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Preface

This is a book about violence, and people who use it in an effort to bring about radical change. Specifically, it deals with the violent expression of political and religious extremism between the late 1960s and the early 1980s that we have come to call terrorism. The pages that follow describe attacks in two dozen countries, on four continents, committed by a hundred or so citizens of around thirty different nations. They include young women and old men, literature students and high-school dropouts, penniless refugees and scions of wealthy families, sociopaths and idealists, social care assistants and hardened assassins, puritans and hedonists, idealists and cynics, sadists and aspirant saints. They came from all over the Middle East, from Europe, Latin America, Japan and the US. Some took other people’s lives as they sought to bring about revolution. Some were killed themselves. Those who tried to counter their activities used violence too, sometimes with forensic precision, sometimes with deliberate lack of discrimination. This book describes the lives, ideas, acts and occasional deaths of those involved in this extraordinary and important conflict, which did so much to shape the world we live in today.

The Revolutionists focuses on Europe and the Middle East in the years between 1967 and 1983 because it was here, during this period, that two important and interrelated events took place. The first, in the early years, was the emergence of a new kind of transnational terrorism. Enabled by mass media and air travel, an unprecedented wave of spectacular violence spread around the world. Its epicentre was the Middle East, and the conflict between Palestinians and Israelis, but its extent was much greater. For the most part, it was informed by a secular, often left-leaning revolutionary view of the world. The second, in the later years, was the rise of violence associated with a very different set of revolutionary ideas: Islamic extremism.

Previous accounts have focused on one or other of these phenomena, and have almost always presented them in isolation from one another, not to mention from their broader political, social and cultural context. This book seeks to do something different. Through the stories of the individuals involved, it tells the story of both movements – the leftist and the Islamist – showing how the former influenced the latter, and indeed how the failure of the first contributed to the emergence of the second, as well as how both were part of a broader revolutionary moment. Terrorism in this period has often been considered with only passing reference to some of the most significant events to occur in the Middle East, indeed the world, at this time. Its role in the Iranian revolution has been obscured, for example. The importance of events beyond the Middle East, meanwhile – such as the war in Vietnam, other conflicts in Africa or Latin America, the changing dynamics of the Cold War and the global economic crises of the 1970s – has generally been ignored altogether.

Through exploring the whole world of the Revolutionists, we can understand how they reflected as well as formed their environment. Above all, we can see how extremist violence was not simply the unthinking product of a particular ideology but a tool that its users chose, often because they believed it to be an essential means of bringing about the radical and necessary transformation of society. These are insights that resonate eerily today, and which are all too often forgotten. We may strongly disagree with the change that violent men and women seek, but we fail to understand their motivations at our peril.

The first pages of this book describe the events that led to one of the most spectacular acts of political violence ever witnessed: a multiple hijacking of passenger planes in September 1970. As the attackers made their final preparations, President Richard Nixon was in the White House; Led Zeppelin were about to finish a US tour with a sell-out concert at Madison Square Garden; and American troops in Vietnam had just launched their last major operation. In Britain, the release of the Mark III Ford Cortina was delayed by industrial action; a vast, chaotic, ecstatic music festival on the Isle of Wight had just ended; and Prime Minister Edward Heath was settling into Number 10 Downing Street after a surprise election victory. At Semipalatinsk, in what is now Kazakhstan, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, led by Leonid Brezhnev, had just completed a new series of nuclear explosions.

In its details, the differences between this world and our own are striking. This was a time when plane travel was still glamorous and expensive, when spies met contacts in bars in Beirut or Rome or Paris, when international phone calls were luxuries and credit cards almost unknown; when terrorists casually dropped hand grenades into French bistros, planned spectacular attacks while reading newspapers on a terrace in a Roman piazza, and made demands that powerful elected officials not only debated, but frequently granted.

But looked at on a wider scale, the similarities between then and now are striking, too. These years were a time of rapid and destabilising change. Much of this sense of dislocation was caused by technological innovation, particularly in the media, which exposed hundreds of millions to shocking images, radical ideas and extreme opinions. Suddenly billions of people could watch what was happening on the other side of the world in real time. This had an immense impact. Some fell victim to a proliferation of paranoiac conspiracy theories. Others realised they had the power to hold their rulers to account or challenge them in violent ways. Repeated and sudden economic shocks led to the realisation that an improvement in quality of life from generation to generation was not inevitable and that the planet’s resources were finite, which exacerbated a profound loss of confidence in the integrity of political leaders and their ability to solve the problems of the day. Both the West and the Middle East saw a surge in identity politics and culture wars. Ideologies that had been accepted or imposed for decades were being interrogated and renewed or discarded. Histories were being contested in ways that were disturbing for some, empowering for others. This was a time when ‘liberation’ and ‘revolution’ meant something very real and urgent. We use a different vocabulary now, but there are many today who dream of the radical transformation of our world – and some who are prepared to use violence to achieve it.

Just a decade or so later however, the zeal for ‘revolution’ had faded in the West, while in the Middle East it evolved into something dramatically different. The attacks of the early 1970s were undoubtedly traumatising for their victims but rarely caused many deaths. Hijackers handed out sweets and pamphlets to former hostages. Gunmen carefully emptied planes of passengers before blowing them up. The aim of much of the violence was to have ‘a lot of people watching and not a lot of people dead’, in the words of one perceptive contemporary commentator. Though they may have considered the US to be their enemy, few among this new wave of extremists saw it as a target for violence. By the early 1980s, all this had changed. Smiling young men were driving trucks packed with explosives into their targets, convinced that they were on their way to heaven. Others were planning attacks designed to cripple the entire infrastructure of major cities, potentially leading to the deaths of tens of thousands. Instead of secular slogans promising a socialist utopia, many attackers now chanted the words of faith. To explain how we went from one to the other is one aim of the pages that follow.

This is a book concerned to understand if not the individual psychology then at least the worldview that motivated these attackers. It will take us deep into their lives and minds; at one level, all politics is personal. But for all the diversity of their personalities and backgrounds, there was one overarching conflict that defined everyone’s worldview, no matter who they were. The Cold War that pitted the USSR and its immediate satellites against the US and its allies also caused a much broader cleavage across the Middle East, Africa and beyond. Though its frontlines appeared to Western observers to run across the plains and cities of central Europe, much more actual fighting and dying took place in these other theatres as individual rulers and leaders aligned themselves with one superpower or another to gain advantage in their own battles for power and resources. These local conflicts belied frequent attempts by observers to misrepresent this complex reality as a simple binary battle between good and evil. Some actors were manipulated and exploited by great powers – but others did much manipulating and exploiting of their own. The same is true today.

Writing this book took me not only on a chronological journey from the late 1960s to the early 1980s but on a geographical one too. My research spanned four continents and drew on sources in twelve languages (English, French, Arabic, Italian, German, Swedish, Danish, Norwegian, Dutch, Spanish, Serbo-Croat and Hebrew). I conducted dozens of interviews, read hundreds of books and logged thousands of air miles. I watched wars flare and fade, and saw vast change sweep through the lives of hundreds of millions of people. I spent weeks in the company of long-dead men and women with long-dead ideas, and days in the company of people who were very much alive and as committed and enthusiastic about transforming the world as they had ever been. Some were sympathetic and likeable; others were the opposite. I spoke to hijackers, soldiers, activists and ideologues, retired and active security officials, single and double agents, smooth former diplomats, regretful ex-ministers, protagonists who had been famous, others whose acts had never been known, and victims on all sides who still grieve lost husbands, wives and children. It was an extraordinary and powerful experience, as history should be, full of noise and emotion, shouted exclamation and moments of reflection, violence and its opposite, hope and pain, despair and reconciliation, courage and anger, cowardice and compromise.

There are one or two explanations about style, sourcing and much else that are due here. I have preferred familiarity to absolute accuracy with the transliteration of names and places. This will displease purists. On the other hand, I see no reason why the man known to most simply as Carlos should not be known by his real name, which is Ilich Ramírez Sánchez. I have taken the liberty of shortening this to Ramírez to save space.

Any author writing about the Middle East, Israel, Palestine, extremism and terrorism knows they have entered a terminological minefield. This is amply demonstrated by the fact that the definition and use of at least six of the words in the previous twenty-word sentence could provoke bitter argument. I have stuck broadly to the rules that have informed my more than three decades of work on the region and extremist violence. I use ‘terrorism’ to describe a tactic – the use of violence or the threat of violence against civilians to advance a political, religious, economic or similar agenda – and ‘terrorist’ as an adjective. I do not use ‘terrorist’ as a noun, not because I sympathise with anyone who uses terrorism or seek to belittle the suffering of their victims, but because I do not think reducing complex individuals to single-word descriptors is helpful. Some will say that seeking to understand ‘terrorists’ is wrong. I disagree. No one should base important decisions, moral or strategic, on ignorance. Know your enemy.

Equally, the use of terms such as ‘armed struggle’ or ‘counter terror’, all part of language used at the time of the events described, does not indicate any personal judgement on the justification or otherwise of the use of violence. Arguments about what could or should be described as state terrorism are legitimate, but not for this book. A ‘revolutionary’ project, at least in these pages, is one that seeks to achieve radical and irrevocable social, political and economic transformation of a society or societies. A ‘revolutionist’ is therefore someone who works towards this goal.

I encourage readers to turn to the expanded notes at the back of this book as they read through. This has been included in the place of more conventional references, and should provide adequate details of sources, as well as some additional information, and suggestions for further reading.

Finally, I should say this book is not a comprehensive account of any one of the various conflicts it describes. Some readers will be angered by the omission of something that appears to them of vital importance. Others by the inclusion of something they see as inaccurate or misleading or even dangerous, particularly in any moment of heightened sensitivity and conflict, which is most of the time. This is their right, of course. Inevitably, new evidence will emerge. For the moment, though, I have done my best to tell this history as it was.




Prologue

They met at Stuttgart airport in the late morning of 5 September 1970. She knew only that ‘an American comrade’ would be waiting outside the terminal. He had been told just that ‘Shadia’ would find him there.

Handsome, with his dark hair combed back in a wave, a tailored blue-grey plaid suit matched with a blue shirt and tie, he was posing as one half of a wealthy, newly married Latin American couple on honeymoon in Europe. Sunglasses, false travel documents with stamps from countries favoured by tourists and his flawless Spanish completed the disguise.

She was the other half, pretty and petite in a navy-blue miniskirt, fitted jacket and matching shoes. A series of painful operations recently conducted by a surgeon in Beirut had altered her features, broadening her sharp nose and rounding her oval eyes. This, along with her Honduran passport in the name of Luna Maria Chavez Britto and striking companion, would convince even the most suspicious security staff that she was an innocent traveller.

Together, they flew from Stuttgart to Frankfurt, arriving in the early afternoon. There they checked into separate hotels before meeting for dinner in a recently opened restaurant on the top floor of the tower of a giant grain silo run by a local brewery. Looking out over the lights of western Europe’s financial centre, they discussed global revolution, the civil rights movement in the US and the armed struggle against Zionism, imperialism and capitalism. He spoke of the revolutionary Sandinista movement against the repressive right-wing regime in Nicaragua, where he was from. She described the recent history of the Palestinians, which was hers. Then they paid the bill, left the restaurant and went back to their hotels.

She fell asleep almost instantly and did not wake until the next morning, when the two of them returned to the airport and took another flight, this one delivering them to Amsterdam’s Schiphol airport around midday. The El Al flight from Tel Aviv was due to arrive within three hours, making a short stop before flying on to New York. That’s when they would board.

Their luggage was checked and re-checked. They had rehearsed their answers but in the event a few words of Spanish and a smile were all it took to satisfy the first El Al security agent. ‘Do you have a weapon? Anything sharp or dangerous?’ a second asked. ‘Why would a girl like me have a dangerous weapon?’ she laughed. He apologised and waved her through.

Her partner was not overly troubled either, despite the converted Italian-made starting pistol jammed into the tight waistband of swim shorts he wore under his suit trousers. The gun had had all its metal parts removed and replaced with plastic substitutes to avoid detection by any scanners, but was still lethal. She was carrying two carefully concealed grenades, each about the size of a soft-drink can and made entirely of non-ferrous materials. These too went unnoticed. So far, everything had gone very smoothly.

The only setback was the absence of the two Palestinian men they were supposed to have met in the departure lounge. Both were big and would have intimidated anyone thinking of resisting, and their first-class seats were to have positioned them perfectly to secure the cabin. There had been no sign of either, but the young couple had decided to go ahead with the plan anyway.

It was both very complex and very simple. Three planes would be hijacked as they left European airports bound for the US. Two would be making stopovers, having departed originally from Israel. The third would be flying from Switzerland. Each plane would be commandeered by at least two hijackers, and no more than four. Once under their control, all three aircraft would be diverted to a makeshift runway in Jordan, referred to as ‘Revolution Airport’. The Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) would then have possession of hundreds of passengers and three planes worth tens of millions of dollars, to be traded as ransom for prisoners in Israeli and western European jails. The attackers were instructed to be polite but firm. They were not to hurt anyone but could use their weapons to defend themselves if necessary. The only plane on which they expected to meet resistance was the single El Al flight, as the Israeli airline now flew with armed air marshals among the passengers. The other flights were run by airlines that did not consider such precautions necessary.

Quite how the deal for the hostages and aircraft might be done was unclear, but the plan’s architects were confident such challenges would be met. Whatever happened, one thing was certain: a message would have been sent in the most forceful possible way that the Palestinians’ cause could not be ignored – not by leaders in the West, nor by rulers in the Arab world, nor by anyone trying to negotiate peace between Israel and its neighbours, nor by ordinary people anywhere on the planet.

Great care had been taken over the selection of the ten hijackers. The inclusion of the woman and her Nicaraguan-American companion was to demonstrate the international support that existed for the Palestinian cause as well as the PFLP’s own progressive politics and its commitment to ‘revolutionary struggles’ around the world. The young couple had been paired for practical reasons too: her frontline experience would complement his untested enthusiasm. Despite his involvement with the Sandinistas, he had never used a deadly weapon to threaten, let alone harm.

The couple took their seats in the first row in economy, just behind the first-class section. In his pocket, the young man carried his own US passport and a scrap of paper containing notes of their instructions written in Spanish. These included the order to attack within the first twenty minutes of the flight to avoid the risk of catastrophic depressurisation if the fuselage was punctured by a bullet or grenade shrapnel. She carried a prepared statement to read over the plane’s intercom once it was under their control.

As they sat waiting for take-off she observed that no one on board seemed to have recognised her.

‘Who are you?’ he asked.

When she told him, he nodded and touched his fingers to his forehead in mock salute.

The minutes passed. They waited, as they had been instructed to do. Then the plane with its 138 passengers and ten crew taxied, took off, and climbed over the Dutch coast before setting a course due west, across Britain, Ireland and the Atlantic. Drinks were served, and then, after twenty-one minutes, with the plane now at 29,000 feet and just crossing the British coast over Clacton in Essex, it was time.
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1

‘Where are we going?’

Leila Khaled was born in the port city of Haifa in what was then British-run Palestine. Her father had arrived there as a boy, travelling with his father from southern Lebanon in the 1910s or 20s. He had opened a grocer’s shop and brought Khaled’s mother from Lebanon a few years later to start a family. The Khaleds lived on Stanton Street, a narrow, busy thoroughfare that linked the crowded Arab neighbourhoods of Wadi Salib and Wadi Nisnas. Theirs was a traditional three- or four-storey house faced in local limestone with high, round windows and steep stone steps on one side. To the north was the port complex that the British had built, with its soaring cranes and busy jetties. Inland were the regular, spacious streets of the new suburbs that had been built before the First World War to accommodate Jewish immigrants and which had much expanded since, as successive waves arrived seeking refuge from persecution in eastern Europe. Beyond lay a belt of shanty towns, home to the poorest, most recent arrivals: Arabs from outlying villages seeking escape from hunger and hardship.

In early 1948, as the British prepared to withdraw from Palestine and war broke out between Jewish militia and Arab forces, this much coveted commercial centre, with its population split more or less equally between the two communities, was claimed by both. For months it had been the site of skirmishes, bombings and many deaths. In the initial phase of the war, however, fighting was concentrated around Jerusalem or in remote rural areas, and Haifa remained relatively calm, if very tense. Then, as Jewish forces went on the offensive and made advances throughout the territory of the Mandate, the city’s Arab residents began to flee. Reports of atrocities, some entirely accurate but others often deliberately exaggerated by both sides, accelerated the departures. In early April Khaled was placed in a hired car with her mother and siblings and driven north across the Lebanese border to the small, picturesque port of Tyre, twelve miles from the frontier. Just over a week later, the British withdrew to Haifa’s port area and Jewish fighters took over the city, prompting mass flight of almost all its remaining Arab residents. Within a month, Haifa was part of the newly declared independent state of Israel. This new status did not look likely to change in the immediate future. In intermittent rounds of fighting through the rest of 1948, the new Israel Defence Forces beat back the badly co-ordinated and poorly equipped forces of neighbouring Arab powers and seized much new territory, with further mass displacement of previous inhabitants.

To begin with, the Khaleds moved into the crowded home of a maternal aunt on the outskirts of Tyre. The contrast with their previous life was sharp. The family lived on rations distributed by the United Nations and when Khaled went to school, it was in a tent with a dirt floor. Her parents were among the more affluent of the 120,000 who had fled to Lebanon from what had been Palestine by the time the fighting had come to an end. Most had few skills, scarce funds and few or no local contacts. They lived in insalubrious camps in packed rows of tents, very cold in winter and unbearably hot for much of the rest of the year. But despite the defeat of the Arab armies in 1948 they, like most of the approximately 750,000 Palestinian refugees scattered across the region, still believed they would one day regain their villages, land, businesses and property.

The nakba, meaning simply ‘catastrophe’, as it became known, prompted feverish debate among the refugees and throughout the Middle East. One result was the massive reinforcement of a newly emerging identity. Instead of seeing themselves primarily as members of a family, or a village clan, or as Muslims, or simply as former residents of a province of Ottoman-ruled Syria, some began to think of themselves as Palestinians.

There had been the Peleshet or Philistines of biblical reference, a Greek Philistia and a Roman province named Syria Palaestina. The first Arab invaders of the seventh century CE had named one of their military districts Falestin, and by the mid-nineteenth century the description of the territory roughly between the Litani river in the north, the Jordan river in the east and the Sinai Desert to the south as ‘Palestine’ was common. But it was only from the turn of the century that Arab intellectuals in any numbers started talking about being ‘Palestinian’ in the sense of belonging to a clearly-defined community with a shared history, identity and territory. The resistance to Zionism and British rule after the First World War had reinforced this new thinking, but the principle rallying cries during the 1920s and 30s were often the centuries-old ones: defence of Islam, tradition and community and the resolution of local grievances. In the aftermath of the 1948 wars, however, the idea that the Palestinians were a nation with a homeland – one that had just been robbed from them – held powerful appeal among its former residents.

This appeal was further heightened by two apparently contradictory forces. On the one hand, the host populations in their places of exile were often deeply unsympathetic to their plight. On the other, the idea that the Arabs as a whole were a nation, with a common civilisation, language, history and destiny, was also on the rise. With its roots in the intellectual debates of the late nineteenth century about how best to respond to an increasingly fragile Ottoman Empire and the technological, military and financial superiority of the West, the idea of a strong, independent, unified Arab nation had gathered momentum among the hundreds of millions of Arabs who found themselves ruled by colonial powers in the 1920s and 30s. The new thinking took many different forms: some were influenced by fascism, others by revolutionary socialism; some were rooted in faith, but many were secular.

Khaled’s older brothers were rapidly drawn into the wave of argument and activism catalysed by the conflict of 1948 and the creation of Israel. Two had won scholarships to the American University of Beirut (AUB), one of the most prestigious educational institutions in the Middle East. There they joined an organisation called the Arab Nationalist Movement (ANM) that had been started a decade earlier by a group of students from across the region. Heavily influenced by earlier Arab nationalist and Islamist groups, the organisation they created was secretive, hierarchical and confrontational. Its motto was ‘Unity, Liberation and Revenge’ and discipline was strict, if slightly sophomoric: cigarettes and alcohol were banned, orders were supposed to be obeyed without question and members were admitted only after a lengthy trial period.

When they returned home to Tyre during holidays, Khaled’s brothers tried to convince their conservative father that the instrument of ‘The Return’ to Palestine was a single man: Gamal Abdel Nasser, the former army officer who had taken power in Egypt in 1954, two years after participating in the Free Officers coup that had overthrown the Egyptian monarch. Nasser’s electrifying speeches, broadcast from Cairo by the Sawt al-Arab, the Voice of the Arabs radio station, commanded a vast audience across the Middle East. In Tyre and the surrounding refugee camps, Palestinians like the Khaled family and many Lebanese listened rapt to the young Egyptian leader’s promise to create a new Arab nation that would be united, technologically powerful, prosperous and more than capable of defeating and destroying Israel. Khaled’s parents were among many to name a new-born son after the Egyptian leader. By then the family had moved into their own six-roomed top-floor apartment in Tyre. By her early teens Khaled was climbing down drainpipes from her bedroom to attend nocturnal meetings of the ANM in flagrant breach of a ban imposed by her parents. When in 1961 she followed her brothers to the American University of Beirut, she sought out the organisation immediately.

By the time she joined, the ANM had expanded considerably since its foundation but was now riven by internal argument. Should the battle against Israel be prioritised over that against reactionary Arab rulers? How could the class struggle be reconciled with Palestinian nationalism? Should the ANM accept the support offered by Nasser or other sympathetic leaders? If so, which ones? Soon Khaled was passing most of her time either plunged into these debates, organising meetings, or at the forefront of demonstrations. When in 1963 she failed to win a scholarship to continue her pharmacy studies, her father told her she would need to earn her own living as he could no longer support her. The obvious option was to follow the large number of Palestinians who had been heading east over the previous decade, seeking employment in the booming monarchies of the Persian Gulf. Khaled had no great desire to travel, but when she was offered a post teaching young children English in Kuwait, she felt she had little choice but to accept.

Khaled had been working in Kuwait for four years when she heard that war had broken out between Israel and the combined forces of Egypt, Syria and Jordan. She was so certain of victory she began stitching an embroidered picture to hang on the wall of the family home in Haifa to celebrate their return. When Khaled learned of the total defeat of the Arab armies in just six days, she was stunned. ‘I felt catatonic for a month,’ she remembered. ‘All hope was gone.’ She gave the embroidery to a friend who had family in the West Bank with instructions to somehow get it to her native city.

She was not alone. All across the Arab and Islamic worlds, Israel’s crushing victory in the war of 1967 prompted grief equivalent to a bereavement. Disguising the immensity of the disaster was impossible: the Sinai, Gaza, almost all of the Golan Heights, the West Bank and above all the holy city of al-Quds, or Jerusalem, had all been lost. A second major war between combined forces of multiple Arab powers and Israel had ended in a second crushing defeat. For many, the disappointment was all the more bitter for the euphoria with which they had greeted the outbreak of hostilities. Tawfiq al-Hakim, a leading Egyptian dramatist whose writing had influenced Nasser’s vision of Arab nationalism, described sitting ‘open-mouthed like a moron’. King Hussein of Jordan, who had reluctantly joined the offensive against Israel and lost the West Bank as a consequence, spoke of ‘a dream, or more a nightmare’. Umm Kulthum, the Egyptian singer whose monthly concerts were broadcast across the region to tens of millions of radio listeners, refused to leave her home for two weeks after the war’s end, emerging finally to sing of loss, disillusionment and betrayal, leaving her audience sobbing. That September, the Arab powers pledged ‘No peace with Israel, no negotiation with Israel, no recognition of Israel’.

Through the rest of the summer, Khaled and other Palestinian colleagues discussed the new situation. Like many others, she recognised that the failures of the Arab armies and the expansion of Israel had fundamentally and irrevocably altered the politics of the Middle East. Those who had spent time in the territories newly occupied by Israel tended to believe that the communities there could rise up and somehow overcome the victorious Israelis. Anyone who had spent the summer elsewhere in the region, such as Khaled, was sceptical of such hopes and remained ‘frustrated, confused, dismayed’. There she was, in Kuwait, in a place of ‘eternal boredom’, doing nothing except running fundraising drives at her school in the small town of al-Jarrah, reading out Palestinian poems over its public address system, and trying to organise protests against rules that prohibited female staff from wearing short sleeves.

Khaled had already been asked by colleagues to join Fatah, one of the various Palestinian factions that had formed over the previous decade, committed to a violent campaign against Israel. Founded by Yasser Arafat and half a dozen other activists in the late 1950s, Fatah was by far the largest of them. But Khaled was not impressed when she attended Fatah’s meetings in Kuwait. The culture of the organisation struck her as hierarchical and overly deferential to authority. There was none of the cut-and-thrust that she had enjoyed at ANM meetings in Beirut, and she considered the oath of loyalty that Fatah required all its members to swear to be an insult. You acted for the revolution out of conviction, not because you had made a promise to someone, she complained to a friend. When Khaled asked about joining Fatah’s military wing she was told that, as a woman, she would be better employed in the effort to raise money for the fledgling social welfare system they were building.

In late 1967, Khaled returned to Lebanon to see her parents and seek out the leaders of the ANM. Most remembered her from her activism in Beirut half a decade before. Many were still frequent visitors to her family home. Once again, she asked to play a frontline role in the ‘armed struggle’ against Israel. To her intense disappointment, her request was denied.

One reason that the ANM could not accept Khaled as a frontline fighter was that the organisation, weakened by its internal divisions, had effectively collapsed following Israel’s military triumph that summer. A second was that the successor organisation that had just been set up was still uncertain about its objectives or strategy. This was not the time to be recruiting untested if enthusiastic schoolteachers, even if their ideological pedigree was impeccable.

The leader of the new group was George Habash, a charismatic, chain-smoking former doctor from a prominent Christian family in the town of Lydda, in what was now Israel. Habash had been studying medicine at AUB before the 1948 war but was radicalised by atrocities that he witnessed when he returned home during the conflict and was among the founders of the ANM in 1951. Sixteen years later, he remained fully committed to the Palestinian and Arab causes, but Marxist ideology had become a primary influence too. Habash had drawn a crucial lesson from the war in 1967: the Palestinians could not rely on the support of unwilling or incapable Arab states if they wanted to defeat Israel. Through the autumn of 1967, he worked to fuse the Palestinian branch of the ANM with three smaller factions to form a new group. In December, a statement addressed to ‘the Masses of our Arab nation and the Masses of our Palestinian people’ proudly announced the establishment of the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine. The ‘only weapon left in the hands of the people with which to redirect history into its proper course, with which to bleed the resources of the enemy and eventually to overcome him, is revolutionary violence’, it read. And not only would the PFLP fight for the ‘liberation of Palestine’, it would be part of a broader struggle too: ‘a counter-alliance grouping all anti-imperialist forces throughout the world’.

What this meant in practice was unclear. Habash spoke of launching a ‘popular war of liberation’ inspired by the anti-colonial uprisings of the previous two decades. These included the bloody eight-year struggle that led to France’s withdrawal from Algeria in 1962, Mao Zedong’s campaigns in China and the ongoing war in Vietnam, then reaching a new intensity. If the Viet Cong could successfully fight a bush war against the heavily armed forces of a superpower, surely the Palestinians could too. Yet Habash could offer little concrete detail when it came to how such a campaign might actually be organised on the ground.

The de facto deputy leader of the new group had a more precise strategic vision. Wadie Haddad was another Palestinian whose family had been forced to flee their home in 1948, when he was twenty-one. Haddad had also studied medicine at AUB and had worked very closely with his friend Habash in the early years of the ANM, even breaking him out of a Syrian prison. He was also Christian, though from a more modest background. Haddad lacked the good looks, eloquence and charisma of Habash but by late 1967 he had spent more than twenty years organising, recruiting and evading a variety of potentially lethal enemies, and he had proved himself an original, creative and formidably practical thinker.

Haddad was sceptical of Habash’s strategy of popular uprisings and wars of resistance. On a practical level, with its networks in the West Bank and Gaza wiped out following Israeli occupation, the ANM lacked the basic infrastructure necessary to launch an insurrection. On a strategic one, Haddad believed that nobody, let alone one small group like the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, could fight Israel’s formidable military ‘plane for plane, tank for tank, soldier for soldier’. Earlier in the year, he had pushed a series of resolutions through the ANM executive committee describing the need to ‘strike the enemy everywhere’ and find ‘isolated, sensitive targets that are susceptible to shock’. These could include embassies, diplomats, companies, individuals, anything or anyone that was vulnerable, the planes and offices of El Al, Israel’s national airline, being one obvious example. This version of the ‘armed struggle’ would allow the weaker force to keep the initiative, but still spur a wider mobilisation among Palestinians. Eventually, the chance would come to ‘move to a higher stage of conflict’ and ‘cleanse the occupied homeland’ of all ‘traces of the Israeli presence’, Haddad believed.

There was nothing intrinsically original about waging unconventional guerrilla warfare against a massively superior conventional military force, but Haddad envisaged a campaign that was radically different from anything that had gone before. First, he wanted to ‘expand the circle of the battle with Israel’ geographically. This meant attacks across the Mediterranean, into western Europe, wherever Israeli interests or citizens could be reached. This expansion would take the PFLP’s offensive into places that had never witnessed this kind of conflict. In the words of the group’s newsletter, al-Hadaf (‘The Target’), the struggle would move from the forests to the skies.

Second, the group would use tactics that were also unprecedented. There had been scores of hijackings over the previous decade, but most had taken place in the US and been undertaken either for money or to reach Cuba. At one point, so many hijackers sought to reach Havana that neutral diplomats there had pre-printed forms ready to expedite the return of planes to the US, and American comedians joked about stewardesses aboard US domestic flights offering passengers ‘coffee, tea or rum daiquiris’. Almost none had been carried out for political reasons. If the PFLP started to seize aircraft, they would surprise and shock their enemies. Finally, Haddad planned to deploy attackers the like of which had never been seen before, and this was where someone like Khaled might be very useful.

When Khaled had asked to join the armed struggle as a frontline fighter, Haddad had given her a task: to find ten new members for the PFLP in Kuwait within a year. If she managed that, he promised to reconsider his decision. On her return to al-Jarrah, Khaled convened a meeting of friends at the school where she was teaching, and spent the night discussing whom among their colleagues might be recruited. Local former ANM contacts supplied Khaled with leads. A bookshop in the centre of Kuwait City served as a meeting place or ‘dead drop’, where messages could be left or retrieved. Well before a year had passed, Khaled had recruited more than twenty new members of the PFLP.

By then Haddad’s campaign was well underway. In July 1968 an El Al flight returning to Israel was hijacked twenty minutes after taking off from Rome. The three attackers threatened to detonate grenades, beat the navigator into unconsciousness and fired shots in the cabin. They then told the pilot to divert to Algiers, the Algerian capital where authorities were sympathetic to the Palestinian cause. Israel was forced to negotiate for the safe return of the plane, crew and twelve Israeli passengers and eventually agreed to release sixteen Arabs convicted of violent offences as a ‘humanitarian gesture’. It was the first time the state had entered into any kind of talks with a representative of the Palestinians, let alone a ‘resistance’ group explicitly committed to violence. The Algerians then allowed the hijackers to leave unhindered. In almost every aspect, the operation was a spectacular success, and Haddad set to organising more.

Seven months later, Khaled was in al-Jarrah, listening to the BBC World Service in her hostel, when she heard reports of a new attack. A team of four PFLP attackers had opened fire on an El Al plane as it taxied at Zurich’s airport, fatally wounding the co-pilot and injuring six passengers. The aim had been to force the aircraft to a halt so that they might destroy it with explosives – after passengers had been disembarked – in a spectacular propaganda stunt. But the plan had gone badly wrong. An Israeli security guard on board shot dead one attacker and the others were arrested by Swiss police. Newspapers ran pictures showing the corpse of a young man sprawled in the snow and, among the surviving attackers, a young woman, twenty-three-year-old Amina Dahbour, surrounded by her captors, wrapped in a warm coat, smiling and nonchalantly lighting a cigarette.

That a woman had participated in such an operation prompted amazement across the region. Khaled was tremendously impressed. ‘The news struck me like lightning. A woman, a revolutionary … I ran out in my pyjamas screaming throughout the dormitory. Everyone thought that I had gone mad,’ she wrote later. Within days, Khaled had got a message to Haddad that she wanted to participate in a similar operation. Two months after that, in April 1969, she was on her way to Jordan, a new recruit to a very new war.

Patrick Arguello was the ‘very restless child’ of an Irish American mother from Wisconsin and a Nicaraguan cook who met in San Francisco. He had grown up in Nicaragua on a farm a short distance outside the capital Managua, below the volcano of Momotombo. In 1956, he and his family had been forced to flee when a relative was implicated in the assassination of President Anastasio Somoza García, the founder of the Somoza dynasty’s corrupt and authoritarian rule. The family moved to the US, and Arguello, aged thirteen, was sent to a high school in Los Angeles where he felt very out of place. On graduation he won a place at the University of California in LA, where he majored in Latin American Studies.

Though not quite as febrile as some other US campuses at the time, UCLA had its fair share of activists campaigning in support of the civil rights movement and against the war in Vietnam. Like them, Arguello saw the various battles against colonial rule in Africa, against US-backed repressive regimes in the Asia-Pacific region and South America, and against racial discrimination in the US itself as part of the same struggle. ‘A child dies of hunger while others enjoy Cadillacs and furs – and I ask myself: WHERE ARE WE GOING?’ he wrote to a friend. ‘The crises facing the peoples of all continents affect each one of us and we have obligations to respond to the aggression that the capitalist systems have unleashed on the defenceless, bleeding populations.’

Arguello was clever, graduating magna cum laude and winning a Fulbright scholarship to study for a master’s in political science in Chile. There a moderate Christian Democrat government was being challenged by a radical left-wing movement led by a former physician and Marxist activist, Salvador Allende. The country was restive and unstable, with many strikes and protests. Arguello’s academic schedule at the University of Santiago was demanding, but left plenty of time to enjoy the company of its bright and idealistic students in a ‘politically lively, socially aware atmosphere’. Arguello saw little of his fellow Fulbright scholars. When one twenty-two-year old scholar met him for the first time she was unimpressed. ‘His family is from Nicaragua, and he’s lived there for many years. As a result he is more Latino than American and is constantly trying to prove himself a “macho” by having an array of females at his “disposal” – and that would seem a good summary of his real feeling about women’, she noted in her diary. Arguello enjoyed, and to some extent cultivated, an air of mystery. When he disappeared for weeks on end, other students wondered among themselves if he had set out to find one of the many revolutionary groups across the region.

In fact, many of his absences were the result of lengthy road trips with a local sculptress, but Arguello was at least emotionally invested in Latin America’s struggle against repressive right-wing regimes. In August 1967, shortly after arriving in Santiago, Arguello received news that a friend whom he had ‘loved as a brother’ had been killed in a new wave of repression in Nicaragua, following a disastrous attempted insurrection by the Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional (FSLN), the radical underground opposition group known as the Sandinistas. Six weeks later, Che Guevara, the Argentinian insurgent who had played a leading role in Fidel Castro’s takeover of Cuba, was caught and shot in Bolivia by CIA-trained special forces as he attempted to raise rural masses against their right-wing government. The two deaths powerfully affected Arguello. He consoled a Nicaraguan friend with the hope that neither signalled ‘the end of the struggle’. Though ‘the price may be high, [the] spirit does not weaken, [but] grows back stronger’.

At the end of that academic year, Arguello spent some months travelling, in conscious emulation of Guevara, before making his way to Nicaragua, where he arrived in June 1968. There he began working with radical students and eventually, having overcome considerable suspicion that he was a CIA spy, began running clandestine errands for the Sandinistas. By the spring of 1969, he was trusted sufficiently by them to act as a guide for their training expeditions in the forests near Momotombo, where he had grown up.

A year later, he was invited by student activists to address them at the Central American University in Managua. The main inspiration for the speech he gave was the work of a young Frenchman called Régis Debray, who had spent time with Guevara in Cuba and Bolivia. His book Revolution in the Revolution? had been promoted by Fidel Castro, reprinted by left-wing publishing houses in the US and Europe, and was then being read by aspirant revolutionaries everywhere. In it, Debray had presented Guevara’s theory that a small number of committed individuals could use a mixture of coercion, spectacular violence and ideological persuasion to lead a successful popular uprising. This so-called ‘Foco’ or ‘Focus’ strategy went against decades of traditional Marxist orthodoxy, which maintained that successful revolution depended on the right ‘objective conditions’ and the importance of patient work by activists over decades to raise the consciousness of the masses. Instead, ‘Foco-ists’ argued, revolutionary violence created its own conditions for success and anyone could overturn the established order with little more than authentic revolutionary commitment, courage and modern automatic weapons.

In the crowded auditorium in Managua, following a poetry reading and a lecture on the US civil rights movement, Arguello spoke to hundreds of students about insurgency and revolutionary warfare. It did not matter that he had little direct experience of either. The audience was shocked by his daring. Merely to mention the Sandinistas in public was extremely risky, but Arguello appeared entirely fearless as he explained how to set about overthrowing their government.

The Nicaraguan security services had been watching Arguello ever since he made a brief visit to the country eight years previously. Unsurprisingly, his rousing rhetoric attracted their attention. Had he not been a US citizen, he would have been detained and then tortured or killed. Instead he was expelled, and so launched on the journey that would ultimately allow him to fulfil at least one of Debray’s injunctions: ‘Victory means to accept the principle that life is not the most precious thing for a revolutionary.’

By the time Arguello had left Nicaragua, Khaled had been training for several weeks at a camp among ancient pine forests spread across limestone hills in Jerash, thirty miles north of Jordan’s capital Amman. Villages studded the slopes around, each surrounded by fields of wheat, groves of olives and orchards. At dawn cocks crowed and donkeys brayed. At night the sky was very clear, and full of stars. The facility was rudimentary: little more than rows of tents pegged into the stony earth beneath the trees, a clearing for parades and physical exercises, a shelter for meals, some trenches. Khaled had joined nineteen other female volunteers on a basic course of military instruction, and she was very pleased to be there.

That so many women were being trained by the PFLP was something of a sensation. Khaled had faced resistance to her activism from male members of the ANM, and her own family, since she was a teenager. Most Palestinian men believed that the role of women was to raise a new generation of fighters, not take up arms themselves, and mocked the female volunteers who marched through the refugee camps. The domestic arrangements of the senior PFLP leaders were entirely traditional and if there were women among the group’s pantheon of martyrs, there were none among its decision-makers. Nonetheless, the PFLP’s policy was, in theory, to encourage discussion of such issues and within twenty-four hours of arriving at the camp in Jerash, Khaled found herself drawn into an intense debate about the kinds of relationship that revolutionary women should have with ‘parents, boyfriends or husbands’. When one volunteer said she would have to obtain formal permission from her parents to stay in the training camp, Khaled and another female fighter rounded on her for her antiquated attitude.

But before the debates came the drill. Khaled and the other trainees completed long marches through the hills, sleeping out in caves, under makeshift shelters or simply below the pines. There were moments of hilarity and of intense anxiety. One night the volunteers opened fire wildly at a supposed intruder after a jumpy sentry raised the alarm. At dawn, the cause was found to be an errant donkey, now riddled with bullets. On several occasions, Israeli jets flew low overhead, looking for targets. Once, while the volunteers were hosting ‘a group of Iraqi artists who wanted to live the revolution and witness the work of revolutionaries’, the camp and the surrounding hills were strafed. There were few luxuries and training was intensive, though the routine was broken by ‘consciousness-raising sessions’ in nearby villages. Breakfast consisted of hard biscuits, green olives and scalding tea. Camp rations were beans, lentils, potatoes, pasta, eggs, tomatoes and tinned sardines or corned beef. Meals were eaten standing up to discourage idle conversation. But Khaled enjoyed the freedom, the open air and the camaraderie, and, despite the strict segregation of the camp, began to form a close (though entirely chaste) friendship with the older, male commander of her training unit.

Then, three months after she had arrived, Khaled was summoned back to the PFLP’s headquarters in Amman and told to travel to Beirut. There she met Haddad. When he asked if she was ready to die, Khaled told him that she was. When he said that the more realistic question was whether she was prepared to spend many years in prison, Khaled gave the same answer. Only then did Haddad explain that he wanted her to travel to Rome to hijack an American passenger jet.

Tanned, slim, with short brown hair, wearing casually elegant summer clothes and sunglasses, Leila Khaled did not look out of place when she flew into Rome from Lebanon in August 1969. The summer had been very hot, and though temperatures were now dropping, the city remained humid and enervated. The high temperatures had temporarily calmed the restless workers who had been protesting at the factories on the outskirts, and even the paparazzi following Hollywood stars to fashion shows and photoshoots lacked their usual energy. But Khaled was full of nervous excitement. The further training she had received in Beirut had gone well. She had asked if she could arrive earlier in Rome than the thirty-six hours she’d been allocated to allow some sightseeing. ‘You are going for a mission, not on holiday,’ Haddad replied.

The shuttle provided by Pan American airlines delivered her from Fiumicino, Rome’s international airport, to the bus stop on Via Giovanni Giolitti near the city’s main train terminal. From there she walked the short distance to the Grand Continental Hotel on the Via Cavour. At more than $50 a night, it was not a cheap place to stay but the PFLP was not short of funds.

Mindful of Haddad’s instructions to maintain maximum security, Khaled left the Grand Continental only once: to book the plane tickets she needed for her onward journey. At the newspaper stands, the front pages carried stories of the most recent bombings in northern Italy by leftist extremists, Moscow’s warning to Beijing to avoid ‘military adventures’, and the discovery by scientists in the US that plants grew ‘greener and stronger’ in the lunar dust brought back to Earth just six weeks earlier by the first men to walk on the Moon. Khaled rebuffed numerous offers of personal tours of the city from single men and made sure none of the staff saw her when she returned to the Grand Continental, slipping swiftly through its grand pillared entrance and lobby. Once back in her room, she found the bag containing a handgun and ammunition that had been left in a cupboard while she was out.

The following morning Khaled woke early and dressed in leather sandals, a soft wide-brimmed white hat, her large dark sunglasses and a loose white trouser suit, her favourite, bought a year earlier while on holiday in Damascus. She was pleased with the outfit, and especially fond of the hat, which she secured to her hair with a ribbon. The journey through the morning traffic back to the airport was short and uneventful.

Khaled’s accomplice was an older PFLP veteran called Salem Issawi who had overseen some of her training in Jordan. According to the instructions she had received before leaving Beirut, Issawi would be waiting for her in the departures hall. And so he was: tall, broad-shouldered and, despite his pressed, grey trousers and smart blue blazer, looking exactly like the amateur boxer he had once been. He had spent the previous forty-eight hours in a more expensive hotel a short walk from hers and had not left his room at all, ordering sandwiches from room service. Though they had met before, they did not acknowledge one another, checking in separately for Trans World Airlines’ Flight 840 from New York bound for Israel’s principal international airport just outside Tel Aviv. It was a similar routine to the one she would follow just over a year later – with Arguello – but this was her first time.

Soon Khaled was in the airport’s lounge, looking out onto the planes, surrounded by her fellow passengers. There was a delay of half an hour. A middle-aged man travelling alone attempted to engage her in conversation. She brushed him off, politely. On the bus to the aircraft yet another single man tried to talk to her, so she opened a book – a biography of Che Guevara that had been an international bestseller that spring – and ignored him.

Arriving at the plane, Khaled mounted the steps and found her seat in first class. A few moments later, her accomplice sat down beside her. There were few other passengers and the three cabin staff, in the new TWA uniform of yellow, red and gold, with their jaunty scarves and short skirts, were very solicitous. Khaled and her accomplice continued to ignore one another as a stewardess offered drinks: she chose a coffee, he a beer.

The Italian coastline was still visible through the portholes on the right of the plane when Khaled and her accomplice stood up, retrieved their hand luggage from the racks, and moved swiftly up the aisle holding handguns and grenades high above their heads. Within a minute, they were in the cockpit.

Khaled took the pin out of a grenade and showed it to the pilot. ‘Do you know what this is?’ she asked. ‘I am your new captain.’ The pilot nodded. Khaled then read a prepared statement to the passengers, explaining that the Che Guevara Commando of the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine had taken over the flight.

As they approached Israeli airspace, she contacted local controllers and told them with some satisfaction that the plane’s new call sign was ‘Flight PFLP Free Palestine’. As they neared the airport outside Tel Aviv, three Israeli jet fighters flew alongside them. At this point, Khaled ordered a new route that would take the aircraft over Haifa, explaining to the crew that she wanted to see her home town. Finally, she ordered a new destination: Damascus.

By the time the airport of the Syrian capital was in sight, the hijacked plane was almost out of fuel. Any landing was going to be at the limit of the Boeing 707’s range and the crew warned the 120 passengers to prepare for a crash. The stewardesses collected watches, pens, shoes and ‘anything that keeps going at impact, because when you hit, everything that’s not tied down keeps going with the speed that the aircraft had’. In the event, TWA Flight 840 landed without incident and taxied to the runway furthest from the terminal. Khaled had already told the crew and passengers to evacuate the plane ‘within sixty seconds’ because the plane was wired with explosives. This was not true, but it meant terrified passengers slid down the emergency slides and onto the rocky, briar-strewn ground very quickly. Only then, with the aircraft empty, were explosives placed and detonated, neatly destroying much of the nose of the craft and causing $10 million in damage.

It was now late afternoon. Khaled joined the exhausted and traumatised passengers as they were collected by the airport staff and ferried in buses to the terminal. To her surprise, her cheerful attempts to distribute sweets and cigarettes met with a frosty response. She gave a brief speech to the assembled passengers and crew, now very clearly prisoners of the Syrians who had surrounded the airport and plane with troops. The hijacking had aimed to ‘tell the world about the crimes the Israelis inflict upon our people’ and TWA had been targeted because the US was an ‘imperialist country’ which supported Israel financially, diplomatically and through weapons sales. ‘We are a part of the Third World and the world revolution,’ Khaled said, and offered ‘Greetings to all lovers of the oppressed!’

The crisis prompted by the hijacking would last many weeks. Syrian authorities were far from overjoyed at being chosen as the theatre for this particular Palestinian drama. The attitude of the regime in Damascus to both the PFLP and its tactics was hostile, with one soldier telling Khaled sternly that the seizure of a plane was the action of a ‘terrorist’. Authorities allowed the TWA crew and all but six of the passengers to go free almost immediately, and held four Israeli women for just twenty-four hours. But negotiations for the release of two Israeli male passengers dragged. Eventually, after six weeks of complex diplomacy by the US, the International Committees of the Red Cross and other intermediaries, a deal was done. Once Israel had reluctantly released dozens of Syrian and Egyptian soldiers captured during and since the 1967 war, the final Israeli hostages were repatriated and the affair, long taken out of the hands of the PFLP, was over.

Khaled and Issawi remained in detention in Damascus throughout – to their intense annoyance. A series of hunger strikes did little to change their situation, but an interview with the Syrian minister of defence, an ambitious thirty-nine-year-old Ba’ath party official called Hafez al-Assad, did. Soon after this encounter, Khaled and Issawi were also released, and travelled straight to Jordan where they were feted as heroes.

But for the failure to destroy the entire plane – it was refitted and was flying again within months – Haddad and the PFLP considered the operation to have been a major success. In the weeks following the attack, Khaled gave dozens of press conferences and interviews. Reporters from major international newspapers fought to see her and a series of photoshoots with news agencies was arranged. One set of pictures showed Khaled outside a tent in a forest drinking from a tin cup with her accomplice and other fighters. Another showed her in combat fatigues standing next to a plane like the one she had hijacked.

In some images, Khaled wore a soft cap similar to those popularised by Mao, but in most she wore the keffiyeh, the traditional chequered Arab headdress that offered cheap and practical protection against the heat and dust of the region but which had become a symbol of nationalist resistance in the late 1930s during the Arab Revolt, a major uprising against British rule in Palestine. The scarf, along with a ring made from ammunition that Khaled wore to symbolise her ‘engagement to the revolution’, instantly became an integral part of her public persona. The keffiyeh evoked the culture, identity and traditions of the Palestinian people, and resonated with a more conservative constituency than might usually have supported the Popular Front. But that a woman could wear the keffiyeh was itself an important and radical statement. In the best-known set of pictures, Khaled smiled and carried an AK-47 or Kalashnikov assault rifle, the emblematic weapon of revolutionaries around the world. It had been handed to her by a journalist during the shoot.

Popular Front publicists did all they could to encourage this attention. They commissioned an ‘autobiography’ from a ghostwriter, to be published in English and Arabic, and sent Khaled on a three-month publicity tour of the Middle East, with bodyguards and an entourage. She was paraded at embassy parties, gave talks on campuses and drew hundreds to public meetings. When, tired of interviews and photoshoots, Khaled tried to avoid a meeting with an Italian TV team in Beirut, she received a ‘very angry’ call from George Habash, the leader of the PFLP, who told her in no uncertain terms to co-operate with the journalists.

Khaled’s new celebrity was a gift to the movement but an obvious problem when it came to future deployments. Her jet-black hair, oval eyes, sharp chin and high cheekbones made her instantly recognisable. Some breathless observers compared her to a young Audrey Hepburn. There was now little chance that she could slip through even the rudimentary security at most European airports without detection. So when, nine months after the Rome attack, Wadie Haddad cast Khaled in the starring role of his new spectacular, planned for the late summer of 1970, he came up with a radical, if extremely painful solution.

A Lebanese surgeon in Beirut was engaged to conduct a series of operations on Khaled to alter her appearance. After five months of work on almost every part of her face, there would be no further comparisons to Audrey Hepburn. Khaled and Haddad agreed that only her close relatives or friends would recognise her. She was now ready to be the public face of Operation Revolution Airport, the most ambitious hijacking operation ever launched by the PFLP, or indeed anyone else.
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