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Chapter 1

THE KING IS DEAD

December 2014–January 2015

Everyone was waiting for the king to die. It was December 2014, and Abdullah bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, the sixth member of the third Al Saud dynasty to rule in Arabia, was fading away in a hospital bed in the desert outside Riyadh.

Abdullah had always loved the desert. He went there to think and, as he got older, to escape the capital’s traffic, its lines of men asking for favors, and the endless disappointments of a broken government he just couldn’t seem to drag into modernity. The moonless winter nights on the dunes evoked stories of his father, the kingdom’s founder, Abdulaziz, fighting on camelback to conquer Arabia. Those were simpler times.

The nation of Saudi Arabia was itself just eighty-three years old—younger than the ninety-year-old Abdullah. For much of his early life, it was a sparsely inhabited kingdom with few connections to the outside world save for the pilgrims who came to visit the Islamic holy cities of Mecca and Medina. A quarter of the people on earth turn to face the Kaaba in the heart of Mecca to pray and aim to travel there at least once in their lives.

By the time Abdullah hit his forties, rapid change was underway in Saudi Arabia. The discovery of an ocean of oil under the desert provided money to turn mud-walled cities into modern metropolises with skyscrapers and shopping malls. Yet the austere strain of Islam born in the country, referred to as Wahhabism after its eighteenth-century founder, the cleric Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab, remained at the center of daily life. Criminals were beheaded in town squares, and joyless officers from the Committee for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice, or ha’ya, policed the streets looking for infractions, such as failure by women to fully cover their hair and bodies. The country’s infrastructure modernized over the ensuing decades, but socially and politically it remained so stubbornly conservative that many visitors felt they were going back in time.

At the same time, by the 2000s Saudis were some of the most internet-connected people in the world. With money to buy smartphones and few social outlets, the burgeoning youth population spent hours a day on Twitter and Facebook and YouTube. They knew the ins and outs of Western pop culture even though they couldn’t participate at home. Saudi Arabia had long ago barred public concerts and movie theaters and the public gathering of unmarried men and women.

For Abdullah, who ascended the throne in 2005, ruling the kingdom was a heavy burden with daily schedules more reminiscent of medieval times. Saudi kings actually hold court, alternately receiving a river of commoners, ministers, and advisors and posing for photos with visiting presidents and prime ministers, seated on couches in their cavernous, gilded palaces. The king’s aides, relatives, and ministers see petitioners suffering from health problems, struggling with disputes, or pleading for debt relief by the tens of thousands every year.

After a lifetime of smoking, lavish meals, back problems, diabetes, and heart disease, Abdullah could no longer spend evenings reclined on cushions in the desert tents his workers set up with electrical wiring and big-screen TVs. His health had been failing since a series of surgeries in 2010, and in November 2014, one of Abdullah’s top deputies, his nephew Prince Mohammed bin Nayef Al Saud, asked a doctor friend in the United States for a medical opinion: “What’s the prognosis for lung cancer?” The doctor asked how advanced the cancer was. No one had told Abdullah, the prince replied, but the cancer was stage four. “No more than three months,” the doctor said.

Less than eight weeks later, Abdullah was propped up in a makeshift hospital atop the sand, hooked up to monitors and intravenous drips, while his courtiers and more than a dozen sons—many of them middle-aged men of varying degrees of venality—scrambled to figure out what to do next.

These men knew that the death of a Saudi king marks a huge transition of wealth and power. Each handover in the country’s history had led to a shake-up for the competing bloodlines that all traced back to Abdulaziz Al Saud, known in the West as Ibn Saud. He was the first king of today’s Saudi Arabia, and every subsequent king has been one of his sons.

During each reign, the king made his own sons nearly untouchable. They received huge incomes on top of other benefits that accrued into billions of dollars of wealth. Often they were given powerful roles overseeing branches of government or the military.

Abdullah, however, had cut his sons off from some of the customary flood of riches and, for much of their lives, political power. The king granted his children monthly allowances that added up to millions of dollars a year on top of private-jet privileges, but they didn’t have access to the billions of dollars that some of their cousins did. Abdullah, feeling his extended family had begun to spin out of control, put a stop to the era of unbridled excess of the Al Saud, starting with his own children.

Abdullah’s sons felt that their father was perpetually disappointed in them. In the years before his death, Abdullah considered trying to move one of them into the line of succession for the throne, but he reached his deathbed unsure if any was fit to rule. Miteb, whom Abdullah installed as head of the National Guard, seemed more interested in his racehorses than his work and left much of the National Guard management to deputies. When Turki bin Abdullah, a former air force pilot and then, briefly, governor of Riyadh, came to see his father in the hospital in his final days, Abdullah spoke loudly to the surrounding medical staff, all of them top doctors and nurses from the United States and Europe. “Look at my son, the F15 pilot,” he said, pausing to take a breath. “Look how fat he is. Do you think he could fit in an F15?”

The sons worried that the shift of power from Abdullah to a new king could pose a threat to their ambitions. They hadn’t even had the chance to get really rich yet, and if the wrong family member became king, they never would.

They knew that after a succession in Saudi Arabia, the flows of money shift to the family of the new king, and over time the sons of the last king—like the sons of kings before him—see their power diminished and their income cut. Abdullah’s sons had seen this play out repeatedly. What of the bin Khalid, the children of King Khalid, who ruled from 1975 to 1982? You hardly heard about them anymore.

The jostle for power among brothers, nephews, and cousins was built into the governance system set up by the kingdom’s founder. Ibn Saud’s three dozen or so sons by a parade of wives and concubines reached adulthood over the course of decades, creating a natural line of succession that worked because the age gaps between them amounted to generations. The oldest was born around 1900 and the youngest around 1947.

Ibn Saud died of a heart attack in his sleep in 1953, passing the throne to his eldest surviving son, Saud. Eleven years later, his brothers forced the dissolute Saud to relinquish the throne to a younger brother. Since then the crown had passed from one brother to the next, with Ibn Saud’s sons collectively deciding on an heir by selecting the oldest brother whom they could all agree was fit to rule. The brothers known as the Sudairi Seven, sons of Ibn Saud with his favored wife, Hussa Al Sudairi, were especially powerful, but for sixty years, each of Ibn Saud’s sons was hopeful that one day he would have his turn as king. It was the kind of speculation a prince would get up to with his entourage as they spent hour upon hour hanging out in palaces or yachts.

By 2015, most of the sons were dead, and most of the handful who were still alive were in their seventies or older. The throne was finally on the cusp of transferring to the third generation. The problem was there was no mechanism for figuring out which of those hundreds of grandsons was fit to be king. Seniority was an easy way to rank the original sons, but it was an impractical system to select from the hundreds of princes of the next generation.

Abdullah tried to fix this: After assuming the throne, he created a council that included each living son of Ibn Saud and descendants of the dead ones. The so-called Allegiance Council was supposed to elect a crown prince who would assume the throne upon the king’s death and name a deputy who would be second in line. This arrangement was intended to prevent abrupt shifts in power. But by the end of Abdullah’s life, he and his sons saw another purpose for it: They wanted it to limit the power of Abdullah’s successor, Crown Prince Salman.

Abdullah and his sons knew that Salman, the most powerful of the living Sudairi Seven and a wily palace operator, would want to install his ambitious millennial son, Mohammed, in the line of succession. And they knew Mohammed would be a disaster for the Abdullah clan. For years he had clashed with the brothers and their top deputies, once spitting in the face of a powerful intelligence official. At best, an empowered Mohammed would cut off the Abdullah clan’s access to power and money. At worst, he could take their assets and their freedom.

To sideline Mohammed, Abdullah’s sons would rely on Khalid al-Tuwaijri, the chief of Abdullah’s Royal Court.

With a straight moustache, diamond ring, and rimless glasses, Tuwaijri was the most powerful nonroyal in Saudi Arabia, virtually born into the job. His father fought alongside Ibn Saud to conquer parts of Saudi Arabia and later helped Abdullah transform the kingdom’s National Guard into a formidable force.

As King Abdullah aged, Tuwaijri’s power grew. He signed new laws in Abdullah’s name and insinuated himself as secretary-general of the Allegiance Council. He was the only nonprince allowed in its secret meetings and the keeper of the single record of the council’s deliberations.

Tuwaijri’s most important role was controlling access to Abdullah, which was aided by the fact that the king didn’t like talking on the telephone. He could only speak comfortably in person. Even the ambassador to the United States would fly from Washington, DC, to Riyadh for a two-hour conversation. Whether you were a businessman or a government minister or even the king’s brother, meeting Abdullah required going through Tuwaijri. Court hangers-on and observers called him “King Khalid.”

This was unprecedented power for someone outside the royal family, and it infuriated Crown Prince Salman and his son Mohammed. Tuwaijri knew that he would meet the same fate as Abdullah’s sons—or worse—if Salman’s power wasn’t checked. To Salman and Mohammed, Tuwaijri represented everything that was wrong with Saudi Arabia. The functionary bought mansions, boats, and some two hundred luxury cars. He’d take weeks-long trips with a twenty-five-person entourage to the Ritz-Carlton on Central Park South, piling up millions of dollars’ worth of expenses and taking pictures with locals as if he were royalty. “I thought he was some kind of prince,” says Rahul Bhasin, who still has a photo of Tuwaijri behind the counter at Parkview Electronics, his tiny camera and cell phone store around the corner from the Ritz, where Tuwaijri used to buy iPhones by the dozen. Few things upset Salman more than a nonroyal acting like a prince.

One of Tuwaijri’s chief allies, Mohammed al-Tobaishi, was the head of protocol for Abdullah. Essentially a glorified personal secretary, Tobaishi lived in a ninety-room Riyadh ranch called Samarra when he wasn’t in one of his other luxury homes around the world. The two men were billionaire power brokers hiding behind servile titles, men who took money in exchange for providing access to senior officials (they neither admitted any wrongdoing nor were convicted of any crime, though they later had assets seized by the state). In the eyes of Salman and his son, they were a risk to the dynasty and examples of runaway graft.

Mohammed bin Salman had his own firsthand experiences with Tuwaijri, who had pretended to take an avuncular role with him when Mohammed was first working in government jobs in his twenties. But Mohammed learned Tuwaijri was two-faced. While pretending to support him, Tuwaijri took steps to prevent Mohammed’s rise within the family hierarchy. “He laid traps for me,” Mohammed told friends, describing how at every juncture, Tuwaijri tried to drive him out of government or, failing that, to bribe him into complacency. Mohammed was also bitter since, a few years earlier, Tuwaijri had disciplined him on Abdullah’s orders for belittling senior military officials.

With Abdullah nearing death, Muqrin bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, the youngest of Ibn Saud’s living sons, was second in the line of succession to the throne. Tuwaijri and his Abdullah-clan allies saw Muqrin as a buffer against any attempts to elevate young Mohammed. If they couldn’t push Salman out of the succession line, they figured, they had to at least keep Muqrin.

Seventy-nine years old and tall, with a dyed-black goatee, Salman had been the family enforcer—and the keeper of Al Saud secrets—for half a century. Younger members of the royal family whispered that Salman must have had cameras in the bedrooms of powerful Al Saud figures.

Three generations of princes and their hangers on told stories of being slapped across the face with Salman’s gold-and-emerald pinky ring as punishment for drinking alcohol, driving too fast on the outskirts of the capital, or getting caught trying to pull off a brazen corruption scheme.

His temper was the subject of Royal Court lore. Salman was often quiet and thoughtful, prone to quoting Islamic poetry over his nightly card game. But he could erupt with fury at a perceived show of disrespect. Striding through the Jeddah palace of his brother, then-king Fahd, in the early 1990s, Salman was shocked when Fahd’s longtime guard stood in his way. The king, the guard told him, was busy.

Salman slapped the man so hard that his ring flew across the room. “I’m the prince! Who are you?” Salman shouted, while young courtiers and servants crawled around the floor, searching for the ring. After Fahd chided his brother, Salman left an envelope for the guard with one hundred thousand riyals—more than $20,000. “Give the idiot this,” Salman muttered on his way out. (A royal family member disputes this happened.)

Unlike other sons of Ibn Saud who built fortunes by using their power to extract payments from companies doing business in the kingdom, Salman was less aggressive about building wealth. He spent his royal allowance on his palaces, his wives, and his children and spent his energy running Riyadh, the Al Saud’s historic center of power.

As the governor of the province for forty-eight years, Salman controlled millions of acres of land that grew in value as the city of Riyadh transformed from a village at the start of his governorship into a modern city of more than five million people. Salman also supervised the relationship with the Wahhabist clerics whose alliance with the Al Saud stretched back to Wahhab himself—and whose support had helped the Al Saud gain and maintain power since the kingdom’s founding.

Salman welcomed a diversity of viewpoints into his palace, encouraging debate in a way other princes wouldn’t countenance. His Saudi Research and Marketing Group owned two of the biggest Arabic newspapers in the Middle East. They weren’t mere government mouthpieces either, encouraging views from across the region about the biggest issues of the time, especially the Palestinian cause. On the other hand, they never dared question the monarchy or criticize Saudi foreign policy. Salman invited writers, academics, and foreign diplomats to weekly dinners. He told one American contact that he’d read every novel ever published by a Saudi writer.

Salman’s relationship with his older sons was chilly. Distant and imperious as a young father (Salman was just nineteen when his oldest son was born), he was a rigid disciplinarian who focused on educating the young men. He wanted his sons to learn there was more to the world than Saudi Arabia’s twin pillars of oil wealth and Wahhabism. Life was full of poetry and literature and ideas, and Salman, the son of a man who conquered Saudi Arabia on camelback, wanted his own sons to gain knowledge that would later benefit them as statesmen.

Regular vacations to Spain and France brought intellectuals and businessmen into Salman’s tea room. Members of the Syrian-Spanish Kayali merchant family were frequent visitors to his palaces, as were members of the Assad family, which continues to rule Syria. In Paris, Salman invited lawyers and political contacts for discussions and debates, often on the fractious politics of the Middle East.

These lessons seemed to mold the sons Salman had with his first wife, Sultana bint Turki Al Sudairi, beginning in the 1950s. They went abroad for schooling and learned multiple languages. Fahd and Ahmed became successful businessmen, running Saudi Research and Marketing, raising world-class racehorses, and operating a lucrative partnership with UPS. Sultan became the first Saudi citizen to go into outer space, on the US space shuttle Discovery; Abdulaziz was an oil expert who handled sensitive relationships for the government with other petroleum-producing countries; and Faisal was the academic, achieving a doctorate in political studies from the University of Oxford with a dissertation on relations between the Gulf states and Iran from 1968 to 1971. They had friends in the United States and London and met often with politicians from abroad. They were impressive, cosmopolitan, and Western in their sensibilities. To some, they didn’t seem very Saudi. They even objected when Salman decided to take a new wife while still married to their mother, a long-standing tradition in Saudi culture.

It was 1983, and the princes’ mother, Sultana Al Sudairi, was in a Pittsburgh hospital for a kidney transplant. Sultana was a revered figure within the royal family and practically worshipped by her five sons and daughter. The family brought an entourage of dozens of relatives and aides to Pittsburgh; each morning they would rush to the Presbyterian-University Hospital lobby to make sure they were waiting when Salman arrived. Then flanked by two security guards, Salman would pace around the hospital awaiting news from doctors.

Before the trip, Salman’s three oldest sons, Fahd, Sultan, and Ahmed, learned that their father was getting ready to marry a much younger woman. It wasn’t unusual; after marrying her, Salman would still have just two wives in a country where a man may be married to four women at once. But his westernized sons viewed polygamy as outdated, insulting to their mother, and particularly insensitive when she was facing a life-threatening illness.

Salman brushed aside his sons’ concerns, but in Pittsburgh, Fahd doubled down, storming out of the hospital to a nearby airport and hopping on a private plane, where he wrote a letter to his father that he gave to a messenger to bring back to Pittsburgh. Don’t marry this woman, Fahd wrote. It’s an insult to your wife.

Salman married her anyway. The young woman, Fahdah bint Falah al-Hithlain, was the daughter of a leader of the Ajman tribe, which had a long history as warriors fighting alongside, and sometimes against, the Al Saud. Two years later, Fahdah would give birth to her first son, Mohammed bin Salman. Five more would follow.

Those six boys had a very different upbringing than their much older brothers. In middle age, Salman lost the rigidity with which he’d raised his first brood. During a nighttime card game in the Jeddah home of King Fahd’s son, one courtier recalls, five-year-old Mohammed ran in and started knocking off the men’s headdresses. The boy kicked over a cup of tea and threw some cards on the floor before Salman called him over, laughing, and gave the pudgy child a hug. “Take Mohammed back,” Salman told one of the boy’s minders. Young Mohammed proceeded to kick the minder in the crotch.

Mohammed and his full brothers didn’t absorb the passion for academia and living abroad instilled in Salman’s first brood. While the older brothers were establishing their careers, adolescent Mohammed seemed aimless. He had a habit of daydreaming during family events, a tendency some mistook for absentmindedness. On vacations to Marbella or elsewhere, he and his younger brother Khalid would go off exploring or scuba diving. He’d spend hours playing video games, including the Age of Empires series where you build armies and conquer enemies, and indulging a love of fast food. Salman still brought professors and writers around and hosted weekly seminars, but his requests that Mohammed study or read books rather than play video games seemed more like nagging than the strict orders the prince used to issue to his older sons.

One afternoon, Salman got a call from a flustered staffer: the preteen Mohammed was at a local supermarket, dressed in a military outfit and making a scene. The police wanted to detain him, but the young prince told them they couldn’t. He was the nephew of the king and the son of the governor of Riyadh. Salman handled the affair quietly, but it was clear the stern old-timer had a soft spot for Mohammed, who was more like a grandson because of the nearly fifty-year age gap between them.

During a family trip to Cannes in 2000, Salman invited over a Paris-based lawyer named Elie Hatem, who had known members of the Saudi royal family through his work in promonarchist political groups and frequently mixed with them during their trips to France. “Instead of playing games, go read,” Salman told the fifteen-year-old Mohammed one day when Hatem came for lunch. The men lingered over a lavish Middle Eastern food spread while Mohammed sat eating McDonald’s. The boy responded with a desultory “OK, Dad.”

One afternoon, Salman asked Hatem to check in on Mohammed and make sure he was doing something productive. Encourage him to read anything, even a magazine or newspaper, and stop playing games, Salman told the lawyer. The boy just watched TV.

Soon after that visit to France, things changed for the teenage prince. He had a realization that would alter his understanding of money and power. While observers like Hatem saw an aimless young man struggling in the shadow of his accomplished brothers, they misunderstood what the prince was absorbing during his years on the sidelines. While his brothers may have learned refinement from the teachers their father brought in, Mohammed was watching Salman closely and learning about power.

By the time Abdullah was lying on his deathbed, Mohammed was almost thirty and a formidable adversary for Abdullah’s sons and courtiers, more energetic, creative, and cutthroat than anyone expected. He was driven and absolutely certain he knew what the country needed not just to survive but to flourish. And by staying close to his father’s side through his twenties, rather than leaving Saudi Arabia for his schooling, Mohammed had learned in great depth about the frailties of his rivals within the royal family.

Salman’s role as family enforcer was becoming more taxing and thornier as the royal family grew. Each prince could have up to four wives at a time, and with each wife he might have three or four sons and a similar number of daughters. During Salman’s forty-eight years as Riyadh’s governor, the extended family blossomed into some seven thousand princes and at least as many princesses, all of them growing up with a sense of entitlement to a share of the country’s oil profits. Many lived wealthy but relatively normal lives, and some became philanthropists or investors; others were deadbeats, gamblers, or drunks. And more than a few were greedy beyond belief, spending unimaginable sums on collections of Bugattis and Patek Philippe watches such that “Saudi” became a synonym for profligate consumerism in Western cities.

The lives of luxury created an issue when it came to ruling the country. Ibn Saud and his sons who served as king had each spent at least some of their childhood in the desert, close to the Bedouin fighters and conservative clerics who supported them. For them a brand-new Cadillac, falcon hunting, and a surfeit of food constituted a life of luxury. This new generation was schooled abroad, living for long stretches in the privileged bubbles of London’s Mayfair or Paris’s 16th arrondissement. Many had lost part of their Saudi culture and their understanding of the Islamic interests that were locked in a powerful embrace with the House of Saud.

By the 2000s, many of the Al Saud’s best and brightest weren’t Saudi enough to connect with the explosion of youth in the country. Saudi Arabia’s growing population was becoming more connected to the rest of the world and more restless in their straightjacketed lives, thanks to smartphones and social media. But the young princes were oblivious to much of what was happening at home, busy vacationing or pursuing degrees.

Salman tried to serve as a bulwark against this loss of identity, disciplining princes for Western behavior unbecoming in conservative Saudi Arabia. To many he seemed like an eccentric, a member of the Al Saud who wielded power within the family and within the kingdom but would never ascend beyond the role of Riyadh’s governor. For Salman, the math just wasn’t right.

By 2010, five years into King Abdullah’s reign, Salman was over seventy years old and had two equally accomplished older brothers standing between him and the throne. For most of the time Abdullah reigned, there was no reason for Tuwaijri, the Royal Court chief, to see Salman or his children as a threat. They were too far from the line of succession.

Then one of those older brothers died in 2011 and the other in 2012. In each case, Abdullah named a new crown prince himself rather than having the Allegiance Council, which he had formed for the purpose, debate to determine the succession. When the second brother died, Abdullah made Salman crown prince and appointed his youngest living brother, former intelligence chief Muqrin, as deputy crown prince.

As Abdullah grew frailer, Tuwaijri tried to create distance between the king and the crown prince. He still hoped Abdullah was open to casting Salman aside. Tuwaijri sometimes denied Salman and his sons the use of royal planes. When Salman would call to set up a meeting, the court chief would tell him that Abdullah was too busy. After months of this, Salman realized what was happening when he saw Abdullah at a family occasion. “Why don’t you come to see me anymore?” the king asked. “You’re one of my favorite brothers.” Salman understood Tuwaijri was trying to sideline him.

Tuwaijri activated his whisper network to spread the notion that Salman was suffering from dementia, a bid to hasten succession plans. He sought buy-in from other influential royals to carry out what would be the progress-minded Abdullah’s last great reform: passing the crown to the next generation. Perhaps one of Abdullah’s sons, maybe Miteb or Turki, could be placed in the line of succession as deputy crown prince so that he would one day be king. Or perhaps giving Mohammed bin Nayef, the domestic security chief with deep ties to the CIA and US State Department, a place in the line of succession might help get US buy-in. Bin Nayef also controlled the powerful Saudi Interior Ministry. As Abdullah’s sons controlled the Saudi National Guard, the traditionally Bedouin force that protected the royal family, a union between the two branches would have clear control of the military.

For his plan to work, Tuwaijri had to finalize arrangements among the family before Salman could intervene. The best way to do that was to make sure Abdullah died in the desert, without the rest of the family around. That would give Tuwaijri time, hours at least but possibly days, to line up support for the plan and make sure Salman didn’t put one of his sons in a senior role. As Abdullah’s breathing grew shallower in the desert tent, Tuwaijri issued an order: Don’t tell Salman.

Abdullah’s sons were nervous but supported the scheme. They believed they were fit to rule. Before Abdullah’s final illness, his son Miteb told US ambassador Joe Westphal that he expected to be in the running for the crown.

The problem with his plot, Tuwaijri would soon learn, was that his team had a leak. Out of view from the Abdullah clan, Mohammed bin Salman had assembled a group of loyal and effective functionaries, men who could gather information within the royal family as well as outside. They alerted Mohammed about the king’s condition, and he made sure other senior Al Saud knew.

The wider family was shocked at the king’s deterioration. Even those who knew of his cancer diagnosis didn’t realize how close he was to death. They pressured Tuwaijri to move Abdullah from his desert retreat to a Riyadh hospital run by the National Guard. The move was done under cover of night, and the hospital ejected anyone who might leak news of the king’s imminent death. One astonished doctor told friends he climbed a fence and slipped in the back door to check on patients. Secrecy is important in a succession to give the population the false impression of a seamless, inevitable transition.

By then the Abdullah clan and Tuwaijri had all but given up on retaining the crown. The best they could hope for was to ensure that if Salman took over, the next in line for the throne was someone without animosity toward Abdullah’s children. Perhaps more important than anything else was making sure Salman wouldn’t put his son Mohammed in line for the throne. They spread stories about the young prince’s lack of expertise, brutish way of getting things done, and personal greed.

The situation remained unsettled for days. The Royal Court put up a tent outside the hospital to host friends and relatives visiting the dying king. Several thousand Saudis, many of them poor, gathered around the hospital and prayed through the night. Officials in Riyadh’s US embassy kept hearing that the council of princes was going to meet to determine Abdullah’s successor, but they could never pin down exactly when.

Most visitors stopped at the tent to sit with Miteb or Turki or one of Abdullah’s other sons. Only those close to the king were allowed inside, where Abdullah was resting in a room on the first floor. Visitors walked down a one-hundred-yard corridor, past other patients’ rooms, to a seven-foot-tall glass window. Behind it was the room where the king lay dying.

Several days into Abdullah’s hospital stay, Mohammed called to ask about his uncle. Don’t worry, Tuwaijri responded. He’s stable. It sounded unbelievable. Just a couple days earlier, one of the king’s older daughters had arrived to see her father through the window with a green cloth over his forehead and no visible signs of breath. He looked so small; to her companion, he looked dead.

Soon after, Mohammed got a call that Abdullah had died. He hurried his father into a convoy of cars and sped to the National Guard hospital. They found Tuwaijri waiting in the hallway. Salman had had enough of the man. He hit the court chief across the face with a slap that rang through the hospital corridor loudly enough to be heard through the wall in the waiting room. Tuwaijri knew then that he’d wagered big on trying to marginalize Salman and lost it all. With a slap to the face, the new king and his young son beside him announced the beginning of a new reign unlike anything since the kingdom was a patchwork of fiefdoms raiding each other for camels and food and gold.

The news of King Abdullah’s death took hours to travel, thanks in part to the deference of local journalists to the requests of the Royal Court. Away from view of the public, Salman immediately removed Tuwaijri from his position as Allegiance Council secretary and jettisoned him from the Royal Court, even while he kept many of the other officials in their jobs. As chief of his father’s court, Mohammed insinuated himself deep in the deliberations and planning. When his father tired or needed a break, Mohammed powered through the night, holding meetings and making calls. There was no doubt that this was as much Mohammed’s moment as his elderly father’s.

When the announcement came, Salman appointed his half brother Muqrin as crown prince and his nephew Mohammed bin Nayef as deputy crown prince. These seemed measured choices intended to reassure the wider family and tribal leaders who held power over small dominions across the country that it was business as usual. During the ceremonies, Mohammed bin Salman, who had been named defense minister but remained outside the immediate line of succession, quietly deferred to his elder relatives out of respect, even as he was kicking a series of ambitious plans into gear.

More liberal family members worried that yet another Saudi Arabian era of morass was in the offing. The word diplomats reserved for the pace of change in the kingdom for half a century was “glacial.” Little did they know that the country was about to embark on an upheaval.



   
Chapter 2

MBS

January 23–May 1, 2015

The generals sitting around the Saudi Defense Ministry’s situation room table thought they had a pretty good idea of what was about to happen. They’d been running the Saudi armed forces for decades and believed their new defense minister would be pretty much like the last one. When facing adversity, Saudi Arabia followed the lead of the United States of America, its longtime protector. There would be grave deliberations and a decision to have more grave deliberations the following day and the following week until Washington, DC, decided what to do.

But when Mohammed bin Salman, twenty-nine years old and with less than eight weeks of experience running the Saudi military, sat down at the head of the V-shaped table and issued an unprecedented order, “Send in the F15s,” they were shocked into silence. Saudi Arabia was not just going to war. It was leading the way.

Houthi rebels had been marching across Yemen, Saudi Arabia’s neighbor, capturing one city after another. Their brazenness, support from Iran, and proximity to Riyadh made the guerilla force a perilous threat on the southern border.

For Saudi Arabia, no threat is greater than Iran, whose ayatollahs believe the Middle East is their strategic domain. It was Iran’s supply of powerful missiles and military hardware that gave the rebels so much confidence in facing down the bigger and better-equipped Saudi armed forces. A day earlier, one of the rebel commanders declared that if Saudi Arabia intervened, the Houthis wouldn’t stop their “expansion at Mecca, but rather Riyadh.”

Mohammed wouldn’t abide such threats. It was March 2015, and he was ordering the most ambitious military campaign in Saudi history. As with his own generals, the decision caught the United States by surprise. When the Saudis reached out to the White House on short notice and asked if they wanted to join the bombing campaign, “we were flat footed,” one National Security Council official recalls.

In private gatherings with the king and the Royal Court’s advisors in the week before the strikes, Mohammed pledged to make the engagement quick and brutal. “It will be over in a couple of months,” he told Saudi officials and US State Department contacts alike.

The State Department and the Saudi generals were nervous. Though the United States had been encouraging Saudi Arabia to take control of its own security for years, the kingdom had never led a strike from the front, putting citizens in harm’s way and its mettle to the test. In contrast to the aggressive young prince who had no prior military training, many of the generals had spent time at the US Military Academy at West Point or its UK counterpart, the Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst. They were wary of any show of force and knew that Yemen, with its mountainous landscape, fractious population, and committed fighters, had been a quagmire for any foreign power for a century.

US security officials accustomed to dealing with a long line of cautious and deferential princes suddenly realized they were dealing with a new kind of leader, one who seemed perfectly comfortable dropping bombs with or without US support. The White House declined to get involved but began offering intelligence and targets.

Saudi jets streamed over the border, joined by fighters from the United Arab Emirates and other Arab allies, aiming laser-guided bombs at Houthi holdouts. Problems surfaced immediately. Though Saudi Arabia possessed high-tech weaponry, it didn’t always have the expertise to use it.

Fearing putting citizens at risk in a ground war, the Saudi military pursued a strategy built around air attacks. Military officials would draw a grid over a map of the region of Yemen they were attacking. Then the Saudi military would march in foreign troops, some of them teenagers sent by the dictator of impoverished Sudan in exchange for Saudi aid, to clear civilians from each square of the grid. The bombers would follow, working under the assumption that anyone who remained was a combatant—and that the high-tech missiles and targeting intelligence, which the United States helped with, would result in precision attacks.

The strategy fell apart quickly. The foreign soldiers weren’t diligent about clearing out civilians, and the bombing coordinates weren’t always right. In some cases the planners were using different maps from the pilots. Even when the coordinates were right, the Saudi Air Force’s ground radios sometimes couldn’t communicate with its fighter jets. When that happened, pilots had to fly low to the ground so mission control could give them bombing targets over their cell phones. Laser guidance systems were often not properly calibrated, meaning bombs strayed far from their intended targets.

Operation Decisive Storm was a disturbing escalation of Middle East turmoil, but few observers at the time saw what an outright disaster it would become—and what a sign it was of the new directions in which Saudi Arabia was heading.

Mohammed made sure to send a message of strength inside the kingdom. Within hours of the first attacks, the Saudi government distributed photos of him with a resolute expression, studying maps and consulting with military leaders. The war reinforced that Mohammed was a new kind of leader. He wouldn’t stand down in the face of provocation.

Not long after the Yemen bombing began, Tony Blinken, a security advisor to Vice President Joe Biden, flew to Riyadh to try to read the situation. He met the United States’ most trusted Saudi contact, Mohammed bin Nayef, or MBN, who seemed dismissive. He didn’t much want to discuss Yemen and implied it was a losing proposition. In fact, he told one former US intelligence official that Mohammed bin Salman hadn’t even given him advance warning of the first Yemen strike. The war wasn’t MBN’s fight, and it seemed like he wanted to keep it that way. Blinken returned to Washington with more questions than answers.

It was clear to the White House staff that Mohammed bin Salman was a prince empowered to make decisions of geopolitical importance. And he was making those decisions quickly, maybe recklessly. There was a scramble in Washington to get up to date on his biography—even his birth date seemed a mystery. How had such an ambitious royal barely registered in their prince watching over the years?

After the Yemen bombing, the prince would be mentioned so frequently that he’d need a convenient abbreviation: MBS. As they delved deeper into his history, US officials and intelligence analysts found that Mohammed’s rise was more unusual than they had realized. It turned out he learned brazenness not just from famous generals and warriors of history but from reading about American business tycoons.

What snapped Mohammed out of his teenage stupor, his indulgence in video games and fast food, was money, or rather his perceived lack of it. Speaking to a cousin one day, the fifteen-year-old prince learned that his father, one of the most powerful Al Saud family members, had not amassed a serious fortune—by Saudi standards—over his decades in office. Even worse, he had become dangerously indebted to princes and businessmen, opening up a profound vulnerability for the Salman clan.

That made Mohammed anxious about the future of his branch of the family. “It was the first shock and challenge that I faced in my life,” he said later. Soon after, Mohammed approached Salman with a strange request for a prince. “I want to open a store,” he said. Salman laughed. Just do your schoolwork, he replied, not understanding the anxiety underlying his son’s proposal.

In any conventional sense, Salman and his children lived a life of extraordinary wealth. They had palaces in Saudi Arabia, a sprawling vacation residence in Marbella, Spain, where the gardeners cut “SALMAN” into the grass, and another palace complex the size of a university campus on the coast near Tangier in Morocco. Each had dozens of staff waiting to satisfy any princely whim. The problem was that Salman had spent, and not saved or invested, much of his share of oil profits, and he hadn’t started lucrative side businesses like other, more entrepreneurial princes. He didn’t control a license to sell Mercedes-Benz cars or distribute General Electric products—typical means princes used to grow their income.

While Salman had achieved great political might, he had relatively little wealth by Al Saud standards. His close family had some investments in companies and real estate but lived what amounted to a lavish hand-to-mouth existence, dependent on payouts from the king and treasury. When that money was slow to come, his staff might go unpaid. Friends and family members were shocked in the first decade of the 2000s when word spread through Paris that contractors and employees of Prince Salman and his family hadn’t been paid for six months. To offer the generosity a prince typically shows to commoners who come with pleas for assistance, Salman would often write checks from a local bank, whose owner, a friend of Salman, would have to foot the bill.

The missing fortune would become a serious problem for the children of Salman if they should be pushed further away from the center of power. Their income would get smaller and spread among a growing number of descendants, and they would be dependent on the good graces of whoever was king. Mohammed realized he was far from power and nowhere in the line of succession. The only solution, he figured, was to become the family businessman. His shop plans abandoned, a few years later he became interested in petrochemicals.

During a trip to Kuwait at the time, he asked a government official if the Kuwaitis could process bitumen, a by-product of oil refining, for him as part of a new business idea he was cooking up. When they came back to him, they said they could only do 40 percent of the volume he requested. “Not good enough,” he told them. “My plan is to be richer than Alwaleed bin Talal in two years.”

Alwaleed was the most famous Saudi in the world at the time. He was on TV inside and outside Saudi Arabia, a recognized name on Wall Street and in popular media. He lived the over-the-top life people expected from a Saudi prince. Even Alwaleed’s son, who sat far down the totem pole from Mohammed, raced Lamborghinis around Riyadh. CEOs wanted to meet these princes, and celebrities wanted to be seen with them, so long as the princes were paying the bills. No one was clamoring to live it up with Salman, who went to bed after nothing more exciting than a nightly session of baloot, a card game with four players similar to the French game of belote, and woke up at 7 a.m. each morning.

Mohammed also became interested in stock trading. For years he had been stashing some of the gold coins his father and his uncle King Fahd used to give him as gifts for the Eid al-Fitr holiday at the end of Ramadan. By the time he was sixteen, Mohammed had about $100,000 after selling the gold and a few high-end watches he’d received as gifts. It became the starting capital for his new career as a trader. He bought, he sold, and ultimately, he would later say, he “went broke.”

But first, briefly, his portfolio’s value went up. Mohammed would keep chasing the thrill of making a fleeting profit on a grander scale. He had ambitions to go abroad after university in Saudi Arabia and then to go into banking, telecommunications, or real estate.

Those ambitions were subverted by a more pressing need at home. When Mohammed was seventeen, his oldest half brother Fahd died suddenly; the Royal Court blamed heart problems, but Fahd had been a healthy man. Fahd was Salman’s oldest son, born when his father was just nineteen. He’d been a government official, a businessman, and a racehorse owner. His sudden death left Salman heartbroken.

Two months later came the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks and subsequent scrutiny of Salman’s support for Islamic charities, some of which were found to have diverted money to terrorist activities. Then, the following July, almost a year to the day after Fahd’s death, Salman’s son Ahmed died at forty-three of heart failure. Another prince, a cousin, died in a car accident in Riyadh on his way to the funeral.

It was an almost unbearable series of tragedies for Prince Salman, and Mohammed stayed by his side throughout. At an age when many Saudi princes would leave the kingdom for an education in Boston, London, or Paris, Mohammed turned his attention inward. He attended King Saud University and spent much of his spare time scribbling in his notebook as an observer in his father’s majlis, or gathering room for advisors and petitioners. Salman had another reason for keeping his favorite son in Riyadh: After seeing his older sons lose some of their Saudi identity abroad, Salman wanted to groom Mohammed and his brothers in his image at home. “I did not go to the Sorbonne to learn how to be a prince,” Salman once told an American visitor.

It wasn’t just Salman. Ibn Saud once said that “to be a leader of men, a man has to receive an education in his own country, among his own people, and to grow up in surroundings steeped with the traditions and psychology of his countrymen.”

As governor of Riyadh, Salman had a lower international profile than some of his brothers, but he ruled over the central region called the Najd, ancestral homeland of the Al Saud tribe. He controlled real estate transactions, dealt with the religious leaders who propped up the ruling family, and presided over arrests and executions in Riyadh’s Deera Square, known as Chop Chop Square for its frequent beheadings. He disciplined wayward princes, mediated disputes between feuding family members, and was keeper of the family genealogy, tracing familial relations with Saudi tribes back generations.

Salman was also a standard-bearer for his family’s long allegiance with the Wahhabist religious establishment. He directed money to Islamic schools around the world. And he took a jaundiced view of the kingdom’s most important international relationship, harboring a belief that the Saudi-US alliance was essentially transactional and not the deep friendship that princes who focused on foreign policy professed to their American counterparts.

A US official based in Riyadh remembers the first time Salman summoned him to meet in his majlis, a cavernous room lined with long sofas where each week the prince accepted entreaties from members of the public. A staffer led the American into the space roughly half the size of a football field, with intricately woven rugs and a crystal chandelier.

Salman held court at the center of the back wall in a large chair. A line of petitioners sat to his right. The prince motioned for the diplomat to sit in a chair next to him. “You’re most welcome here,” he said. “I know Saudi Arabia and America will always have a special relationship.” As the diplomat thanked him, Salman interrupted with a caveat: “as long as you keep selling us your weapons.”

Another US official found himself sitting beside Salman, then Riyadh’s governor, at a Riyadh dinner during a visit by then–vice president Dick Cheney. While Cheney spoke with the king, Salman asked the official a question: “Would you like to know how I’ve managed to keep Riyadh for the last 40 years?”

“Sure,” the official replied.

“Every week I hold three majlis,” Salman said. “One for the religious scholars and two for the people. I even let the Bangladeshi street sweepers come. Because the day I don’t know what the Bangladeshi street sweepers think is the day we lose power.”

Some evenings, Mohammed would go out with friends into the desert and have staff make up tents and a fire. Frequent attendees were his younger brother Khalid and two cousins, Badr bin Farhan and Abdullah bin Bandar. They’d race four-wheelers in the dunes, set up soccer matches, and play video games. Eating fast food from McDonald’s or more traditional fare by the flames, Mohammed would tell them of his plans to become a billionaire. They’d talk about Steve Jobs and Bill Gates, men who built enduring legacies by focusing on results and being shrewder than their competition. And he’d talk with charisma, mission, and mounting frustration and despair about the Saudi youth. “We are the ones who can decide the future of our generation,” he said one night, as an attendee remembered it. “If we don’t step up, who else will?”

Mohammed also had an early fascination with Alexander the Great, consuming history books about him and relishing his bold empire building. Some of his closest friends from that time would later refer to Mohammed as their “Iskander,” Arabic for Alexander.

One day, Abdulrahman al-Jeraisy, the septuagenarian owner of a Riyadh-based conglomerate that sells paper, telecom services, and furniture, got an unexpected message. Mohammed, Prince Salman’s son, wanted to borrow a million riyals, or about $250,000. It wasn’t quite arm-twisting, but it also wasn’t a request that Jeraisy could just brush aside. His family business was based in Riyadh, and Prince Salman governed the city. It was probably better to pay the $250,000 than deal with whatever trouble could arise from saying no. Fahd al-Obeikan, whose family owns a Riyadh manufacturing company, got a similar request. Only Mohammed wanted $500,000 from him. The industrialist ponied up alongside others.

The prince sank the money into stocks in the United States, and a few years later, when Saudi Arabia opened its own stock exchange, he invested there too. Called the Tadawul, it was an easy place to make money for a prince. There weren’t many companies on the market. Most were subject to government actions that someone who spent all day in the Royal Court could not help but absorb information on.

Mohammed also started creating companies of his own and acquiring stakes in others. He began a garbage-collection business and a group of real estate companies named after the scenic Tuwaiq escarpment southwest of Riyadh. He’d eventually hold shares in more than a dozen businesses in Saudi Arabia under his own name, something relatively rare in Saudi Arabia, where powerful people hold vast interests through proxies or confidential arrangements. The transparency was a sign of both earnestness and naivete.

The corporate registry shows Mohammed and his full brothers had a stake in a tech firm that got a coveted broadband license from the government, as well as ownership positions in fish farms, building developments, commodity trading, and restaurants. They had a Riyadh office park, and their holding company owned a firm that partnered with a Louisiana hospital to send Saudi patients to the United States for organ transplants.

Mohammed got into the real estate development business. One persistent problem Salman struggled with as Riyadh’s governor was land speculation. With money pouring into Riyadh, businessmen and members of the royal family would acquire undeveloped land and hold on to it in hopes of selling it at a big profit down the road, rather than developing it themselves.

Mohammed was focused on housing, a result of his work for his father. He began making deals with wealthy landowners: If they contributed a portion of land, he would find a developer to build houses on it. The developer and landowner would then co-own the new development. And Mohammed would get a percentage for his family. It worked well, since there was huge demand for new housing, and no landowner or construction company could comfortably say no to the son of Riyadh’s governor. It was a model he’d try to re-create later on a much grander scale.

Seeing some success at home, Mohammed began making foreign contacts. Knowing that more senior princes in the Royal Court had access to government surveillance information unavailable to him, Mohammed looked for ways to develop his own intelligence-gathering capabilities. Around 2006 he approached the Center for Advanced Defense Studies, a Washington, DC–based think tank that uses publicly available information to learn about illicit financing networks, and asked it to build a private institution with the prince’s own office. The think tank’s management declined.

The prince brought some foreign business contacts into his family home, welcoming them into intimate discussions of life and philosophy with Salman and his retinue. The teenager was now a towering young man who tended to sit off to the side, listening intently but not saying much. When he did interject, it was often with an anecdote from a history book or a religious text. During one Paris conversation about the nature of space and of God, Mohammed chimed in with an unexpected reference to a passage from the Koran. He was also married by now to a cousin, Sarah bint Mahshoor, and immediately they started having children. He’d eventually be father to two sons and two daughters.

From his reading of history, Mohammed came to see the world in terms of confrontation. He chafed at the idea that a power like the United States could exert control over Saudi Arabia in a way that harkened back to the colonial era. “He kind of had to have an enemy in his head, and the West was sort of the Romans, or the Byzantines. The Ottomans,” one confidant recalls. The Western powers, Prince Mohammed told him in the early 2000s, “are not doing well for us.”

These conversations made Mohammed, who spoke only in Arabic, seem more traditionally “Saudi” than his westernized older brothers. But Mohammed drew these men in with what one American calls “a magnetism” that made him want to get even closer to the prince. Mohammed, this man found, engendered loyalty through his father’s power and his own ambition, but more importantly through a politician’s knack for making the people he welcomed into his orbit feel special.

Translating that charm into business opportunity, Mohammed, through intermediaries, persuaded US mobile giant Verizon to bring fiber-optic infrastructure to Saudi Arabia. The deal, finalized in 2008, saw Verizon take a minority stake in a joint venture whose biggest partner was one of Mohammed’s many companies. Verizon’s legal department, headed by William Barr at the time, sent a lawyer, Verizon’s current chief counsel, Craig Silliman, to Saudi Arabia. Silliman sat down with Mohammed to finalize the deal. Barr later became the US attorney general.

The deal succeeded in building Mohammed’s reputation. “My son made millions for the family,” Salman boasted to one visitor after the deal closed. Government officials were happy because they’d been concerned that regional rivals were developing better fiber-optic networks than Saudi Arabia.

But Mohammed was still a young man and had little business experience. His company had none of the capabilities needed to carry through an international joint venture. About two years later, Verizon packed up and went home, writing off the investment as a loss.

Mohammed’s local enterprises were more successful and began to throw off millions of dollars, lessening his anxiety and contributing to a new war chest that would be necessary for showing largesse to important tribes and religious causes—all prerequisites to building a following that would support a bid by his father to become king.

But then Mohammed, still in his twenties, was investigated in relation to market shenanigans. Regulators had uncovered a suspicious pattern in the trading accounts of a group of princes, including Mohammed. Just before big announcements, they were making bets on stocks, netting major profits. Regulators suspected insider trading rather than lucky stock picking. The loser in the trades was often the government.

Saudi Arabia’s chief stock regulator at the time, Mohammed Al Shaikh, investigated. He grilled Mohammed and determined that a trader acting on the prince’s behalf, rather than Mohammed himself, was responsible for the irregularities. Al Shaikh advised him that it was better practice to put his stock portfolio in an investment fund.

The incident incensed King Abdullah, who issued a decree saying that even princes were not above market laws. Mohammed wasn’t named, but he was stung by the experience, and his position in the family took a fall.

He was impressed by Al Shaikh, chairman of the Capital Markets Authority and former White & Case lawyer, who had treated him firmly but respectfully, steering him away from trouble. He placed the law above stature, a sharp break from the old Saudi tradition of “the ruler knows best.” Al Shaikh had been educated in the United States and worked for the World Bank. The prince realized the man tasked with investigating him could one day be a powerful ally.

[image: Paragraph break image]

Islamic leader Salman al-Ouda didn’t know what to make of the young prince sitting across from him in his living room in October 2012. He didn’t even know why Mohammed bin Salman, whom Ouda knew as a princeling of uncertain influence in the Royal Court, had invited himself over in the first place. Ouda would have politely turned the meeting down, but he had already rebuffed Mohammed once, about a year earlier, at a wedding. It wasn’t good practice to ignore the son of the crown prince.

So there was Mohammed, sipping coffee on the couch and talking about world history, while Ouda, one of the Muslim world’s most popular imams with more than thirteen million Twitter followers, sat listening. Mohammed shared his ideas about Islam, Arab leaders, and how a ruler should run a country. They struck Ouda as the shallow learnings of a recent graduate who hadn’t spent much time inside the library or outside the kingdom. Then Mohammed said something that got the cleric’s attention.

“My role model,” he declared, “is Machiavelli.”

Ouda remained silent. Mohammed’s attempt to earn respect with his knowledge, rather than his birthright, impressed the cleric. But the substance of the message was troubling. This prince was quoting The Prince; it augured tumultuous times for the kingdom and later for Ouda himself.

By that time Mohammed, whose wide girth and hot temper and the scruffy beard running down his throat had earned him the nickname “Stray Bear” from his enemies, had been gaining a reputation up and down the royal family for having a sharp edge. In one oft-recounted story, always told with a new variation, he sent a bullet to a land official who had declined to give him title to a plot he demanded—gaining him another nickname, Abu Rasasa, or “Father of the Bullet.”

Even in his official work, Mohammed established a reputation for pushing around powerful relatives. Showing up with buses full of Filipino workers, he told his own aunt, one of the wives of the late King Fahd, that she was being evicted from a palace needed for new purposes. The power would be disconnected by midnight, he told her. This was especially bracing in Saudi culture, where age and rank are held in the highest regard.

During late-night banter, well-to-do Saudis like to point to Mohammed’s tribal heritage on his mother’s side, suggesting that his character traits traced back to his Bedouin blood. His mother, Fahdah, hails from the Ajman tribe in the northeast of Saudi Arabia. Its most famous member is Rakan bin Hithlain, a revered fighter during the Ottoman era. On the other side, Ibn Saud, Mohammed’s grandfather, was the consummate desert warrior: six foot, four inches tall; lusty; strategic; and bold. Mohammed was the convergence of those two lines. It was folklore, but it would be important later in creating a mythical backstory for young Saudis looking to champion a reformer prince speaking directly to their demographic.

Within the Al Saud family, Mohammed became known as ambitious and self-assured—and protected by his powerful father, Prince Salman.

In 2011, Salman’s brother Sultan, the minister of defense for forty-eight years, died. Salman assumed the role, marking a major shift of power. The Sultan clan’s control of the army gave it great power and huge amounts of money. Transferring it to Salman gave an already influential prince a new power base. Soon after, Salman made Mohammed an advisor to the military.

The young prince, still in his twenties, started ordering around senior princes who had been officers for
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