the caravan,” the title of one of Azzam’s books about the Afghan jihad.

A key project of Azzam and bin Laden’s Services Office was Jihad magazine, which started publishing in December 1984. The first issue informed readers, “We remind you that the Afghan jihad is a necessity for the Muslims, even if the number of Russian enemies and others are double your number. And, in God’s name, you will defeat your enemies, because one of you is superior to ten of your enemies.”

The Arabic-language magazine appeared monthly, carrying news of the war in Afghanistan, and it also focused on Arab efforts to help the Afghan jihad. In its first six months the magazine was an amateur production in black-and-white, while subsequent issues were well laid out and featured a wealth of color photographs. The magazine was a vital tool for fundraising and for recruiting Muslim volunteers from around the world for the Afghan jihad. Azzam, a man of immense energy, wrote much of the copy and edited much of the magazine, while bin Laden was content at this stage in his life to take a back seat to Azzam and barely registered in its pages.

Two of the first recruits to work at Jihad magazine were Jamal Ismail, a Palestinian student who was studying at Peshawar Engineering University, who translated news items from English for the magazine. Another was Ahmad Zaidan, a Syrian. Both Ismail and Zaidan would later become journalists for major Arab media outlets and would cover the rise of bin Laden as he launched his war against the United States.

Jihad magazine was a powerful tool for recruitment for the Afghan holy war as it was distributed to some fifty countries around the world and was an early example of how jihadists harnessed the most current media format to spread their propaganda. At its height, seventy thousand copies were printed of each issue, many of which went to the United States. Indeed, the Services Office had its U.S. headquarters in Brooklyn, as well as other offices in Boston, Chicago, Phoenix, Tucson, and Washington, DC.

Azzam, backed by bin Laden’s money, launched what was effectively the first global jihadist project, bringing Muslims from around the world to aid the Afghan war who were often inspired by what they had read in Jihad magazine. This was enabled by an era of relatively cheap air travel, including a 75 percent discount on Saudia airline for Saudis who wanted to support the Afghan jihad.

Jamal al-Fadl, a Sudanese living in Brooklyn in the mid-1980s, was working in a grocery store when he read a copy of Jihad magazine and he saw the news about Azzam’s fatwa. Fadl left for Pakistan, where he attended training camps, learning how to shoot AK-47s and rocket-propelled grenades and how to handle explosives such as TNT and C4.

Bin Laden, aged twenty-seven, began thinking about solving some of the logistical issues around supplying the Afghan guerrillas fighting in places like Jaji. He decided that his experience in construction in Saudi Arabia might be transferable to Afghanistan. Better roads would allow the mujahideen more maneuverability, and tunnels would allow them to shelter during bombardments and could also function as hospitals. Of course there were major logistical issues involving transporting bin Laden’s construction equipment from Saudi Arabia into Pakistan and then on to Afghanistan, but bin Laden enlisted both the Saudi ambassador in Pakistan and the Saudi Red Crescent charitable organization to help him surmount these hurdles.

While he became increasingly involved in the Afghan War, bin Laden continued to work in the family business. In 1982 he was appointed by his older brother Salem to be an executive overseeing the project to renovate the Prophet’s Mosque in Medina, the second-holiest site in Islam. Bin Laden moved to the holy city to help supervise the project. Working to renovate the Medina mosque was enormously significant for bin Laden given its special connection to the Prophet.

While invested both in the Afghan war effort and also in the renovations in Medina, bin Laden started thinking about marrying again. He had pronounced views about the proper practice of polygamy, which he had discussed at great length with Jamal Khalifa, his best friend at university. The two friends had agreed that polygamy wasn’t about “fun” and “just having women with you to sleep with,” but was in fact a solution for a very real social problem, since it was well established, in their view, that there were more women in the world than men. The two friends discussed how their own fathers had practiced polygamy and agreed that they hadn’t approached it in a properly religious manner. In the friends’ view, to be a true Muslim you should marry only the four wives sanctioned by Islam and then only if you could treat all four of them fairly.

Bin Laden and Khalifa agreed they wouldn’t follow in their fathers’ footsteps, as each man had married many more than four women and had frequently divorced them. This was a particularly sensitive subject for bin Laden, whose parents had divorced after a brief marriage when bin Laden was only two and whose father, Mohammed, had sired fifty-five children from some twenty wives. Since Mohammed bin Laden never had more than four wives at any one time, he was constantly divorcing the third and the fourth and marrying new ones. Bin Laden believed that was not the Islamic way at all; you had to divide your time and attention fairly between your wives and stick with them.

As his family grew and bin Laden began ruminating about marrying again and having more children, in 1983 he purchased a large building in Jeddah’s Aziziyah neighborhood on Wadi Bishah Street, just to the north of the neighborhood where his mother lived. Bin Laden chose to leave his new home undecorated; there were no pictures, the carpet was cheap, and the overall color scheme was gray. This would continue to be bin Laden’s favored mode of decor in all of his future homes. In the steaming-hot city of Jeddah, bin Laden wouldn’t let the air-conditioning be turned on in his house, nor would he permit the refrigerator to be used, pompously observing that “Islamic beliefs are corrupted by modernization.” It’s a stance that he would also adopt in other brutally hot climates that he would later live in, such as Sudan and southern Afghanistan.

Bin Laden was quite deliberate about the three women he chose to marry next. All of them claimed descent from the Prophet Mohammed, a subject of great importance to the ultra-orthodox bin Laden, who tried to model every aspect of his life on the Prophet. Unlike his first wife, Najwa, they were all well-educated teachers. When bin Laden increasingly adopted a life of exile, these wives would end up becoming the tutors to his many children.

During Najwa’s fifth pregnancy bin Laden raised “an unexpected topic”: his plans to take a second wife. Najwa was not thrilled by this suggestion and over the next months they spent many hours discussing the issue. Bin Laden wore her down, arguing that he wanted to have “many children for Islam.” Over time Najwa began to accept the idea; her husband wasn’t unhappy with his current marriage, it was just that he genuinely wanted to bring more Muslims into the world. Bin Laden told her, “Najwa if you are contented in your heart for me to take a second wife, you will gain in heaven. It is certain that your life will end in Paradise.”

In 1983 bin Laden married Khadijah al-Sharif, an educated woman who had taught at a girls’ school in Jeddah and was a direct descendant of the Prophet. Najwa didn’t attend the wedding ceremony, but over time she and Khadijah became friends. Khadijah bore bin Laden a son, Ali, while Najwa had her fifth son, Osman.

A year after marrying Khadijah, bin Laden took his two wives and six sons on a trip to Peshawar, Pakistan, so they could see for themselves the great jihad project he had embarked upon in neighboring Afghanistan. There he procured a spacious villa for his growing family and he devoted more time than usual to his young sons. He brought the eldest, eight-year-old Abdullah, on one of his jihad excursions to the Afghanistan-Pakistan border. During the broiling Saudi summers, while much of the rest of the Saudi elite was off in London or the South of France, the bin Laden family often returned to Peshawar.

Bin Laden enlisted his first wife, Najwa, in his quest to find his third wife. Together they already had six children, but bin Laden told Najwa that the time was coming when “Islam would need more followers” and he wanted to have more sons and daughters “to carry forth the message of God.” To his close male friends bin Laden often repeated a saying attributed to the Prophet Mohammed: “Marry and increase in number because with you I increase the nation [of Muslims].”

He asked Najwa if she would help find him a “suitable wife.” Najwa contemplated the matter for a few days and concluded that she would indeed help “for Islam” and that her love for her husband “would live and grow even more.” “Guided by God,” within a few weeks Najwa found Khairiah Sabar—“a lovely woman from Jeddah,” who was very devout and hailed from a wealthy, distinguished family that claimed descent from the Prophet. Unusual for someone from a conservative family in the deeply conservative Saudi Arabia of the mid-1980s, Sabar had an independent career as a specialized teacher of deaf-mute children. Bin Laden married Umm Hamza in 1985, when he was twenty-eight and she was thirty-six, which was a very late age in Saudi Arabia for a woman to get married.
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