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Introduction

If you had looked down through binoculars on to the battered runway of Bagram in the summer of 1998 from frontline Taliban positions on the heights overlooking the Shomali plains, 30 miles north of Kabul, you would have seen little that indicated the role the old Soviet-built airbase could possibly play over the coming years. Through the dust and haze, you would have made out a cluster of ruined buildings surrounded by broad zones of overgrown land strewn with rusting metal stakes, a single battered jeep and no actual aircraft at all on the scarred strip of concrete shimmering in the Afghan sun. The group of scruffy Taliban fighters in filthy clothes who manned the makeshift trenches on the heights would probably have served grapes and tea to you as they did to the rare reporters who wandered up to the frontline in the dead years when no one was interested very much in an intractable and incomprehensible civil war in a far-off land. Occasionally, the fighters fired a rusty artillery piece in the general direction of the airstrip and of their enemies, usually hitting neither.
If you had come back four years later, say in the spring of 2002, you would have seen a startling difference. With the Taliban apparently defeated and dispersed, a bright new era for Afghanistan seemed to be dawning. The once-ruined airstrip down on the plains had become the fulcrum of a build-up of American and other international forces in the country that would continue inexorably over the next years. The bulldozers, the tents going up in the sand and the jets and helicopters lined up in serried ranks on the newly surfaced runway gave a sense that something extraordinary was happening, something of genuine historical importance. The only problem was that the exact nature of its importance was still very unclear. Now, many years on, though much inevitably remains obscured by the immediacy of events, something of that nature has become clearer. The form and the flow of events are beginning to emerge from the chaos of war. This book is an attempt to describe them and through describing them to make sense of them. Bagram is now a small town of around 10,000 people, with its own shopping centres, gyms, evening classes, pizza parlour, Burger King, multi-denominational places of worship and mess halls all protected by treble rows of razor wire and electrified fences. The Taliban are in the hills around, though not yet back in their former positions from where they fired their poorly aimed shells and shared their tea and grapes.
As this book is rooted in many years of ground reporting, it has a different perspective from many of the works written about the events of the years since the attacks of September 11, 2001. Its focus is not the decisions taken in Western capitals but the effects of those decisions. Its aim is to suggest a grubby view from below, rather than a lofty view from above. It is primarily about people rather than about power, particularly people for whom life has changed in ways that no one could have predicted a decade ago. Occasionally these changes have been for the better; sometimes it is still too early to tell what they will bring; often these changes have been, savagely and brutally, for the worse. Sometimes these individuals and communities are passive victims. Often they are actors. Either way, they are not those whose decisions and motivations dominate many accounts. It is out of this intricate web of individuals, communities and events, however, that the story of the conflicts which we have watched, been touched by, even participated in directly or indirectly, is inevitably woven.
This account does not pretend to be objective. Though one aim of the book is to provide a historical record, it does not pretend to be comprehensive either. Such a work, even if practically realizable, would probably be unreadable. Too much has happened in too many places to too many people in too complex a way for it to be compressed and explained even in some 500 pages. The path this narrative takes is thus not necessarily the most direct or the most obvious. The places it visits are not always the most central. In journalism, analysis and academia there is a natural trend to the general, the global and the aggregated. The complex and often messy reality of history as it happens is reduced to single explanations or overarching theories. Though without synthesis nothing is comprehensible, there is a risk that, in reducing the complexity to find an answer, that answer is wrong. The devil is very often in the detail. Much of this book is devoted to exploring this detail.
The dangers of relying on broad generalizations or analyses that ignore the specificities of place, history, personality, culture and identity is very evident in the pages that follow. One early and costly error was a fundamental failure to properly understand the phenomenon of ‘al-Qaeda’. This took years to right. A broader mistake which also proved tragically expensive in lives and resources was the insistence that the violence suddenly sweeping two, even three, continents was the product of a single, unitary conflict pitting good against evil, the West against Islam, the modern against the retrograde. For the last decade has not seen one conflict but many. Inevitably, a multi-polar, multifaceted, chaotic world without overarching ideological narratives generates conflicts in its own image. The events described in this book can only be understood as part of a matrix of ongoing, overlaid, interlinked and overlapping conflicts, some of which ended during the ten years since 9/11 and some of which started; some of which worsened and some of which died away; some of which have roots going back decades if not centuries and some of which are relatively recent in origin.
This is not a unique characteristic of the current crisis but is certainly one of its essential distinguishing qualities.1 The wars that make up this most recent conflict span the globe geographically – from Indonesia in the east to the Atlantic-Mediterranean coastline in the west, from south-west China to south-west Spain, from small-town America to small-town Pakistan – as well as culturally, politically and ideologically. With no obvious starting point and no obvious end, with no sense of what might constitute victory or defeat, their chronological span is impossible to determine. No soldiers at the battle of Castillon in 1453 knew they were fighting in the last major engagement of the Hundred Years War. No one fighting at Waterloo could have known they were taking part in what turned out to be the ultimate confrontation of the Napoleonic Wars. The First World War was the Great War until the Second World War came along. Inevitably perhaps, this present conflict is currently without a name. In decades or centuries to come historians will no doubt find one – or several, as is usually the case. In the interim, given the one event that, in the Western public consciousness at least, saw hostilities commence, ‘the 9/11 Wars’ seems an apt working title for a conflict in progress.
Another major theme running through this work is inevitably that of religious extremism. What motivates the militants? How are they radicalized and mobilized? Why do they and how can they commit such terrible acts? The answer, as this narrative seeks to make clear, does not appear to lie in poverty, insanity or innate evil. Nor does it lie in Islam, though Islam, like all great religions, has a wide range of resources within it that can be deployed for a variety of functions including encouraging or legitimizing violence. The problem is not Islam but a particularly complex fusion of the secular and the religious that is extremely difficult to counter. The critical question is why this ideology, itself continually evolving, appeals to any given individual or community at a given moment. The answer, as one would expect, varies hugely over time and space. All ideologies are rooted in a context, and radical Islamic militancy is no different. These contexts inevitably change, and charting those shifts is one of the aims of this book.
Looking at violence leads into other major themes. It is now a commonplace to say that recent years have seen a hardening of identities based around ethnic, faith or other communities in response to the supposed ‘flattening’ of local difference by a process of globalization based in a heavily European or American market capitalist system. This is undoubtedly the case and has been consistently underestimated by policy-makers in London and Washington, who remain convinced of the universal attraction of the liberal democratic, liberal economic model in spite of much evidence to the contrary. But a key element missed by many analyses is the degree to which radical Islam is in itself as hostile to local specificity as anything that has come out of the West. One major current running through the pages that follow is the constant tug of war between ‘the global’ and ‘the local’, the general and the particular, the ideological and the individual. It is this tension that has defined much of the form and the course of the 9/11 Wars. The conflict was launched in the name of global ideologies. It was the rejection of global ideologies by key Muslim populations in the middle years of the decade that changed the course of the conflict. Ironically after years of vaunting the merits of the global, the West’s greatest ally at a critical moment was its opposite: bloody-minded local particularism. The same force was also to work in less favourable ways elsewhere however.
This book ends with an account of the more recent phases of the conflict, where, even if cause for great concern still exists, the more apocalyptic predictions of a decade or so ago remain unfulfilled. This relative stabilization of the situation is precarious, however. Only a close examination of the previous course of ‘the 9/11 Wars’ and their antecedents can tell us whether what we are currently witnessing is simply a pause before a new cycle of violence or the uncertain early days of a definitive and positive trend towards something that resembles peace.
This book remains, however, primarily a work of journalism and not of history. It aims, in the long tradition of reportage, to reveal and communicate something about the world and about key events through the voices and views of those who participate in them and are affected by them. Its main aim is to provoke and inform discussion of vital questions rather than confidently lay out certitudes. As new material becomes available, others will improve the accounts of many of the events contained in the pages that follow. Overall I have tried to catch something of the nature of the conflict that has gripped and affected billions of people in recent years. Watching the aerial bombing of Tora Bora in the mountains of eastern Afghanistan in December 2001, with vapour trails from B-52s slicing across the pale sky above the snowy peaks and row upon row of rocky ridges successively lit by the slanting rising sun, a fellow journalist commented as a scene of untold horror and violence and extraordinary aesthetic beauty unfolded before us that only a vast novel really could make sense of what was happening. He was probably right.



PART ONE

Afghanistan, America, Al-Qaeda: 2001–3


1
The Buddhas


ALI SHAH

The winter had been hard, and in March 2001 the snow still lay thick on the passes. The only road open into the valley was a thin trace of black meltwater and icy mud. The small Afghan town of Bamiyan was virtually deserted. Men of working or fighting age had either fled or been forced out by the fighters who now walked down the single street of the bazaar, squatted by their pick-up trucks or sat on the grubby, threadbare carpets of the chaikhana.1 The sky was an icy blue overhead, and it was still very cold.2 To the south of the town, in a shallow river valley, almond orchards and slender silver-leaved poplars lay below low hills covered in cemeteries and fields desiccated as much by the freezing winter nights as by the summer heat. Behind, stretching to the horizon, were the higher mountains of Afghanistan’s central highlands banded in different shades of brown, ochre and sand like a beach at low tide and ending in snow. Through the slats of a stable door beside one small mud-brick and wood home in a stand of trees near the river, a young man, sixteen years old, carefully watched the fighters walking through the streets.

Ali Shah had left with his parents, two sisters and two brothers when the Taliban had first arrived in Bamiyan weeks earlier but had returned to check on the family home. He had slipped back, easily evading sentries on the paths through the hills. Years of guarding sheep on the hills around had given the teenager a deep knowledge of the remote tracks that crossed the apparently barren peaks. He watched through the slatted doors of the stables beside the locked house and waited.3

The town of Bamiyan lies at the intersection of four roads, 9,200 feet up on an outlying spur of the Himalayan mountains. One leads west across the snowy peaks and ridges of Afghanistan’s central highlands to the city of Herat and on to the Iranian frontier. A second leads south-east, across a high pass and through a narrow valley studded with small fortified villages and ribbed by terraced fields of wheat before dropping down to a shallow and fertile plain, where it joins the main road that runs from the Afghan capital Kabul down to Kandahar, the southern city that was the cultural and administrative centre of the Taliban. As this road drops off the high plateau of Bamiyan, it crosses the religious, ethnic, cultural and linguistic divide between the lands of the Shia Muslim Hazara, of central Asian ancestry, and the southern and eastern regions, where the ethnic Pashtuns, almost all Sunni Muslims, dominate.4 The third road that leads out of Bamiyan runs north to the grassy steppes and eventually to the Amu Darya river and the frontier with the former Soviet Republics of Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. The fourth and final road leads east over yet another pass and down through a deep gorge to the fertile Shomali plains and the frontlines across which the fighters of the Taliban confronted the ragged troops of the Northern Alliance, the last remaining opposition to their rule over Afghanistan, firing desultory shells at Bagram airport and serving tea to the occasional visiting reporter.

Though in one of the poorest and most isolated provinces of Afghanistan, Bamiyan had once been a thriving and prosperous centre of trade and religion. In the fourth century, two huge Buddhas, one 175 feet high, the other 120, had been built into cavities hewn from the sandstone of the cliffs just to the north of the present-day town of Bamiyan. The statues themselves were not carved directly from the rock face but made of successive layers of mud and straw and finally painted plaster laid over a rock core. Beyond their religious purpose, they served too as giant landmarks for travellers on one of Asia’s great trade routes.5 With the vast statues, a monastery had been constructed, a mixture of wooden scaffolding built against the cliff face and caves. The Buddhist monks and believers who had once lived and studied there had long gone, as had the wooden passageways and façades, but even in 2001 the caves were still inhabited. The families who lived there were mainly destitute refugees who survived on thin earnings as shepherds and day labourers and ate stale bread scraps left over by the inhabitants of the town below their barely accessible and uncomfortable homes. The frescoes and murals on the inside of the monastic cells and pilgrims’ accommodation had long since been defaced in waves of iconoclasm or simply obscured by the soot from decades of cooking fires. It was these giant Buddhas that the Taliban had come to destroy. Ali Shah waited until nightfall and slipped away.



THE TALIBAN

In successive campaigns the Taliban had brought 80 per cent of Afghanistan under their nominal rule. The movement had its origins in a vigilante group founded by a mullah, the equivalent of a country priest or parson in clerical terms, near Kandahar in September 1994. The very fact that it was the mullahs, traditionally lowly figures in Afghan society, who were in charge signalled the revolutionary nature of the new movement. The new group’s innovatory style of fighting, which involved night combat and highly mobile ‘charges’ on the back of pick-up trucks, was another radical change.6 Though often described as ‘medieval’, the Taliban were thus profoundly contemporary. Ideologically they were radical too and ‘revolutionary’ in the sense of the word that would have been understood by rebels seeking a return to an imagined earlier era of social justice across the ages. A worldview and language heavily informed by a utopian vision of an idealized past hid the fact that they actually sought to create something that had never existed: an Afghan state and society that resembled in culture, government and religious practice the idea they had of a perfect Pashtun village. That idea may have been a myth, but it was very real to them, and so was the political project of creating it.

At the beginning the Taliban’s aim had simply been to end the anarchy and civil war into which Afghanistan had been plunged at the end of the decade-long Soviet intervention in 1989.7 But the movement very rapidly acquired a variety of different and sometimes contradictory agendas, each representing one of the myriad fracture lines of an Afghan society fragmented by decades of war and uneven development. Ethnic splits, cultural divides, resentments nurtured through a conflict in which the bulk of the fighting had pitted Afghans against other Afghans, as well as a host of external interests came rapidly into play. The name Taliban, an Arabo-Persian word which means seekers of knowledge or religious students, reflected the origins, leadership and project of the new movement.8 Initially welcomed in many parts by a population tired of war and insecurity, the Taliban had advanced rapidly, aided by their opponents’ lack of unity, by local traditions which encouraged rather than stigmatized changing sides at the right moment and, at critical moments, by logistic and technical aid from the main Pakistani military intelligence service, the Inter-Services Intelligence Directorate (ISI).9 Skilfully exploiting all the fracture lines of Afghan society, Taliban leaders ignored urban areas and institutions and instigated an extremely effective rural grass-roots outreach programme.10 Using networks of association built up through family or tribal connections, in the refugee camps of Pakistan or among fellow veterans of the Soviet war, they approached tribal leaders, militia commanders, anyone who they felt could be co-opted, offering security, moral certainty, a restoration of social justice and order and personal advancement.11 Their uncompromising message was nonetheless carefully tailored to fit local needs and identities. Those Taliban leaders with particular knowledge of a specific district’s customs, history and dialects were sent there. Where a little encouragement was still needed, intimidation and selective violence usually sufficed.

Yet not only were the Taliban unable to turn their vision into reality but they proved incapable even of beginning to tackle the myriad problems of the country. In September 1996 the Taliban had captured Kabul, where their conception of an ideal Afghanistan and their literal reading of the Islamic holy texts was very alien to the better-educated urbanites of the city, many of whom had lived well under the Soviets.12 The latter, at least for the better-off and better-educated, had been modern and liberal rulers who cleared slums, built schools and polytechnics and offered employment in a new, sprawling bureaucracy and military. Though the depredations of the post-Soviet period when the various mujahideen factions had fought over the capital meant that the Taliban seizure of the city was welcomed by some Kabulis, the five years that followed had seen increasing repression, haphazard government, growing violence against opponents and dissidents, and, apart from the booming drugs industry, a moribund economy. It had also seen the failure of the Taliban’s early attempts to distance themselves from the rest of the world. Partly this was due to their own need for weapons, manpower and instruction, much of which came from across the border in Pakistan. Partly this was due to the fact that, as had been the case through the nineteenth century and before, Afghanistan was a ground across which the rivalries of bigger powers played out.

Some of these powers were formal states recognized by international law. The security establishment and successive governments of Pakistan had seen the Taliban as the perfect vehicle to project their own interests in Afghanistan and funnelled money, fuel, food, advice and ammunition to these new actors on the Afghan scene.13 Very significant numbers of young fighters came from the religious schools of Pakistan’s north-west frontier, where many Afghans, refugees or otherwise, were educated. Others sent over from the religious schools in Pakistan’s eastern province of the Punjab were easily recognizable. The author found squads of them doing star jumps on the frontline north of Kabul in 1999. Other overseas allies were non-state actors, though powerful nonetheless. Much of the movement’s money came through donations from clerical networks in Pakistan and further afield. Rich donors in the Gulf, devout and deeply conservative Muslim businessmen or royalty, contributed significant funds, happy to help to further the spread of the rigorous strands of Sunni Islam that they themselves followed.

If the web of alliances, funding streams and ideological strands drawn together in the Taliban was complicated so too were the networks that centred on the various factions opposed to their rule. Limited to the north and north-east of the country, denuded of material and men, each broadly representing a different ethnic minority, these groups were dependent on different regional sponsors for money and weapons and connected to different drugs or smuggling networks. The Hazara minority, for example, made up between 10 and 15 per cent of the overall Afghan population, and their factions were backed by the Iranians. This created a Shia axis that was a counterpart to the informal Taliban–Pakistani Sunni alliance on Afghanistan’s other flank. The Uzbeks constituted 5 to 15 per cent, and their militia were supported by Uzbekistan. The Tajiks, who made up around 20 or 25 per cent, got funding and weapons from Tajikistan and from India.14

Amidst all these frames of geopolitical and regional alignment, the enormous majority of Afghans simply tried to survive. A measure of the plight of the Afghan people was that in 2001 nobody knew how many of them there were as there had been no census since 1979. Around 5 million were estimated to be living outside the country, largely in refugee camps in Iran and Pakistan, and perhaps 15 million remained in Afghanistan. The population of Kabul was around half a million and, though it was by far the biggest Afghan city, its streets were empty, bazaars were bare, fuel was scarce and electricity rarer still. The only entertainments were executions and occasional football matches in the city’s sports stadium, woefully ill-equipped gyms and boxing clubs, which provided an outlet for jobless teenagers, and a motorcyclist who set up a ‘wall of death’ in the central Ariana Square. That most of the spectators at the executions the author attended were there simply because there was nothing else to do was ample testament to the desperation and meanness of their lives. Many hours each day were devoted to procuring enough fuel in the winter and clean water in the summer. Ministers with little more than a basic religious education sat in the corner of decrepit offices warmed by Chinese-made bar heaters. A handful of students walked through the derelict halls of the university and the polytechnic was too heavily mined to be used. On the wall of the offices of the religious police, who were largely composed of young men armed with sticks or lengths of rubber hose who harassed women whom they deemed immodestly dressed or men whose beards were under the regulation length of the width of a fist, a scrawled slogan read: ‘Throw reason to the dogs, it stinks of corruption.’ The rural areas were worse. In the north-eastern Badakshan province, communities stockpiled animal fodder for human consumption. Life expectancy was around forty-two years (one year more than it had been in 1990), literacy rates were no more than 30 per cent, and 18 in every thousand women who gave birth died, the highest rate in the world. The word that featured most frequently in conversation with ordinary Afghans in the years before 9/11 was mushkil, difficult. This was the backdrop against which the first encounters of the 9/11 Wars were fought.15



BAMIYAN

The way into Bamiyan for the Taliban had been opened when a local commander had swapped sides in the classic Afghan fashion to allow his erstwhile enemies across the northern passes into the valley. Desultory fighting had continued for some months, however, and finally a specially constituted Taliban ‘taskforce’ was dispatched in January 2001 with the aim of subduing the central highlands and the Hazaras once and for all. Its young commander was Mullah Dadaullah Akhund, who had already acquired a reputation for brutality, atrocity and violence.16 Charged with establishing full Taliban control in Bamiyan, Dadaullah set to work with terrible efficiency. In two days alone, his troops, reinforced by international militants and hundreds of teenagers from religious schools in Pakistan, used bulldozers, explosives and their bare hands to destroy villages, schools, mosques, clinics and orchards, effectively replicating what the Soviets had done to much of the Afghan countryside in the 1980s. Around two-thirds of the local population fled. The family of Ali Shah, the young shepherd, was among them.17

With Bamiyan now securely in Taliban hands, the question of the future of the Buddhas was raised. A meeting of senior ministers was convened to decide their fate.18 It was not the first time that demolishing the great Buddhas of Bamiyan had been envisaged. The ‘destruction of icons’ in Afghanistan had been discussed for many decades in the conservative Islamic circles from which the Taliban drew their religious inspiration and had always provoked fierce debate. Early on the Taliban had seemed to value the cultural heritage of Afghanistan, allowing themselves to be convinced that they should protect the Buddhas and other remnants of Afghanistan’s pre-Islamic past just as Egypt had worked to preserve the pyramids, and when Dadaullah’s request reached the Taliban ministers in Kabul many argued that the Buddhas should be left as they were as ‘cultural monuments’.19 But such voices had powerful opponents.20 There had long been bitter arguments between moderates and conservatives within the Taliban over a variety of issues: tactics of ethnic cleansing, the education of girls, engagement with the international community, the ban on opium that had been successfully implemented in 2000.21 This time the hardliners outmanoeuvred their opponents by the simple expedient of making sure the question of the Buddhas was referred to their supreme leader, Mullah Mohammed Omar.

In the spring of 2001 Mullah Omar was forty-two years old. Tall, dark-skinned, reclusive, of limited literacy, relatively inarticulate, he had recently swapped the cheap mass-produced Pakistani-made shalwar kameez he had worn previously for a higher-quality local version with traditional embroidery. His eye-patch had been replaced by a foreign-made glass eye.22 Yet these small concessions to comfort barely countered the overall impression of asceticism. Omar rarely appeared in public and gave few interviews but did not need to be seen or heard to keep command. The authority of the Taliban leader depended instead on his reputation for fierce probity, his war record from the days the Soviet occupation and his subsequent success at leading the movement to control much of his country.23 Whether receiving visitors sitting on a cheap prayer rug in the mud mosque of his village home or in the run-down residence of the governor in Kandahar, Omar, despite his modest appearance, remained unpredictable and independent-minded. The self-styled amir-ul momineen, leader of the faithful, was a charismatic and instinctive leader with a natural talent for spectacular symbolic gestures such as publicly wrapping himself in the cloak of the Prophet Mohammed, a relic kept for more than 200 years in Kandahar and rarely shown in public.24 Even after several years in power, as the Taliban more generally had begun to lose the support of many of their key constituencies in the east and south of the country, Mullah Omar himself retained significant personal authority.25

Presented with the demand from Mullah Dadaullah for permission to destroy the Buddhas, Omar requested a judgement from the Afghan Supreme Court, which comprised senior religious scholars, or ulema. Courts were perhaps the only functioning institution in Afghanistan. They applied, with relative honesty, efficiency and speed, a rigorous and literalist interpretation of the Shariat, the body of law based on the Koran, the sayings and deeds of the prophets and centuries of interpretation, exegesis and precedent. The clerics of the Supreme Court, all extreme conservatives and all appointed by Omar, unsurprisingly ruled that the destruction of the Buddhas was not only in accordance with the teachings of Islam but also strongly recommended. On February 24 Omar personally radioed Dadaullah in Bamiyan with the news and personally gave his instructions for the statues to be levelled.26

Many different strands – from the cosmic to the brutally practical, from the parochial to the international – determined the decision. On one level, the destruction of the Buddhas was a carefully weighed and calculated political act which to many of Mullah Omar’s followers at the time seemed a logical response to the strategic and tactical challenges facing them. From this perspective, it was fanatical, perhaps, but far from irrational.27 Omar had many very mundane reasons to destroy the Buddhas. The first was rooted in the internal dynamics of the Taliban. In the months before the demolition, Omar had increasingly found himself under pressure from a faction of committed extremists among the senior ranks and the younger generation of extremely violent new leaders rising through middle ranks best represented by Mullah Dadaullah. Destroying the Buddhas was thus a useful way for Omar to marginalize any moderate challengers while rallying the hardliners behind him. Equally, with a new fighting season about to start and complete victory still distant even after nearly seven years of gruelling warfare, the destruction of the Buddhas would energize and radicalize a movement which was losing momentum in the face of growing discontent with their rule, even among constituencies which had previously supported them.28 Also, the demolition of the Buddhas was an act of communication in a predominantly illiterate land used to such public spectacles of violence. Successive rulers in Afghanistan recognized the importance of such gestures. The Mughals in the sixteenth century had built ‘pyramids of skulls’ of their enemies and made sure that potential opponents were kept well informed of the extreme violence they risked if they resisted. Abdur Rahman, known as the Iron Emir and widely credited with building the basis of Afghanistan as a nation state in the late nineteenth century, had publicized rather than hidden the excesses associated with his repeated campaigns of ethnic cleansing.29 The Taliban had always understood and exploited the symbolic and the ritual. Their public hanging of a corrupt, child-abusing warlord-cum-bandit in 1994 near Kandahar and subsequent dismantling of the ‘chains’, the roadblocks where armed groups extorted money and abused local traders and travellers, had been the foundational acts of the movement. With their delivery of justice haphazard, the Taliban relied on the visibility and violence of punishment rather than its inevitability to discourage crime. To have the desired deterrent effect, that violence had to be seen or, as very few Afghans had access to televisions, at least imagined.

Then there was a more mystic element. The destruction of the Buddhas was part of a continued violent campaign prosecuted by the Taliban to extirpate all that they saw as counter to their vision of the authentically ‘Afghan’ Afghanistan, whether that involved pre-Islamic artefacts, the presence of Shia Muslims such as the population in Bamiyan or on the Shomali plains, heresy and ‘modern’ or Western influences. The destruction of the Buddhas was also an act by which they would be doing God’s work. The order to demolish, Mullah Omar told some interlocutors, had come to him in a dream.30 ‘If on Judgement Day I stand before Allah, I’ll see those two statues floating before me, and I know that Allah will ask me why, when I had the power, I did not destroy them,’ he told one visitor.31

Finally, there was the influence of the various international extremists who were based in Afghanistan in the late 1990s. The most prominent among them was the al-Qaeda group led by Osama bin Laden, who had arrived in Afghanistan in 1996 after being forced out of Sudan and who had, as the years had passed, become increasingly close to Omar.

Bin Laden’s relationship with Omar and other senior Taliban has been the subject of much debate. Often described as close, in fact it appears to have been characterized more by ambivalence and tension than complicity.32 The Taliban were constantly torn. On the one hand they admired the Saudi-born extremist’s apparent grasp of global politics, respected his piety and needed the money he could bring them through his contacts in the Gulf as well as the fighters he could supply. But they nonetheless remained irritated by the lack of respect this foreigner frequently showed them, their people and, despite his occasional praise, their country. Continually concerned about the damage that his ambitions might do to their own campaigns, senior Taliban figures repeatedly described bin Laden, whose arrival in Afghanistan had been the result of an invitation extended by a group of warlords who had been their opponents, as ‘a problem inherited from the days of the civil war’.33 The tensions were rooted too in the mutual wariness between the Afghans and the largely Arab international militants of al-Qaeda – predominantly Egyptian, Yemeni, Saudi or Algerian – and exacerbated by profound differences of outlook, worldview, religious practice and strategy.34 Bin Laden’s enemy was different from that of the Taliban, who were focused on conquering the pockets of resistance to their rule in Afghanistan. Bin Laden and his associate, the veteran Egyptian militant Ayman al-Zawahiri, saw their primary targets as the regimes of the Middle East, particularly those ruling in their native lands, or, as they announced in a series of public statements, America. Few among the Taliban knew or cared much about the USA or were particularly preoccupied by the political situation in Egypt or Saudi Arabia.35 A second difference was theological. The Taliban had been raised in the hierarchical Deobandi school of conservative Islam, a discrete south-west Asian strand of Islamic thinking and practices very different in crucial aspects from the Gulf-based schools of the international militants. One reason Omar had turned to the judges for a decision on the Bamiyan Buddhas was that, in the fiercely hierarchical tradition of Deobandism, a mere mullah such as the Taliban leader was simply not qualified to pass judgement on such a question. He and other senior Taliban figures were thus shocked and angered to see bin Laden giving interviews on television, which was banned in Afghanistan, and issuing fatawa, scholastic opinions which they believed should only be given by senior religious scholars, not autodidacts who had trained as civil engineers.36

Nonetheless the international extremists did have an influence. From late 1998 onwards, there is much evidence of a more internationalized outlook among the Taliban leadership. For the first time, their propaganda began to refer to Zionist spies and American Crusaders, phrases borrowed directly from men like bin Laden. If Mullah Omar had his own reasons, cosmic and mundane, for assenting to Dadaullah’s request to destroy the Buddhas he was at the very least encouraged by the foreign extremists who increasingly determined his perception of the world beyond the borders of his homeland.



THE WORLD TO THE RESCUE

The news of Omar’s decision broke rapidly, and, one after another, a whole range of international actors set out to dissuade the Taliban. The first to fail were the Americans. Though to start with Washington welcomed the Taliban as a potential stabilizing force, that initial positive sentiment towards the movement was rapidly dissipated. First, there was increasing concern over human rights abuses. Then came the double bombing in 1998 of two US embassies in east Africa by al-Qaeda teams sent from Afghanistan and the subsequent refusal of the Taliban to withdraw their protection of bin Laden. The attack and the shelter offered to the perpetrators had provoked unilateral American sanctions in 1999 and a series of acrimonious exchanges through 2000. The affable Taliban ambassador in Islamabad, the capital of neighbouring Pakistan, continued to be received at the embassy – ‘No one recognizes us but everyone recognizes me,’ he explained – but apart from frequent demands made by State Department officials that bin Laden be handed over and occasional conversations it was a dialogue of the deaf.37

With no leverage on the Taliban the Americans were forced to rely on the Pakistanis. Islamabad sent both formal and informal deputations to Kandahar and Kabul. Yet, though diplomatic as well as military assistance continued, Pakistan’s leverage over the Taliban was less than was often thought, particularly following al-Qaeda’s bombing of the embassies in east Africa and the messy battles around Mazar-e-Sharif in 1998 and 1999, during which widespread atrocities by both sides were widely reported.38 A series of incidents – such as the beating of the Pakistani youth football team, who had made the mistake of wearing shorts to play in Kandahar, by the Taliban’s religious police – had reinforced the impression that Islamabad was losing any grip it had once had on the movement.

By 2000, many in Pakistan’s foreign ministry were expressing grave concerns about the diplomatic damage being done by their country’s support for their increasingly unpredictable and extreme allies.39 The Pakistani efforts to convince the Taliban to leave the Buddhas intact met with no success. Neither the interior minister nor retired senior Pakistani soldiers who had personally contributed to the movement’s early victories were able to influence their former students to change their mind.

Relations with the Saudi Arabians had also soured long before. Along with Pakistan and the United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia had recognized the Taliban as the legitimate rulers of Afghanistan by 1997, seeing the movement as one of many vehicles for the propagation of the kingdom’s brand of rigorous Sunni Islam across the Islamic world that merited financial and diplomatic support. This early enthusiasm had quickly evaporated, however. Again it was the presence of bin Laden and other militants that most angered Riyadh. After a particularly ill-tempered exchange following the bombings of 1998, official support for the Taliban ceased, though of course private Saudi Arabian supporters of the movement and their project remained numerous.40 Unsurprisingly, Riyadh’s efforts to influence the Taliban when news of the decision to destroy the Buddhas broke met with no success either. Given the propensity of the Saudi religious establishment for iconoclasm within the kingdom, that such efforts were relatively feeble surprised few.

For a time, there was hope that where the Pakistanis and Saudis could not or would not succeed the United Nations might. The UN had been present in Afghanistan for many years, and the Taliban, recognizing that the humanitarian work done by the organization at the very least spared them the trouble and expense of trying to feed and house hundreds of thousands of urban and rural poor, had initially cooperated relatively well with senior international officials. But the United Nations’ values had often been difficult to reconcile with the Taliban’s vision of Afghanistan. The idea that the organization represented some kind of benign ‘international community’ had little currency in a country where, at least in living memory, almost everything from abroad, and particularly from beyond the Islamic world, represented a threat. Senior Taliban figures, unsurprisingly given the widespread view among them that the UN was a Trojan horse for moral corruption and an assault on ‘traditional’ Afghan and Islamic values, had always showed profound hostility to UN staff, and relations only deteriorated further as time passed.41 There continued to be contacts between the special United Nations envoy, veteran Spanish diplomat Francesc Vendrell, and high-ranking Taliban moderates with a more worldly outlook, but none of Vendrell’s interlocutors had any real influence on Mullah Omar or on the direction the movement was taking. One of the last attempts to win a reprieve for the Buddhas saw an extraordinary meeting, organized by Vendrell, between Wakil Ahmed Muttawakel, the Taliban foreign minister, and Kofi Annan, the UN secretary general. It took place in the five-star Marriott Hotel in Islamabad. Few encounters better encapsulate the gulf between the Taliban and the developed, Westernized world than this between the urbane New-York-based Ghanaian diplomat and the envoy from Kabul. The meeting was polite, indeed relatively convivial. But even as Muttawakel pledged on behalf of his government that no harm would befall the Buddhas, preparations for their destruction were underway.42

The final attempt to save the Buddhas came from within the mainstream conservative Muslim community, in the person of the senior Qatar-based Egyptian cleric Yusuf al-Qaradawi. This could perhaps have been expected to stand a greater chance of success. Known throughout much of the Islamic world for his extremely popular and influential television programme in which he drew on his deep religious knowledge to issue instant fatawa in answer to viewers’ queries about the correct Islamic response to topics as varied as oral sex and the plight of the Palestinians, al-Qaradawi travelled to Kandahar with a group of very senior conservative clerics intending to convince Mullah Omar to spare the Buddhas through a careful argument based on key Islamic texts, quotations and precedents. Classic diplomatic means involving bilateral relations and multilateral organizations had failed and this was an attempt founded in a long tradition in the Islamic world of debate and argument. However, not only were al-Qaradawi’s ideological roots very different from the neo-traditional revivalism of the Taliban’s religious culture but he was also seen as having ‘sold out’ to ‘apostate’ governments in the Arab world, not only by the international extremist clerics but also by their local Deobandi counterparts, to whom Omar was prone to listen for spiritual guidance. In many ways, al-Qaradawi’s world, that of the major Islamic universities, of televised religious advice with audiences of millions, of the core Arab Middle East, was as alien to the Taliban as that of Kofi Annan. From the start the visit went badly with the eminent cleric’s party ordered out of the cars bringing them from Kandahar airport and forced to pray in the sand by the side of the road by excited young Taliban fighters. Omar showed little interest in al-Qaradawi’s sophisticated, learned and utterly pragmatic argument that, though the Taliban were justified in their belief that the Buddhas should be destroyed, there was an equally strong argument that the act, though undoubtedly legitimate, should be postponed until a more favourable conjuncture of political circumstances. Al-Qaradawi and his delegation left empty-handed, vocally complaining about their hosts’ political immaturity.43

However, despite his apparent parochialism and mysticism, Omar sensed what effect the destruction of the Buddhas would have on the international community. Steps were taken to make sure that the audience overseas understood what was being said. His edict announcing the demolition was distributed to international journalists, the act itself was filmed by a cameraman, and its aftermath was later proudly shown to the international press.44 To underline the message, Taliban spokesmen briefed reporters, claiming that the rest of the world had no right to complain. ‘They give us nothing … Why should we listen to them?’ one senior Taliban official in Islamabad said. ‘They care more about old statues than Afghans starving.’

The destruction of the Buddhas started at dawn on March 1 and took at least ten days. The practical difficulties of demolishing such enormous objects, built on to a cliff face, had been grossly underestimated. Tank shells and rockets fired had little effect, simply sending showers of splinters into the air. The Taliban, who had originally thought they could destroy the statues in a few hours, were forced to resort to other means, eventually stacking shells and loose explosives found in the stocks held by the warlords they had defeated or co-opted in the valley around the base of the statues. This too failed, however. On the morning of the third day, Taliban fighters and coerced local men were lowered on ropes from the galleries around the sculptures and, dangling above the void, drilled holes into the now rock-hard ancient clay and straw mix into which they introduced explosives prised out of mines. This had more effect, and repeated blasts over the next twenty-four hours slowly reduced the two giant edifices to piles of yellow rubble. Footage showed huge explosions blasting dust out of the cavities housing the Buddhas high into the air as turbaned Taliban fighters cheered with shouts of ‘Allahu akbar’ (God is great). Two great plumes of yellow dust and black smoke hung in the clear blue sky for many hours after the statues had ceased to exist.45



THE BAMIYAN BUDDHAS AND THE 9/11 WARS

The episode had given an early glimpse of a multitude of key strands that would mark the future course of the 9/11 Wars. First of all, there was the complexity of the environment, a thick matrix of overlaid and interwoven legacies of scores of conflicts over previous decades and indeed centuries, meshing the local, national and geopolitical with the tribal, ethnic and individual. It showed too the variety and division within entities often seen from the outside as relatively monolithic, whether that be the Taliban or even ‘Islam’. The episode had revealed at least five different tendencies within Muslim practice – the Taliban’s Deobandi neo-traditionalism, Gulf-style Wahhabism, the radically contemporary fusion of political Islam with ultra-conservatism of al-Qaeda, the internationalized orthodoxy of al-Qaradawi, the more moderate folksy traditions of the Hazara in Afghanistan – all competing for ideological and often physical space. All these elements, apart from the last, could be termed ‘Salafi’, in that they sought inspiration from the earliest generations, the salaf, of Islam and were part of a project to reproduce today the (imagined) society of the first Muslims on earth.46 But as the destruction of the Buddhas showed, their internal differences of practice and outlook were vast. The episode had demonstrated how Islam is no more a ‘religion of peace’ than any other faith but a repository of resources which can be creative and destructive, positive and negative, depending on how they are instrumentalized. The episode had also shown the uses of spectacular violence, something else that was to mark the course of the conflict to come. The Taliban’s iconoclasm was ‘shock and awe’ in a pure and raw form. It was a form of intimidation and of communication too, of ‘propaganda by deed’. It was effectively an act of terrorism, though directed at inanimate if valued objects, not living people. Then there was the agency of key actors. Mullah Omar had not acted because he was mad, in thrall to someone else or simply reacting to the West but had made independent decisions based on his own perception of his best interests in the situation in which he found himself. And the episode had also shown the deficiencies of the West in understanding, shaping and genuinely seeing what was happening elsewhere. The response to the destruction of the Buddhas also revealed something else that would be frequently apparent over the coming years: the international community’s chronic inability to focus on any one problem for a significant period. For after a week of well-ventilated shock and anger, attention drifted. Very quickly political leaders, reporters and editors turned to other stories, and politicians looked to other issues. There were suicide bombings in Israel and a riot in Bosnia-Herzegovina, Tony Blair won a second term as prime minister in the UK and in the US President George W. Bush, who had taken office in January after a contentious election, saw his package of massive tax cuts signed into law. A G8 summit in Genoa, Italy, was marred by violence, and the United Nations sanctions imposed on Iraq in the wake of the 1991 Gulf War were extended amid acrimonious debates. Afghanistan was no longer news.

In April Ahmed Shah Massood, the Afghan opposition leader famous for his long and effective guerrilla war against the Soviets and resistance to the Taliban, travelled to France to raise funds and his profile but had little success with either goal. Others who made the trip to Europe included Hamid Karzai, a young Afghan exile whose father, leader of the southern Pashtun Popalzai tribe, had been murdered by the Taliban in 1999. Karzai visited London with two older experienced Pashtun leaders from the days of ‘the jihad’ against the Soviets but received a relatively frosty reception from senior officials at MI6, Britain’s foreign security service, who, though concerned about the situation in Afghanistan, were unconvinced of the need for urgent action.47 Another visitor to MI6 was Mahmud Ahmed, director of the Pakistani ISI spy agency, who made repeated attempts to convince both Richard Dearlove, head of MI6, and his deputy, Nigel Inkster, to help get British diplomatic recognition for the Taliban despite the recent ‘fuss’ over the destruction of the Buddhas. Over dinner one evening Ahmed insisted that Dearlove should travel to Afghanistan to meet Mullah Omar, whom he described as ‘a political visionary’. Dearlove declined.48



9/11

As the Taliban had been preparing to destroy the Buddhas, a thirty-one-year-old Yemeni called Ali al-Bahlul was putting the finishing touches to a video. Watching it on a laptop computer in a house in Kandahar, he was proud of his handiwork. Carefully edited on a laptop computer with pirated software, the images flowed smoothly one after the other. In the longest sequence, a young, bespectacled, bearded man, with a red and white keffiyeh scarf around his shoulders vivid against a backdrop of dusty southern Afghan hills, poured bile on the West, Israel, Saudi Arabia and the ‘apostate regimes’ of the Islamic world, occasionally waving his finger at the viewer.49 The video had been specially commissioned, and though al-Bahlul had made many videos in the previous eighteen months none had been like this. He knew the young man on the screen personally as they had shared a house in Kandahar for many months the year before. Al-Bahlul did not know exactly what the video was for, though he was aware it was the last statement of someone who had been chosen to die for the cause. Al-Bahlul had left his home in the Yemeni region of the Hadramawt two years earlier, making his way to Afghanistan via Pakistan. It was his second trip to Afghanistan. On his first, like many such volunteers, his intention had simply been to find and fight for the Taliban. This time, inspired by the bombings in east Africa the year before, he wanted to find Osama bin Laden and, if possible, join al-Qaeda.50

Al-Qaeda had been founded by bin Laden and fourteen associates in a series of long meetings at a rented house in a western suburb of the noisy, dusty Pakistani frontier city of Peshawar in August 1988.51 The meetings had stretched into the small hours as discussions ranged over the aims of the group, its composition and hierarchy. The ‘organized Islamic faction’ that was eventually created was not big – of its fifteen members, nine sat on the leading council – but it had grand ambitions.52 Little thought appears to have been given to the name the founders chose for their group, but it was an appropriate and useful one nonetheless. ‘Al-Qaeda’ is a commonly used word in Arabic and, though often simply translated as ‘the base’, in fact has a range of other meanings too. This variety and consequent flexibility, itself a departure from the style of names adopted previously by militant groups, was to prove key in the coming years.

Bin Laden was thirty-one in the summer of 1988 and had spent the preceding years shuttling between his native Saudi Arabia and Pakistan, raising funds and organizing everything from medical care to earth-moving equipment for the Afghan mujahideen. In around 1987 he had actually seen combat in a series of skirmishes, later vastly mythologized, around the village of Jaji in Afghanistan. The legend of bin Laden’s warrior prowess is linked to another myth: that the war against Soviets was fought and won by men like him who were backed – even ‘created’ – by the CIA. In fact, with tens of thousands of Afghans in the field at any one time and only a few hundred Arabs, the contribution of the latter, especially as they were largely inexperienced and untrained, was negligible. As for the support, the CIA did not enter Afghanistan nor instruct any Arab fighters nor disburse funds or weapons to them. Any US contact with mujahideen of any background was indirect, as the Pakistani ISI acted as intermediaries for all assistance, deciding which of the seven Afghan factions would receive what proportion of aid. Techniques taught by the ISI on the basis of US manuals and instruction from the CIA did bleed into the world of the Arab volunteers, but no direct contact took place. Indeed, the foundation of al-Qaeda was not the consequence of American intervention in any way but of bin Laden’s frustration with the deep parochialism, national chauvinism, jealousy and feuding that marked relations between different Arab – as well as Afghan – factions during the war against the Soviets.

For what marked Al-Qaeda out among the multitude of other militant groups active across the Islamic world at the time was its avowed internationalism. Its founders’ aim was to unite the disparate groups of militants who had fought in the war in Afghanistan to focus their collective energies on new targets. The fragmented factions that composed the world of radical Islamic activism would not restrict their activities to ‘liberating’ their respective homelands from ‘despotic, hypocrite, apostate rulers’ but would fight together, directed, coordinated and assisted by al-Qaeda. Their campaign would take two main forms: irregular warfare waged against the ‘enemies of Islam’ on ‘open fronts of conflict’, effectively guerrilla wars like that that had defeated the Soviets, and a series of spectacular and violent actions which would radicalize and mobilize all those who had hitherto shunned the call to arms, eventually provoking a mass uprising that would lead to a new era for the world’s Muslims. The two strategies would be mutually reinforcing.

Though focused on the contemporary ‘plight’ of the world’s Muslim community, the founders of al-Qaeda were drawing heavily on a long chain of militant scholars and strategists. Each had attempted to formulate a response adapted to his time. They included key Middle Eastern thinkers from the colonial period as well as strategists from the 1960s and 70s such as the Egyptians Syed Qutb and Abdelsalam al-Farraj. However, the most significant was Abdullah Azzam, the Palestinan ideologue, organizer and propagandist who had become the key point of reference for international radicals drawn to the war in Afghanistan during the 1980s. Azzam had not just theorized the duty of each individual Muslim to wage jihad, in this context defined as a violent effort to defend Muslims under attack, but had also been able to practically put it into effect too. As Soviet troops prepared to pull out of Afghanistan, Azzam had called for ‘a vanguard that gives everything it possesses in order to achieve victory … [and] constitutes the solid base [al-qaeda al-sulbah] for the expected society’.53 The founders of al-Qaeda aimed to be that vanguard and that base.

When al-Bahlul arrived in Afghanistan in 1999 al-Qaeda was reaching the peak of its capabilities. The eleven years since its foundation had not been without trouble. In 1990, with the war in Afghanistan descending into chaos, bin Laden, like the vast bulk of the foreign militants who had been fighting there, had gone home, returning to the city of Jeddah, where he had passed a comfortable youth as the seventeenth son of an immensely wealthy construction magnate. His welcome there was chilly, however, and, after a personal offer to the Saudi royal family to raise an international militant army to defend the kingdom from invasion by Saddam Hussein had been peremptorily rejected, it became clear that if he was to stay he would have to abandon his radical activities.54 Bin Laden headed for Sudan, where the Islamist regime of Hassan ul-Turabi was in power. Khartoum was the destination of choice for those Arab veterans of the Afghan war who were increasingly unwelcome in Pakistan or in their native lands. Re-creating the atmosphere of Peshawar during the 1980s, Algerian, Libyan, Tunisian, Lebanese, Palestinian, Yemeni and other groups all co-existed in a constant stew of petty jealousies, temporary alliances and noisy boasting. Few among the groups and activists in Sudan at the time had heard of bin Laden, even fewer of al-Qaeda. Their attention was captured by developments elsewhere: the 1993 attack on the World Trade Center orchestrated by Pakistani-born militant Ramzi Yousef, the ‘Black Hawk Down’ episode in Somalia, which saw the effective defeat of US forces sent to secure the delivery of humanitarian assistance in the country, the terrible violence of the campaign by local militants against authorities in Algeria, the fighting in Bosnia-Herzegovina, Chechnya, the Philippines and in Egypt.55

In 1996, bin Laden had been expelled from Sudan when the regime decided that offering a haven to international militants was doing them more harm than good and had fled to Afghanistan. The next years finally saw al-Qaeda, already the vanguard, finally become the ‘base’ or ‘foundation’ too, as originally envisaged. Working with a growing group of experienced collaborators, bin Laden and al-Zawahiri set up or appropriated dozens of training camps, guesthouses and other facilities which provided them with a pool of ready volunteers for various ongoing projects. At the same time they launched a sophisticated outreach programme, sending emissaries to groups throughout the Islamic world offering cash and technical help in return for a degree of fealty. Such bids were often unsuccessful, with groups in Algeria, Indonesia, Chechnya, Uzbekistan and elsewhere jealously guarding their independence, but they were accepted frequently enough for a ‘network of networks’ to begin to emerge. The basic strategy remained the same: a series of spectacular violent actions to radicalize and mobilize potential recruits, to weaken the enemy economically and morally and to eventually provoke a mass uprising that would lead to a new era for the world’s Muslims.

The idea for the September 11 attacks originally came from Khaled Sheikh Mohammed, an experienced and capable Kuwait-born Pakistani militant who travelled to seek out bin Laden shortly after the latter’s arrival in Afghanistan.56 Building on schemes he had tried to implement in the Far East, Mohammed’s ambitious plans for hijacking dozens of aircraft to strike American targets was initially rejected by bin Laden, but then dusted off, revised and finally accepted after a series of heated meetings of al-Qaeda’s senior leadership in the spring of 1999.57

The volunteers for the plan could be found simply by scouring the various training camps, either those offering basic training for foreigners arriving to fight with the Taliban or those where more advanced candidates were being trained by al-Qaeda instructors in techniques of urban terrorism. Though most in the camps were there simply to gain combat skills for battles elsewhere in the Islamic world, senior al-Qaeda leaders had little difficulty in finding suitable candidates for a spectacular martyrdom mission. Many recruits were found in one particular camp – al-Farooq near Kandahar – where around 100 volunteers were undergoing basic and advanced training. Investigators later said that al-Farooq was where al-Qaeda sent its top operatives to be prepared for their missions, but for David Hicks, an Australian convert who spent time in the camp in 2001, it was where ‘all the oddbods’ who did not already belong to any particular group ended up and thus was full of more cosmopolitan, Westernized militants of diverse origins. The proof, he said, was the ease with which he found fellow English-speakers. It was in al-Farooq that a team of volunteers who would be able to evade detection in America was assembled and trained.58 One of them, a highly committed Egyptian called Mohammed Atta, was designated the operational commander of the attack in the USA. The video that Ali al-Bahlul was so proud of was the ‘will’ of another team member, his former housemate Ziad Samir Jarrah.

The summer of 2001 passed in final preparations as the hijacking teams arrived in America. By the end of August Atta signalled that the attacks were planned for the second week of September. In his compound in Kandahar bin Laden warned his entourage to prepare to move as an operation was imminent and ordered the evacuation of al-Qaeda’s training camps.59

One preparatory strike by al-Qaeda, repeatedly postponed, was finally carried out with only forty-eight hours left before the operation in America was due to be launched. On September 9, two Tunisians killed both themselves and Ahmed Shah Massood, the main military leader of the Afghan opposition, with a bomb hidden in a TV camera during an interview at the veteran guerrilla leader’s headquarters in the northern town of Taloqan.60 The delay had largely been due to the target’s busy schedule.61

On the day of the assassination of Massood, bin Laden and a handful of trusted and well-armed followers left Kandahar in a convoy of four ordinary cars and headed north to Kabul. On the 11th, they left the Afghan capital early and headed east, towards the Pakistani border, and by three o’clock were high in the hills of Logar province, not far from the villages where bin Laden had fought the Soviets over a decade before. Ali al-Bahlul, now appointed bin Laden’s personal media technician, was driving a beige Toyota minibus that he had converted into a mobile media centre, fitting it with a satellite receiver, a monitor, a Toshiba computer, a VCR and a video camera. By late afternoon, the van was parked with the other vehicles in the convoy in a remote complex of run-down houses and cement buildings in one of the less-well-known training camps.62

Before leaving Kabul, bin Laden had told al-Bahlul that ‘it is very important to see the news today’ and had asked if he could get US networks on the satellite receiver. In the hills of Logar, however, the mountainous terrain blocked the signal. Instead al-Bahlul tuned a short-wave radio to the BBC Arabic Service. The presenter finished a report and then broke off scheduled programming. A plane, he said, had just crashed into the World Trade Center in New York. Bin Laden’s entourage erupted into cheers, some prostrating themselves on the ground. It was 8:48 a.m. New York time, 17.18 in Afghanistan. Bin Laden held up a hand to quiet them. Half an hour later came the news, broadcast immediately this time, that another plane had hit the second of the twin towers. Again bin Laden calmed those around, this time holding up three fingers. The men wept and prayed. Almost exactly an hour later came news of a third strike, this time on the Pentagon. Bin Laden held up four fingers.63 The final attack never came. A fourth plane, aiming for Washington’s Capitol Hill, had crashed into a field in Shanksville, Pennsylvania, after a desperate attempt by passengers to wrest back control. The final death toll from the attacks would be just under 3,000. By nightfall, bin Laden and his followers and al-Bahlul’s media van were gone.64
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Map 2: Afghanistan and Pakistan
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Map 3: Pakistan Tribal Areas
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