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Dedication

To the memory of my late brother, Larry Elliott, a world traveler who shared my deep interest in Saudi Arabia.
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Prologue

The Race to Rule

For nearly half a century, there was almost no change in the stultifying kingdom of Saudi Arabia. One elderly monarch succeeded another. One failed five-year reform plan followed another. And still one more generation of young Saudis grew up wards of government and prisoners of religious restrictions.

But in less than a decade, things have changed dramatically. Today’s Saudi Arabia is literally unrecognizable from that of 2016. Ubiquitous black-bearded religious police, who stalked the streets enforcing public piety at the expense of personal privacy, are gone from view. Gone too are the myriad restrictions on women, music, mixing of genders, and entertainment that so constrained the behavior of every Saudi, even those who dared sneak some freedom in the privacy of their homes. In 2024 for the first time, a Saudi woman dared to compete in the Miss Universe contest. A year earlier, a female astronaut was the first Saudi launched to the International Space Station.

Today at my hotel a Saudi man and woman stand side by side at the check-in desk and unquestioningly register a single woman like me, something once forbidden without official approval. Their gender-mixing not long ago would have landed both under arrest by religious police. When I take a helicopter ride at a popular tourist site, the pilot is a slight Saudi woman wearing crisp tan slacks and a white short-sleeved shirt. No black abaya. And her copilot is male.

The CEO of the Saudi stock exchange is a woman. A decade ago men refused even to speak to her when she called their firms as a rare female financial analyst.

And camel racing, Saudi’s oldest sport dating from the seventh century, in 2024 for the first time featured female jockeys bouncing atop camels in the Crown Prince’s Camel Festival. Some 21,000 riders competed for a $13 million prize. (At my first camel race in 1984, jockeys all were small boys and the winner took home a big water truck for supplying his desert tents.)

Soundstorm, a three-day music festival in Riyadh, draws nearly 700,000 exuberant Saudis dancing in the streets and cheering the music of international stars like Bruno Mars, H.E.R., Shakira, and Wiz Khalifa. Soundstorm is the Middle East’s largest music event in a country where music was strictly forbidden before 2016. World-class boxers Tyson Fury and Francis Ngannou compete in “The Battle of the Baddest” before a sellout crowd of 30,000 Saudi men and women. Cristiano Ronaldo, the Portuguese soccer star now playing for a Saudi team, is just one of the global sports heroes I spot in attendance. In 2024 the kingdom hosted its first-ever female boxing match featuring two featherweights, Australia’s Skye Nicolson and Britain’s Raven Chapman.

Tens of thousands of Saudis old and young who can’t afford such concerts or boxing matches nightly fill new Epcot-style theme parks to stroll a dozen pavilions of nations including Morocco, China, and Italy or pose in front of an Egyptian Sphinx. At another park, the very daring can take a spin 160 feet in the air atop “Drop Tower” before falling toward the ground at 70 miles per hour.

Teenage boys and girls sit side by side in Starbucks huddled over computers like their counterparts in the West. Gone is the strict prohibition on gender-mixing and with it the high wooden walls on wheels that restaurants once quickly deployed around tables to segregate families.

Saudi children under age five frequently speak English before Arabic as they are growing up on iPads, TV, and videogames viewing English-language apps and activities. Typical is a nine-year-old boy I met who is in “special Arabic” class at his school. Special Arabic, he explains, is “Arabic for those who don’t speak Arabic.”

All these changes—and the young change agent who is dramatically reshaping Saudi Arabia and its role in the world—are the subjects of this book. Change was anathema to the kingdom’s rigid religious class. They insisted that Saudis pursue lives of virtue seeking to live exactly as their prophet fourteen hundred years ago. The modest beginning of modernization in Saudi Arabia in the 1970s was largely snuffed out when King Faisal, a reformer, was shot by a nephew; that young prince was avenging the death of his brother killed earlier by government police for protesting King Faisal’s introduction of television to Saudi Arabia.

The next three kings were plagued by ill health or old age, leading to what Saudis call the “lost decades.” By 2015 the kingdom was in crisis. Oil prices had fallen by half from a year earlier and the kingdom’s hard currency reserves being used to fund government would be exhausted in five years.

Enter the new king—and his twenty-nine-year-old son. King Salman, then eighty, was well known to Saudis, having ruled Riyadh Province for nearly half a century before becoming crown prince in 2013. But young Prince Mohammed was largely unknown to his countrymen. Yes, he was the sixth of his father’s dozen sons. But who was he? In a royal family governed by hierarchy this young man should have amounted to little. Yet he quickly amassed power. The story of what shaped him and how he took power is one purpose of this book. How he uses that power to reshape his nation is another focus. Most importantly, the book will examine the key question for the kingdom: Can his ambitious change agenda succeed? And how will his new Saudi Arabia impact the wider world?

Some of the answers to what shaped MBS lie in half a dozen interviews I’ve had with the prince since he came to power. Others lie in the stories of his royal cousins, his childhood friends, his ministers who work closely with him, and also the views of Saudi citizens of all walks of life I’ve spoken with over the years.

In meetings, the prince creates an informal atmosphere. My biggest surprises at our first meeting were the enormous size of his office, the complete absence of any retainers scurrying about, and his big friendly smile and informal dress; he was wearing a loose-fitting brown thobe, an ankle-length robe worn by Muslim men, with no bisht or head covering, revealing his dark hair tightly swept off his face. This is a young man who doesn’t need sartorial trappings of power or regal airs because he has the real stuff. His conversational ease is sharply at odds with interviewing some of his powerful, now deceased uncles in the 1980s. Responses to my questions then came back stilted nonanswers as if from a heavenly throne. Retainers milled about, disrupting any opportunity for real engagement with their boss. With MBS, the translator and note taker are the only others in the room and they are barely seen and rarely heard as MBS speaks such good English now.

He does offer Arabic coffee, the first and common gesture of hospitality that opens every encounter with a Saudi. While traditionally, the host pours the coffee, the Crown Prince waves to a server holding a brass pot with a long, curved spout. The man pours a stream of translucent brown coffee, spiced with cardamom, into a tiny, gold-rimmed cup with no handle. I gingerly hold the hot cup between thumb and middle finger, and he pours a second one for the Crown Prince. We quickly gulp the hot liquid and decline refills by shaking our cups side to side. Time to get down to business.

The Crown Prince happily (or so it seems) responds to my questions for two hours. In Saudi Arabia, Al Saud royals, even the king, never terminate meetings as seeming to dismiss a guest is impolite. When I end our meeting, the smiling, chatty prince walks me to the door of Iqrah palace, takes time to introduce me to some of his close advisers, and then hops into a golf cart and speeds off alone.

He smiles often and looks one directly in the eye offering fulsome explanations that always seek to persuade; he’s a born marketer. He tends to preface answers with historical context but quickly moves to a direct response. In March 2023, he shared the news with me that in a week’s time the kingdom would normalize relations with its nemesis, Iran. Shocked, I asked why now? “We have to face reality,” he said matter-of-factly. “There isn’t a high chance of the U.S. intervening in Iran.” Without confidence in U.S. reliability, reducing tensions with Iran was necessary to protect the kingdom’s massive investments in modernization.

He is neither condescending nor ingratiating. And he’s confident enough to engage on any topic from Saudi foreign and defense policy to how he got an ulcer working for his “super strict” father; or his childhood allowance and favorite videogames. The only thing between an interlocutor and MBS is a pile of documents on the table between us. While a master of all things digital, he still prefers to digest important information the old-fashioned way—on paper.

Once in power, Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman quickly replaced the kingdom’s gerontocracy and chained its theocracy. He fashioned himself as the leader of young Saudis—some 65 percent of Saudis are under thirty years of age. He is promising a modern economy no longer dependent on oil and a life with boundless entertainment so long denied Saudis. Most young Saudis enthusiastically support MBS, as the Crown Prince is widely known. They grew up in a Saudi Arabia where fun was a dirty word according to their religious authorities. As a result, entertainment was forbidden. Yet, thanks to the internet, these young Saudis saw—and sought—lives like youth elsewhere in the world.

MBS is giving them that. A decade ago, the only music permitted was the haunting sound of the muezzin’s call to prayer five times a day. Today he has ordered the volume on the call to prayer lowered and made the sound of pop music ubiquitous—in elevators, restaurants, cars, homes, and at sold-out concerts. Thousands of squealing teenage girls stormed the Riyadh airport for the arrival of Korea’s popular BTS Boys a few years back.

So far, the Crown Prince is succeeding at bold change where earlier rulers failed even at incrementally confronting the kingdom’s challenges. That’s partially because the young generation of Saudis provides a supportive constituency for MBS. But it’s also because MBS has shown the courage to confront religious authorities and royal relatives to force upon them his vision of a revitalized Saudi Arabia. Some earlier rulers talked of reforms but didn’t act. MBS shows no such reluctance. He has a vision of a new, modern kingdom and is driving that with relentless urgency.

His vision, however, leaves little space for political opposition—or even debate. Hundreds of Saudis have been imprisoned, many on imprecise charges, but essentially for offending MBS in some way or another. These include a number of personal friends of mine who have literally disappeared without any official explanation.

Still, most Saudis seem willing to ignore the political repression and enjoy the absence of religious restrictions. Shortly after becoming deputy crown prince in 2015, Mohammed bin Salman banned the religious police from public places. Fear of being arrested by these men had made Saudi women virtually invisible in public during most of my decades visiting the kingdom. A tangle with the religious police could ruin a young woman’s reputation and thus her chances of marriage. These days, religious police use megaphones to urge Saudis to go to prayer five times daily but they remain confined to their cars rather than using long sticks to threaten individual Saudis on the streets as in the past.

Today women are visible everywhere. They drive. They work in large numbers in both government offices and private companies. They are CEOs of the stock exchange, a large media company, and their own startups. They are ambassadors, astronauts, and beauty contestants. Visit any government building and women are crowding into elevators with men, seemingly oblivious to earlier strictures. These days, women both young and elderly go out at night in groups to fine restaurants, theme parks, and shopping malls without a male guardian in sight. They are free—even to leave the kingdom without a male relative.

Within two years, Mohammed bin Salman’s power increased when he took the title of crown prince. He literally forced his cousin to relinquish the title by holding him captive all night. At dawn, the crown prince resigned his role to MBS. Five months later the new crown prince locked up scores of royal princes, some of his father’s ministers, and a host of prominent Saudi businessmen in the Ritz-Carlton hotel in Riyadh to consolidate his hold on power.

The Ritz-Carlton coup was about much more than a dynastic power struggle. Previous Saudi rulers had allowed corruption to grow and spread like kudzu across America’s Deep South. A flash flood in Jeddah in 2009 dramatized the costs of corruption to Saudi society. More than one hundred people died and thousands of homes were damaged because public funds intended for constructing drainage and sewage systems had been diverted to corrupt public officials. So pervasive was corruption that some ordinary Saudis I knew at the time took the sheets off their hospital beds. If the elite could steal from the state, so could they. By some reliable estimates, corruption annually was draining 30 percent of the Saudi government’s spending into private pockets. Imprisoning the rich and famous was wildly popular with ordinary Saudis.

MBS achieved at least two goals with the Ritz lockup. He disgraced and disposed of the late King Abdullah’s sons as potential challengers to his power. One paid the government a reported $1 billion of alleged ill-gotten money and was forced to resign his powerful post as head of the national guard, giving MBS control of all the kingdom’s armed forces. Another of King Abdullah’s sons remains in prison to this day.

But the Ritz-Carlton lockup was much more than a family affair. It was a terrifying signal to elite Saudis that the way of doing business in the kingdom was changing. MBS would level the playing field so that young Saudis without powerful connections could compete in a revitalized private sector he promised would create jobs the government no longer could afford to provide. Stanching corruption also would save government money needed to help fund MBS’s lavish spending to transform the kingdom off oil and on to tourism, entertainment, logistics, manufacturing, and mineral mining.

The big question is whether the Crown Prince can succeed—and at what cost. The kingdom’s huge spending on gigaprojects has so far failed to attract big foreign investment, forcing Saudi Arabia to risk its own capital. By early 2024, the government announced, some of its ambitious projects would be delayed due to budget deficits and a reluctance to undertake outsize borrowing. Despite the goal of weaning the kingdom off oil, revenues from energy still account for 62 percent of government revenue.1 And oil prices have hovered around $82, far below the $96 a barrel price the kingdom needs to balance its budget, according to the International Monetary Fund. It’s a flashing yellow light on the road to attaining MBS’s vision.

Beyond reforming and revitalizing Saudi Arabia, the Crown Prince also intends to be a powerful voice on the world stage, shaping geopolitics to preserve peace and prosperity for his kingdom. Saudi First. Already he is actively reshaping the kingdom’s relations with the United States, long its key ally, by growing closer to Russia and China. He’s even trying to reorient Saudi relations with Israel and with Iran, long a Saudi nemesis. And in early 2025 he hosted high-profile talks between the U.S. and Russia to end Russia’s war in Ukraine.

If reshaping the kingdom internally has proved difficult, reshaping the Mideast and global politics is proving far more challenging. Not so long ago, MBS was on the verge of achieving his dream of diplomatic relations with Israel, allowing the two nations to enhance not just Mideast security but also to create a technological powerhouse in Neom, a $500 billion development in the north of Saudi Arabia, by pairing Israeli technology and Saudi money. This powerful linkup would also create a key logistics hub connecting Asia to Europe. The Hamas invasion of Gaza blew up this plan.

Indeed, Hamas’s invasion of Israel on October 7, 2023, has stunted MBS’s race to develop his kingdom and project his power. All this has left Saudi Arabia’s international relations in flux. The U.S. is seen as distracted and distrusted. As a result, MBS is actively courting better relations with all other big powers—Russia, China, Europe, and India. The world would be wise to watch this ambitious and determined prince and the assertive game he will play over coming decades to align Saudi Arabia with any power that can benefit his kingdom.

During most of my forty-five years visiting Saudi Arabia, seeing the ruler was of little interest. Meetings with senior princes were royal audiences, not real interviews. But seeing this crown prince is always informative. He is in charge of absolutely everything in the kingdom, from policy to play. And nothing seems too small to escape his attention. During a recent visit to his sprawling office, as the Crown Prince pointed me to a seat, he gestured toward my black abaya and said, “You know you don’t have to wear that.” Having been ordered to my hotel a decade earlier by religious police for failure to cover my hair, this casual comment underscores the dramatic changes he has wrought.

But it also captures the candor, confidence, and capacity for attention to detail that are the hallmarks of the leader and the changes we are about to examine in this book.




Chapter One

Young Man in a Hurry

The tall, bearded young man was in a hurry. He had a government to restructure and a nation to reshape. But first, a royal uncle to bury.

Islam requires quick burial of the dead. Thus there was no surprise in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia when the late King Abdullah’s body was hastily wrapped in a white shroud and buried among his Al Saud predecessors in an unmarked grave in Riyadh’s Oud cemetery on January 23, 2015.

But what came next was shocking. On exactly the same day Saudis were observing a day of mourning for the late king, the new king’s twenty-nine-year-old son—who was neither crown prince nor deputy crown prince—assembled four individuals to advise him on streamlining his father’s new government. At dusk on Saturday, he told them he wanted to eliminate a host of deliberative supreme councils and replace them with two decisive bodies. The older and more experienced ministers told the young prince that such sweeping reorganization would require time. “Take time,” he said, “but decide tonight.”

By sunrise Sunday, the group had concurred on eliminating a dozen supreme councils on this and that which had become burial grounds for making decisions under the late king, and agreed on only two new councils, one for economic issues and the other for security. In short order Mohammed bin Salman, the largely unknown son of King Salman, was named by his father to chair first one, and later both, powerful councils.

The following afternoon, Prince Mohammed bin Salman again summoned the group to discuss a new cabinet for his father replacing nearly a dozen people. Shortly after, King Salman announced his son’s sweeping changes by issuing some thirty royal decrees. As the Pharaoh would say, “So let it be written. So let it be done.”

This marked the public rise to power of a young prince most Saudis had never seen or heard. Saudi Arabia’s citizens were accustomed to their leaders being elderly and largely inactive. For nearly half a century, kings of Saudi Arabia had been the ever more elderly sons of the kingdom’s founder, Abdul Aziz al Saud, who sired forty-five boys by twenty-two wives before his death in 1953. Suddenly here was a twenty-nine-year-old grandson of Abdul Aziz. Who was he? How did he get power?

“We don’t know him. He just appeared suddenly with no record,” said an anguished Saudi conservative summing up a widespread public reaction to the young prince King Salman had named chief of his royal court in 2015.

In just two days Mohammed bin Salman had persuaded his father to create a government that would be far easier for one man to control. And he soon did. Unlike God, who created the world in six days and rested on the seventh, this prince did not pause. Within four months, he was deputy crown prince. A year later, he was crown prince after holding his cousin, Mohammed bin Nayef, captive all night to force his resignation from the role. Five months after that, he locked royal relatives and powerful Saudi businessmen in the Ritz-Carlton accusing them of corruption. He secured $100 billion from his Ritz “guests,” freed some to house arrest, and sent others to prison.

Suddenly the largely unknown prince was both famous and infamous. A photo of his youthful face and cryptic Mona Lisa–like smile hung in every public building in the kingdom, alongside the stolid visage of his elderly father. The man behind the smile remained an enigma.

“A young man in a hurry,” the Economist magazine labeled him in January 2016. In that same month, when I asked at my first meeting with him if he was indeed a young man in a hurry, he said, “I am young. And if I am in a hurry I will not miss any opportunity for my country. We’ve missed so many in the past,”1 referring to the previous forty years when the kingdom was ruled by a series of infirm and elderly sons of Abdul Aziz, with no vision—and no life span to execute a vision even if they had had one.

One purpose of this book is to unmask what shaped this powerful prince who is relentlessly—and sometimes ruthlessly—reshaping the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia from a rigidly religious and traditionally tribal country into a modern nation he believes will be a top ten global economy by 2050. And without depending on oil revenue for its future prosperity. If so, it will be a total transformation of a country on the brink of crisis in 2015 when his father took power. It’s a high-wire act worth watching because what happens in Saudi Arabia impacts the wider world’s economic and political future.

Saudi Arabia isn’t just another Arab monarchy. It is home to the two holiest sites in Islam. Moreover, the kingdom is home to nearly 20 percent of the world’s proven oil reserves. Both these facts give the kingdom outsize influence and impact.

Beyond those long-established verities, new realities also are enhancing the kingdom’s centrality to the world. Iran’s theocracy, which long has coveted both the holy sites and Saudi oil, continues to pursue nuclear capability despite its surprising 2023 rapprochement with the kingdom. Moreover, the kingdom’s traditional protector, the United States, is steadily losing interest and influence in the region as a revolving door of American presidents pledge to “pivot” to Asia. The Crown Prince has already been in power longer than the last two U.S. presidents. And Mohammed bin Salman, now thirty-nine, could be ruling this critically important country for decades. His determination to play an independent and assertive role on the world stage to put “Saudi first” inevitably will impact America and the economic security of the world for decades to come.

As for his impact on Saudi Arabia, evidence of sweeping change is everywhere, especially to this visitor of forty-five years who traveled every corner of the kingdom, draped in my long black abaya, during its decades of religious rigidity. I vividly recall being ordered to my hotel by the religious police for talking with my Saudi male interpreter in a public coffee shop simply because a man and a woman who aren’t related were strictly forbidden to mix. Or not long after being required by an Islamic judge in Qatif to cover my hair and face before he would speak with me on his decision to forcibly divorce a Shia husband from his Sunni wife. To the Wahhabi religious fundamentalists, a man shouldn’t be in the presence of an unrelated woman. But if absolutely necessary, the woman must be an invisible black lump. If the sight of a woman arouses a man, the sin lies with the woman for tempting him.

The social and cultural changes MBS has unleashed with his ambitious—even grandiose—Vision 2030 are more visible each year. No country has undergone such dramatic change in so short a time. What was once a somnolent society that resembled a silent movie with infirm old men saying and doing nothing now is an IMAX movie on fast forward. Saudis who once focused only on life in the hereafter now focus on life in the here and now.

In meetings, the Crown Prince is confident, charismatic, and conversational. Speaking with him is easy; getting on his schedule is not. Nor is gaining entry to Irqah Palace, where he works. A palace driver takes me down a dark, desolate road with multiple big barriers that slow his way. After some minutes, we arrive at a small guardhouse where several Saudis with big guns approach our car. Surprisingly, they don’t demand my passport and match my face to the photo. After a short drive on a tree-lined road we enter the palace driveway, swarming with armed men. Inside, scores more men—security, aides, and ministers waiting to see MBS—are milling about now staring at a foreign woman in a black abaya. I am waved around the metal detector and deposited in a waiting room where men serve tiny cups of Arabic coffee. Like all visitors to MBS’s large office, I must leave my purse and cell phone with guards. I can take only my notebook and pen. MBS strides quickly toward me, flashes a big smile, and shakes hands. His youthful informality is reinforced by the fact that he’s wearing no scarf, thus revealing short, curly black hair tightly pushed straight back from his face.

Others who deal with the Crown Prince also emphasize his confidence and lack of pretention. Jared Kushner, who worked with MBS during the first Trump administration to repair a Qatar-Saudi rift and to push for Saudi-Israeli diplomatic relations, calls him a proud Saudi nationalist. “He takes me to the desert to tents with his crowd of 15 friends.”2 They joke and tease and treat the prince as just one of their group, he says. An Israeli American who spends much time in the Middle East recalls spending an afternoon with young MBS in Abu Dhabi a few years before his father became king. He, too, marveled at the prince’s lack of pretention. “He was wearing Saudi national dress and listened intently to others, something royals rarely do,” he said. Moreover, many Saudi princes—for instance Alwaleed bin Talal, the billionaire businessman—seek to impress foreigners with their Western sophistication, he noted. But not MBS. “He’s very respectful but there’s nothing submissive or deferential about it.”3

MBS is a true son of the desert from prestigious lineage. His paternal grandfather, Abdul Aziz al Saud, founded this latest Saudi kingdom after three decades of tribal fighting. MBS’s mother descends from the illustrious Ajman tribe, famous for its persistent opposition to Abdul Aziz. “No surprise, he got the best of the Bedouin values of his father and mother,” says commerce minister Majid al-Qasabi, who has known MBS since his teen years. Those values, the minister explained, are “authenticity, loyalty, and generosity. That is MBS.”4

MBS is well aware of the enmity between his illustrious ancestors. When I interviewed his father more than a decade ago, the tall, lanky Prince Mohammed observed us silently until Prince Salman explained that tribal tensions make democracy impossible in Saudi Arabia. Each of the kingdom’s several hundred tribes would form a party and chaos would ensue. MBS quickly agreed and pointedly underscored his father’s conclusion by explaining that his maternal grandfather had killed his paternal grandfather’s only full brother.

Indeed, MBS’s maternal ancestor Dhaydan al-Hithlain’s Ajman troops also wounded Abdul Aziz in a 1915 battle that killed his only full brother.5 More than a decade later, al-Hithlain was treacherously murdered. Bearing a letter of safe conduct signed by Abdul Aziz, Al-Hithlain and eleven companions met with Abdul Aziz’s regional governor’s son. When he declined to stay overnight, saying his men would come looking for him if he didn’t return, his host refused to allow him to leave. When the Ajman tribesmen did arrive, their chief’s throat was slit along with those of his eleven companions.6 Some Saudis see this treachery as parallel to that of the murder nearly a century later of Jamal Khashoggi, the Washington Post columnist invited to the Saudi consulate in Istanbul and then murdered in 2018.

Prince Mohammed is the firstborn of his father’s six sons by his third wife. Prince Salman already had five sons (and one daughter) from his first wife. A brief second marriage produced a seventh son a year younger than MBS. In a hierarchical society like Saudi Arabia, the sixth son normally would have little rank or role. Yet somehow, MBS has emerged on top. How?

One answer is his mother. He says she pushed her sons to excel and not be seen as “also-rans” to the first wife’s boys. “My mother pushed her children to work hard and excel,” he explains in one of our conversations. The emperor Napoleon famously said, “The future destiny of a child is always the work of the mother.” And that seems true for MBS.

Despite his mother’s pushing, however, he was a shy and insecure boy. He recalls being so shy he couldn’t perform in a third-grade play even though he had repeatedly rehearsed at school. On the day of the performance, with his father there to support him, MBS refused to take the stage. His father pleaded. MBS resisted. Speaking in front of an audience of strangers was just too intimidating, he recalls. His resistance is perhaps an early example of his determination to follow his own instincts. That trait has been consistent throughout his life.

Nowhere is that more visible than with his decision early in his father’s rule to sideline the religious establishment. Indeed, to really understand the Crown Prince one needs to understand the rigidly religious era in which he came of age. Shortly before his birth in 1985, Saudi King Khalid allowed the religious establishment to impose all sorts of restrictions on Saudi citizens in hopes of preserving Al Saud rule. In November 1979, Islamic insurgents had seized the Grand Mosque in Mecca, leading the Saudi king to fear that the Al Saud monarchy might be toppled by religious clerics like Reza Pahlavi, the Shah of Iran, some eleven months earlier.

Having literally grown from boy to man in the straitjacket of rigid religious rules, MBS’s repeated loosening of those bindings in recent years is more than government policy. It’s personal. Like all young Saudis his age he grew up with no entertainment options. Movies and music were forbidden. Saudi TV primarily showed grim-faced religious scholars with long beards reading the Quran, or imams leading prayers in Mecca and Medina. So, like other boys his age, MBS’s life consisted of soccer and videogames. Nintendo was his first. Then Neo Geo, a gift from his mother when he was six. The Neo Geo console still sits in his childhood bedroom at Al Shati Palace in Jeddah. To this day, the Crown Prince acknowledges playing a videogame for half an hour each morning when he wakes.

While King Salman has a reputation for being close to the religious establishment, he clearly has allowed his son to curb its power over the kingdom. Interestingly, in a 2010 conversation with Prince Salman, then the governor of Riyadh, on change in the kingdom, I asked how the twenty-five-year-old MBS, seated near him, was different from him. Without explaining how, he seemed to accept differences. He responded by citing a hadith, or saying of the Prophet Mohammed, that admonishes a father not to force his son to be like him. Both father and son seem to have heeded Prophet Mohammed.

By sixth grade the timid prince had turned bold. By his account, he replaced his younger brother, Turki, as the leader of boyhood gatherings among his brothers and their friends. He also became something of a prankster, according to a family tutor. A British tutor of the prince and his brothers described to the BBC how then eleven-year-old MBS enjoyed seizing a walkie-talkie from his guards and disrupting class by making “cheeky remarks” about his teacher and cracking jokes between his brothers and the guards on the other end. “As the oldest of his siblings, he seemed to be allowed to do as he pleased,” Rachid Sekkai, the tutor, told the BBC.7

As a boy, he seems also to have developed a sense that he “sat below the salt” in the royal family. He recounts to me receiving an allowance of 2,000 Saudi riyal a week (about $500) while in fourth grade. For most of us, that seems quite a generous sum for a young boy. Still, many of his princely cousins, he says, were receiving 20,000 Saudi riyal or $5,000 a week, which seems to have left MBS feeling decidedly underprivileged by comparison.

Moreover, Prince Salman, then the governor of Riyadh, vacationed with his first wife and family at a palace in Marbella, Spain. He visited MBS’s mother and their boys at a hotel in Barcelona. “He felt a need to strive for distinction from an early age,” says an associate. Indeed, his father spent little time with him as a boy, focusing more on his responsibilities as governor of Riyadh and his older sons, including Prince Sultan bin Salman, the Arab world’s first astronaut, sent into space by the U.S. in 1985, the year MBS was born. “With older more accomplished brothers, it must have been hard for MBS to get his father’s attention,” Jamal Khashoggi mused to me over lunch in Riyadh in 2016. (A year later, frustrated that MBS forbade him to write, Khashoggi left for Washington, D.C.)

Indeed, the Crown Prince insists, and contrary to conventional wisdom among the Saudi populace, that he wasn’t his father’s favorite. “It’s a misconception,” he says. “I was not my father’s favorite.” He matter-of-factly names four of his siblings who he says rated higher in his father’s affections. Perhaps such sentiments help explain MBS’s constant striving.

One way he stood out in high school was by driving an orange Lamborghini. As a high school senior MBS was old enough to get his first car. His father urged his son to get a car like all the other boys had—luxury but low-key. MBS declined. He had saved money from gifts his uncles had given him on Islamic holidays and he was going to have the car he wanted even though it cost nearly $230,000. The pleasure didn’t last long. Driving down Thalia Street, the Champs-Élysées of Riyadh, Prince Mohammed collided with another car and spun several times, leaving his car so damaged he had to call a friend for a rescue ride home.

Knowing that his father, who governed Riyadh at the time, would quickly hear about the accident, MBS rushed home to preempt the police report to dad.

Any conversation with MBS yields evidence of his innate competitiveness. For instance, despite his heavy workload and five young children, he describes spending a weekend at his farm challenging the Middle East champion of Final Fantasy XVI, a favorite videogame in which the heir to a fictitious throne seeks to retrieve a stolen crystal and discovers he is the “True King” destined to save the world from eternal darkness. The competitive prince acknowledges that his expert guest “won sixty percent of the time,” but says he is “pleased” that he won 40 percent.

“If he loses at anything, he will stay up night and day to get better at it,” says Prince Abdullah bin Bandar, a childhood friend and videogame partner who is now minister of the Saudi National Guard.

Some of the Crown Prince’s close friends believe his boyhood addiction to videogames not only stoked his competitiveness but also fired his imagination. One close associate of the Crown Prince says videogames allowed his imagination and creativity to flow and led him to believe that anything possible in a videogame is possible in life. MBS believes videogames are good for the mind. “Math is training for the brain,” he tells me in 2023. “Videogames squeeze the brain to think.”

Indeed, his Vision 2030, which seeks to wrench Saudi Arabia’s deeply conservative and long-sequestered society into the twenty-first century, is full of his grandiose, videogame futurisms. At the top of a long list is Neom, a $500 billion development nearly the size of Belgium that is located on the northern edge of Saudi Arabia where the Red Sea meets Egypt, Israel, and Jordan. It will feature an AI-driven linear city, “the Line,” a high-rise mirrored structure running 110 miles long and standing 1,600 feet high—taller than the Empire State Building. The city will have no cars and no carbon emissions, powered entirely by renewable energy. Residents will travel by high-speed trains and flying taxis while enjoying glow-in-the-dark beaches and a fake moon to light the sky at night. One American businessman who knows MBS well said the prince seeks to avoid “incrementalism,” which he believes is demonstrably failing to solve society’s problems, and is thus eager to try bold new ideas.

All of this extreme modernity is intended to attract major Western companies to diversify the Saudi economy and reduce its financial dependence on oil. Most important, Neom is designed to create private sector jobs for the young Saudis whom the government can no longer afford to hire.

The Crown Prince also seeks to translate his gaming passion into jobs for young Saudis.

In 2022 he announced creation of a National Gaming and Esports Strategy, with ambitions to make Saudi Arabia the “global hub” for both gaming and esports by 2030. He’s confident gaming and esports can create 35,000 jobs by then and generate $13 billion in revenue. His optimism that the kingdom can attract a worldwide audience for gaming events is based on the fact that in 2021 the kingdom’s 21 million gamers (an astounding 89 percent of the Saudi population) generated $1 billion in revenue.8

If he was shy and insecure as a child, as a man he’s supremely confident, driven and decisive, trusting above all his own instincts. Indeed, Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman can be broadly defined by three qualities. First, a sense of self-confidence bordering on bravado. Second, relentless energy and drive almost unique in the modern history of Saudi Arabia, which slept through much of the twentieth century. Third, quick political instincts that underpin his decisiveness even though sometimes they lead him wrong, yet nonetheless continue to guide him.

Mohammed bin Salman definitely isn’t a typical Saudi. Most every Saudi seeks to conform to societal norms and avoid standing out from a group. To be different is potentially to bring shame on your family or tribe. Whereas his late uncles ruled the kingdom through consultation and consensus among the senior sons after the death in 1953 of King Abdul Aziz, this crown prince is determined to act unilaterally and with little regard for tradition. When asked about his willingness—even eagerness—to stand out, he acknowledged the trait. “If you don’t stand out you might as well disappear,” he said. “If you see something to do, do it.” Do it regardless of what others think.

Mohammed bin Salman finally captured his father’s attention as a teenager. Prince Salman lost his two eldest sons to heart ailments within one year of each other. The grieving father’s other older boys were busy with their families, but seventeen-year-old Prince Mohammed offered his father constant companionship. At that time in 2002, with the late King Fahd near death and his crown prince, the future King Abdullah, running the country, hardly anyone would have forecast power for Prince Salman let alone his sixth son. Two powerful brothers, Prince Sultan, minister of defense, and Prince Nayef, minister of interior, were in line ahead of Salman, who was then approaching forty years as governor of Riyadh, the capital and the most powerful of the kingdom’s thirteen provinces. Prince Salman also headed the Al Saud family Descendants’ Council, established to reach consensus among the dozens of surviving brothers and to discipline royal family members to deter embarrassing conduct.

Young MBS began to stick to his father, soaking up how to deal with fractious tribal leaders; learning which princes were guilty of which indiscretions; sitting through the many meetings his workaholic father conducted daily. All this learning later was put to use by the Crown Prince as he consolidated power against his royal relatives and subdued religious and tribal forces.

Asked why Prince Salman chose MBS for leadership, the Crown Prince’s childhood friend Prince Abdullah bin Bandar offers a uniquely Saudi explanation. “In my opinion, the falcon owner knows the best falcon in his group,” he says. Indeed, falcons have been prized by Bedouins for centuries for their courage and speed. A falcon can soar at 200 miles per hour in pursuit of its prey and dive for the kill with equal speed. Once used for hunting, falcons now are mostly a hobby of the rich.9 MBS’s speed and focus surely mimic that of a prize falcon.

“He was always ambitious,” says his younger brother, Prince Khalid, a former ambassador to the United States and now defense minister. “He watched and listened to everything our father did.”10

MBS’s formal government career began in 2007, when he graduated second in his class at King Saud University Law School. Top law school graduates are recruited for jobs in the prestigious Bureau of Experts, a center that provides research and legal advice to the agencies of the Saudi Cabinet of Ministers. Issam bin Saeed, who headed the bureau in 2007, recalls interviewing MBS and other top law graduates. “He was smart, not pretentious and flexible, unlike some legal minds that believe one plus one equals two. But for him it could be one plus one equals three,” he told me in 2023. “This means he thinks outside the box.”11

The selection committee unanimously offered the young prince a job at Grade 6 like all the other new hires and a salary of 6,000 Saudi riyal, roughly $1,500 a month, less than his childhood allowance of $500 a week. “He stood out for his eagerness to learn,” recalls Issam.12

The trouble came when Prince Mohammed was offered an “exceptional promotion” at the Bureau of Experts. King Abdullah barred his nephew from accepting, explaining that the promotion would look like nepotism. It was a somewhat ludicrous claim when at the time, the government was dominated by what surely looked like nepotism, since many ministers and other top officials were Al Saud royals.

The competitive prince was incensed, fearing that others would see the absence of a promotion as evidence he was failing. “It was upsetting that everyone got promoted except me; made me look like a failure,” he tells me.13 His father stepped in to suggest MBS work for him at the Riyadh governor’s office, which reported to the Ministry of Interior. Ironically, MBS’s boss at the ministry was Mohammed bin Nayef, his older cousin who a decade later would become his chief rival for power.

MBS had insisted in our first interview in 2016 that he wasn’t competing with MBN, as Crown Prince Mohammed bin Nayef was known. He said he split his time between serving his father, the king, and his cousin, the crown prince, both more taciturn than he, and thus each favored delivering their messages through him. “Crown Prince Mohammed tells me I am the son he doesn’t have,” MBS told me then.14 MBN has two daughters.

At the same time that King Abdullah was barring MBS’s promotion, he also was seeking to rein in excessive government spending to distinguish his reign from that of his profligate predecessor, the late King Fahd. As a result, he wasn’t nearly as generous with his half brother, Prince Salman, as King Fahd had been. Prince Salman found himself selling land to fund his family. A worried MBS told his full brothers their family was going to be poor if things kept up like this. So, as the eldest of these sons, he sought to help fund the family by starting several businesses. “MBS worked by his own self-reliance” to resolve this family’s financial issue, says his brother, Prince Khalid. “It was one of the most significant moments of his life.”15 Prince Khalid indicates this is the origin of MBS’s self-reliance mantra espoused to his countrymen in Vision 2030. (A Wall Street Journal investigation found MBS made money the way royals did for decades: He created companies and then used royal influence to steer lucrative government contracts to those businesses. There also were allegations of manipulating stocks on the Saudi exchange and rumors that MBS was briefed by an exchange official that his transactions were improper.)16

As MBS grew more confident, he also began to seek alliances with his powerful uncles. Explaining that he felt “isolated” as a young man, he began to build bridges to important members of the larger Al Saud family. Perhaps because of his sense of isolation, MBS was much more ambitious and driven than the average Saudi prince. Friends say that each time he saw an opportunity he captured it and then looked for another opportunity and captured that one too. He told me that in his early twenties he wasn’t looking to be crown prince. “At twenty-one I didn’t see being crown prince. I saw what I could do at twenty-two. Now I wear a Saudi hat so it’s the country, not me, that charges at new opportunities.”17

One opportunity he seized was to ingratiate himself with King Abdullah, the very royal who had blocked his exceptional promotion at the Bureau of Experts. The king also had angrily warned MBS’s father to “keep your son on a short leash” after the prince, piqued at a judge for declining to issue title for a piece of land MBS had been given, allegedly mailed the judge a single bullet in an envelope. It was an early effort at the intimidation he practiced with the Ritz-Carlton lockup a decade later.

With confidence bordering on bravado, MBS set out to win his elderly uncle’s approval. As he acknowledged in an interview, King Abdullah eventually decided to use Prince Mohammed to tackle tasks others didn’t want to do. One of those was to dislodge the late King Fahd’s wife from her palace in Jeddah. The palace, with an estimated value of $350 million, belonged to the Saudi government. King Abdullah’s polite requests to the late king’s wife to vacate went unheeded as his frustration rose at her persistent appropriation of government property. Enter MBS. He is said to have gone boldly to the widowed princess’s palace and told her the king wanted her out. When she sought to dither as before, he pointed to a bus filled with servant women in her driveway and told
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