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‘I have always dreamed,’ he mouthed, fiercely, ‘of a band of men absolute in their resolve to discard all scruples in the choice of means, strong enough to give themselves frankly the name of destroyers, and free from that taint of resigned pessimism that rots the earth. No pity for anything on earth, including themselves, and death enlisted for good and all in the service of humanity – that’s what I would have liked to see.’

Joseph Conrad, The Secret Agent

‘I have been called a sentimentalist. It’s true. I was a journalist because, when I got up in the morning and read the paper, there were pieces of news in it that angered me. I wanted to express my anger as clearly as possible, but I was unable to do much more than that. I certainly didn’t have a theory, much less a comprehensive ideology. I didn’t want to go beyond the limits of what I was sure of. So I was considered unconstructive, irresolute, and a petty moderate. Still, I don’t think I am ready to compromise on what makes me angry.’

Albert Camus


Contents

List of Maps

Introduction: I Was a Teenage Guerrilla

1 The Shrine and the Fire

2 Afghan Summer

3 Afghan Autumn

4 The House of Wisdom

5 The First Boy Was Shot at Around Three O’clock

6 A Short War in the Hindu Kush

7 Afghan Winter

8 Aftermath

9 Back to Kurdistan

10 Secrets and Lies

11 The Magical Misery Tour

12 The Debacle

13 Miss Sixty

14 A Centre of Gravity

Conclusion: London and Pakistan

A Guide to Further Reading

Glossary

Acknowledgements

Index of places


Maps

1 Afghanistan and Pakistan

2 Iraq

3 The Islamic World























Introduction: I Was a Teenage Guerrilla

We buried the letter at the bottom of one of our bags and left the next morning, travelling west in a local bus on a bad road that led across high hills with slopes of pines broken by slabs of grey rock. Where there was shadow there were strands of dirty snow and, with the chill that came with evening, it was clear why so many refugees had died in the mountains when they had fled earlier in the year. We stopped overnight in a small village set on the lip of a deep gorge and stayed in a roadside hostel where we slept on the floor and were woken several times by gunfire. In the morning we ate thin yoghurt with warm bread and drank tea the colour of polished copper from small glasses and watched impassive local villagers lead heavily equipped troops through their fields and up into the higher hills. There was a ‘big operation’ underway against the guerrillas, we were told. By the afternoon we were out of the mountains and on a straightening road down to the plains. There we were to give the letter to a man in the refugee camp in the desert outside the frontier town where several thousand families lived on United Nations aid. We found the man, who opened the letter, read it and told us that the best way to cross the border was simply to take a taxi. It would cost about $10 and take less than an hour. We were very disappointed.

Sometimes, when drunk or desperate to impress, I tell people I fought as a teenage guerrilla. It’s not entirely true. I wasn’t a teenager, I was 21. And, though I did carry a gun, I didn’t fight. In fact, on the few occasions shooting started, I hid in a ditch.

It was the summer of 1991. Saddam Hussein’s ill-judged attempt to seize Kuwait and its oil had ended in swift and predictable defeat by an American-led military coalition a few months previously. In the war’s aftermath, the Shia Muslim population of the south of Iraq rebelled, swiftly followed by the Kurds living in the north. Both believed that they would be supported by the allies. But the allies had stood by while Saddam’s tanks and helicopters dealt first with the Shias and then pushed the Kurds back into their historic mountain strongholds in a series of bloody battles which prompted more than a million refugees to head to the Turkish and Iranian borders. In all, at least a hundred thousand died.

To start with there was little that distinguished my trip, with a friend from university called Iain, from that of any other pair of second-year undergraduates backpacking round Europe. We hitched across Turkey, drank too much Efes beer and were delayed for some time in a cheap hotel in Cappadocia by two Danish girls. But on reaching Van, a city in the east of the country, the half-formed plan that neither of us had really discussed, though we both knew existed, began to emerge. We started, relatively carefully, contacting people who we thought might be able to help us meet the PKK, the local Kurdish Marxist guerrillas, then seven years into an insurgency in the mountains of southeastern Turkey. In fact, to have met them would have been very dangerous and we were gently persuaded of this by a carpet salesman in Van’s main bazaar, who pointed out that the group had a habit of taking Western tourists hostage. He suggested an alternative: crossing the border into Iraq. There, in the north, the Kurds were on the brink of setting up a genuine independent state. This was more or less what we had hoped to do anyway.

He told us that we would have to travel to Hakkari, a rough and ready town 100 or so miles away, go to the Hotel Umit, ask for ‘Achmed’ and say that ‘Apple’ had sent us. We took the bus, found the old hotel not far from the centre of town and told Achmed about Apple. If the melodrama amused him, Achmed showed no sign of it. Within an hour we had been handed the sealed letter in a mouldy hotel room by two taciturn men who neither removed their overcoats nor sat down during the hour we spent with them. In the square outside Turkish troops jumped down from trucks and fanned out through streets full of market stalls, goats and old jeeps. From there, with our letter safely stowed, we headed through the mountains and down to the plains, the refugee camp and the border.

I had never been in a refugee camp before. It was noon and the sun came straight down and the dust blew hard across the open spaces between the tents. A crowd of women and children with an astonishing variety of containers jostled around a water tanker. I asked Iain if the lemon juice I had squeezed into my hair was making it blond and me more like the sun-bleached combat veteran I hoped to resemble. He said no. Because there was no post and telephones were too expensive several refugees gave us letters to deliver to friends and family which I promptly left in the taxi that took us to the border with Iraq the next morning. En route we passed an American base with long lines of armoured vehicles in neat ranks. At the border there were Kurdish soldiers, looking impossibly romantic in their beards, chequered headdresses, traditional baggy trousers, wide cummerbund-style belts and square tunic tops. A ragged banner slung over a portrait of Saddam Hussein that had been shot to pieces told us that we had entered Iraqi Kurdistan.

I would like to be able to say that I had a consuming interest in the Kurds and had wanted to be part of their struggle for a long time. I can’t, however. I ended up with the peshmerga, or ‘those who face death’, as the Kurdish irregular soldiers are known, for a variety of reasons, none particularly noble but all fairly common to young men. I went to Iraq because I did not want to go backpacking in Thailand again or work in a supermarket warehouse all summer as I had done the year before, because I had just split up with my first serious girlfriend and wanted to make a point, and, perhaps most of all, because I hoped for some good stories to tell in the college bar. As I had wanted to be a journalist since I was 15 and had watched the pictures of the air assault on Iraq and the ‘hundred-hour war’ that succeeded it on a small black and white TV in the rented house I shared with five other students through the previous winter, I could dress up what was basically a post-adolescent adventure as a rather extreme form of work experience. During the spring I had read and re-read the biography of Don McCullin, the great British war photographer whose iconic black and white images and troubled personal life seemed to me to be tragic, romantic, compassionate and harsh in equal measure. I bought a lot of film, took two very old cameras and a couple of lenses and a notebook and decided that Iraq was where I would make my name.

By the time Iain and I arrived there, in July, the military situation had almost stablized. The fighting in the south of the country was long over. In the north, the Western troops who had guarded a ‘safe haven’ inside Iraqi territory, warding off Iraqi air or ground attacks, had just pulled back on to Turkish territory. Their immediate task, which was humanitarian rather than military, had been completed. With aircraft stationed in Turkey providing a ‘protective umbrella’ over what was to become the Kurdish enclave in the foothills and plains of the mountains along Iraq’s northern border, the Gulf War appeared to be effectively over. In fact the withdrawal of the allied troops, a few days before Iain and I arrived in the country, had been marked by a series of sharp engagements which threatened to shatter the tentative truce that had been established between Kurdish forces and the Iraqis over previous weeks. We knew nothing of any of this, having barely read the newspapers or listened to the radio as we made our way through Turkey. Somehow we did not think it necessary to keep up with exactly what was happening. In fact, we were almost completely ignorant of all but the roughest outline of the history of northern Iraq, its people, their cultures or society. We had read the newspapers, or at least a few of them, during the spring and seen the pictures of the Kurdish exodus from northern Iraq in the first weeks of the uprising but little more. Nor did we know anything much about Iraq or indeed the Islamic world more generally. We were also almost entirely ignorant of Islam but, in the tradition of Western travellers to the region, we did not think that would present much of a problem.

We learned to shoot on a hill outside Dohuk, a city thirty miles south of the border with Turkey. A family of refugees standing in the apricot glow of the evening light in front of their makeshift shack watched us without much emotion. Jets left a lattice of vapour trails high in the clear sky above us but we could not tell if they were Iraqi or allied planes. We were shown how to fire on automatic and on single shot, how to aim when prone and crouching, and were firmly told never to fire from the hip or when standing upright. We were shown how to switch magazines and slide back the stiff bolt to bring a round up into the chamber and how to take the gun apart, clean it and reassemble it. The session ended with a quick reminder to look out for mines and with ‘the naming of the parts’ in both major Kurdish dialects, English and, for the sake of variation, German, Turkish, Farsi and Arabic. For a very short period I knew the word for ‘safety catch’ and ‘firing pin’ in about six languages.

The unit was led by Firyad Barzani, a relative of Masud Barzani, the leader of the Kurdish Democratic Party or KDP, the larger of the two major factions in northern Iraq. Firyad, who was in his early thirties, had been introduced to us the day before when we had presented ourselves at the local KDP office as volunteers. He cut a dapper figure in his sharply pressed tunic and trousers, open-necked shirt and cummerbund with its seven interlocking links, neat, swift stride and handgun holstered on his hip. He was pleased with the training, particularly when we actually hit one of the targets set up for us. That evening, as we ate dinner in the abandoned schoolhouse that was serving as a temporary base, Firyad tried to teach us the Kurdish national anthem. The words, almost a parody of a nationalist guerrilla army’s marching songs, were difficult to take seriously.

‘Nobody should say the Kurds are dead because the Kurds are alive,’ the anthem ran. ‘Our banner shall never be lowered, Our homeland is our faith and religion, We are the heroes of revolution and the colour red, Just look how bloodstained our history is, The Kurdish people are gallantly standing to attention, Ready to decorate their living crown with blood. The Kurdish youth is ever present and ready to sacrifice their lives.’

It was not just the language of the national anthem that made us smile. The peshmerga fulfilled almost every quality of the stereotypical guerrilla. They were astonishingly impressive men, but comical too. They marched for miles with impossible loads on little food, they voiced the most astounding platitudes about ‘the struggle’ and ‘the soil’, they rarely bothered cleaning their weapons which, wrapped in their red chequered headscarves, they used, as all self-respecting irregular fighters should, as pillows. This amused us, possibly more than it should have done. We laughed openly at one peshmerga, a huge man with long drooping moustaches and a mass of bullet belts wrapped around his enormous chest armed with a light machine gun and an AK47 and a long bayonet. For their part, the peshmerga were hospitable and open. They were interested in us, happy that students from so far away should come and be a part of their struggle. But our lives were a mystery to them. Most of the peshmerga were farmers or manual labourers in peacetime and had little concept of the world beyond their villages, let alone overseas.

Firyad led our group south and east, following the high roads in the foothills of the mountains away from the Iraqi troops on the plains. We had no map and, as Saddam had banned any local cartography, none was available. As a result Iain and I had almost no idea where we were. There had been little in the way of excitement, just some more target practice and a martial arts demonstration and a parade on a mountain pass for a group of the KDP’s senior commanders. The lack of action did not bother us. Simply being in Iraq, waking at dawn for breakfasts of yoghurt and flat-bread, the broken Kurdish we were trying to learn, the constant presence of the weapons around us, the veterans’ stories of combat and forced marches and air raids, the photographs and notes that I hoped would somehow make my name as a journalist, was enough. Most of the men had been wounded at least once. Mustafa, a tall, bespectacled, highly educated and serious man, a middle-ranking political official whom we called ‘the commissar’, pulled up his shirt one evening to show us the neat entry wound on his belly and the massively scarred exit wound on his back, as big as a hand, caused by the two bullets that had struck him several years before. Neither Iain nor I had any great wish to be blooded in combat.

July had turned to August by the time we reached the Lesser Zab river. It was late in the afternoon and the dust had dropped with the heat and we crossed the river on a giant raft packed with men and trucks and material. Brown scrubby hills, deforested by centuries of war and overgrazing, lay along the northern skyline. To the south the flat expanse of Lake Dokan shone greasily in the sun like fish scales. A dirt road coiled around a sharp crag and led up to a plateau beyond, several miles square. The plateau was almost entirely covered in rubble – the remains of Qala Diza, a town of 70,000 people that had been completely destroyed by Iraqi army engineers in a three-week-long operation the year before. There was no reason for making the detour to the site of the town but Firyad had, not unreasonably, wanted to show us, the day-trippers, exactly what had happened there. Until then little had been said by the peshmerga about the violence done to the Kurds over the preceding few years and I had little idea about the reality of what had happened to them.

Yet the scene at Qala Diza was peaceful. Among the grey ruins children ran and played, off-duty peshmerga walked with arms full of watermelon and AK47s over their shoulders, women in white headscarves and bright red traditional dresses embroidered with sequins, beads and embroidery cooked on open fires as the men sat on lumps of broken masonry and smoked hand-rolled cigarettes. Someone had painted ‘Why?’ on one of the huge cracked slabs of concrete, the remnants of roofs, which lay across much of the landscape. The Iraqi army engineers had left the trees standing and the high poplars and cedars rose from among the piles of rubble alongside stands of tangled and rusted reinforcing rods. In an angle formed by two of the collapsed roofs, Qala Diza’s pharmacist had set up a makeshift clinic, piling his small cache of medical supplies in a corner and laying a single thin mattress on the bare earth. Qala Diza had no sanitation system, a single well and, inevitably, widespread gastro-enteric illness, particularly among the young. The pharmacist, astonishingly neat in a clean white short-sleeved shirt and traditional baggy trousers, was worried about cholera. He had salvaged a battered stand for an intravenous drip which stood next to the single mattress, though there was no bottle, tube or solutions to go with it. Near by a young girl in a bright red dress swept the dirt in front of the pile of stones that had once been her two-storey house and smiled when I took her picture.

A few days later we visited the eastern town of Halabjah where 5,000 people had died in a chemical weapons attack three years earlier. The town had been flattened four months after being gassed. A swarm of dirty, ragged children mobbed our pick-up truck when they saw Iain and me sitting in the back, even though we were surrounded by armaments. They thought we had come to hand out food. I remember an old man standing in the rubble wearing a black chequered kaffiyeh and a dry smile. ‘Tell your people about us,’ he said to me. ‘Tell your people what happened here.’ In the end I told the Daily Mail which spiked the story, and my local paper, which published it and paid me £50.

While our unit had been based near Qala Diza, fierce fighting had broken out again in Suleimaniyah, fifty miles away. In several days of running street battles the peshmerga, who had briefly held the city in late March and early April, had won back control of it from Saddam’s troops. When we arrived there was still incessant gunfire, though the main combat was over. The first move by our group, which varied between a dozen and thirty men, was to set down our weapons in a park, borrow bats and a ball from a nearby house and engage in an impromptu table tennis tournament on two concrete tables that stood, incongruously intact, among the rubble. A mile or so away we could hear what sounded like a fairly intense firefight.

In retrospect I can see why we were kept out of any real combat. First, most of the ongoing fighting was being done by peshmerga from the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan, the rival group to the KDP. At the time I was unaware of the intense competition between the two parties. Second, Firyad’s orders were clearly to use us, two young enthusiasts from the West supposedly transported by our admiration for the Kurds, as a mobile peshmerga propaganda unit. This explained, at least in part, why we had been dragged round so many different front lines and had met so many troops. His job was to expose us to enough danger to give us some credibility in the eyes of the fighters but, above all, to keep us alive. Third, it must have been abundantly clear to everybody that if we had got caught up in any genuine fighting, we would have been a total liability. On my first evening in Suleimaniyah, unused to the local moonshine, I had left our group drinking to find a quiet corner in which to throw up. I had staggered down a street and was leaning against a wall when someone started shooting and, like dogs barking at night, gunmen all over the city seemed to join in. It was pitch black and the unit, Iain and all the weapons were hundreds of yards away. As the firefight continued around me I knelt, oblivious, on a pavement, bile in my throat, palms on my thighs, wanting only that everyone should go away so I could empty my stomach in peace. On the odd occasion that we did fire our weapons, the noise generated by a Kalashnikov on fully automatic was such that we were deafened for days. The thought of actually having to reload while actually under fire, fumbling for a new clip with sweating hands, was terrifying. It was very clear that a happy and comfortable middle-class upbringing in a leafy part of north London close to Hampstead Heath, with a trip to Hendon library with my father every three weeks and physical activity limited to soccer at school and the odd hiking trip, did not make for natural soldiering ability. Nor was Iain, who came from a small village in Gloucestershire, much better off.

We made an odd pair. When we were photographed with our peshmerga unit, Iain, 6’ 4” and easily the tallest, always stood at the back, his blond hair under a chequered scarf. I, shorter and darker, stood or knelt near the front, my arms around men of a similar build either side of me, rifle over my shoulder. Neither of us was particularly confident, with all the usual insecurities of a 21-year-old male, but where I compensated by working on my steely gaze, worldly cynicism and what I hoped was a brooding, if somewhat slender, muscularity, Iain smiled incessantly; where I affected detachment and professionalism, gun in one hand, camera in the other, Iain projected a whimsical eccentricity. Together, we felt, we made a good team. And we were both full of curiosity, excitement, nervous energy and humour. Thankfully, we were also sufficiently mature to realize the completely artificial nature of the roles we were playing. We were both vastly amused when we were able to buy postcards bearing the legend ‘Greetings from Iraq’ and find someone travelling to Turkey who was able to send them home for us. One went to the college bar, another to the girl who had dumped me a few months before.

The final capture of Suleimaniyah by the Kurds changed the whole dynamic on the ground, putting the Iraqis on the defensive. Over the previous weeks the peshmerga and Saddam’s troops, largely conscripts, had avoided fighting each other. Now the de facto truces that rival local commanders had established with each other throughout Kurdistan began to break down. Driving down one road near the city, our unit was suddenly caught up in a huge Iraqi armoured column. The soldiers were so stunned to see a single pick-up full of peshmerga suddenly in their midst that they did nothing and we were able to escape unharmed. But at a nearby checkpoint, manned by Iraqi soldiers who had let us pass unhindered in the past, we ran into more trouble. Firyad and his men had to struggle hard to get us through and for a short time it looked as if they might not actually prevail. Suddenly acutely aware of our lack of Iraqi visas and very conscious of what might happen if things went wrong, Iain and I agreed it was time to head home. Getting ourselves kidnapped was not part of our plan.

It happened like this. We were in the border town of Zakho, looking to get back to Turkey and talking to a group of men sitting outside a shop. One of their friends was driving across the border and halfway to Istanbul, they said. It was about 7 p.m. He’d give us a lift in a couple of hours, they said. With hindsight the whole thing stank. No one was driving anywhere in northern Iraq after sunset at the time, least of all across the border and into Turkey. But we were students and the prospect of a free ride was very tempting. So we drank warm Coke and waited. After an hour the men suggested some dinner at a hotel near by. We politely declined. They insisted. We still said no. They showed us, very amiably, their slick-looking handguns, quite unlike any other weaponry we had seen in northern Iraq, and hinted heavily that we should get in their car, an old black Mercedes. We did not seem to have a great deal of choice. We got in and were driven to a hotel on the outskirts of Zakho, and put in a bedroom. The sun was setting outside and we could see the lights coming on in the city through a window with a thick wire grille over it. We were both very frightened. The men came back to check on us periodically and each time they made sure we saw their guns. But they were drinking and on each occasion they returned they were more inebriated. It was nearly midnight when one of them drunkenly left the door to the room unlocked. We carefully opened it and stepped into a long, narrow corridor, lit as harshly as a hospital. We crept along it, found a side door that was also unlocked, slipped through it, went round the back of the hotel, through a stand of pine trees and, walking swiftly and then running, headed down a long slope to a bridge that led over a river and into twisting back streets.

What followed was either farce or film noir or both. Our escape had been quickly noticed and we soon realized that a car was tracking us through the streets. Caught once in the open, we saw it was the big, black Mercedes. We would run down one street, double back and then head down another. Then we would see its headlights sliding along a wall ahead of us and we would flatten ourselves into a doorway. The lights would flicker past us and the car would move on. We would head down a different alley, only to find the headlights swinging round in front of us again. This went on for some time. I don’t remember seeing anyone else on the streets at all. Nor do I remember any fear, just a lot of adrenaline, a fierce determination to avoid the Mercedes and whatever it contained, combined with a sense that the whole situation was too ludicrous, too cinematic, to be in any way dangerous. Finally, with a magnificent sense of the dramatic, we were pinioned by headlights against a wall in a blind alley. We had nowhere to run. But this time it wasn’t the Mercedes. It was a landcruiser full of peshmerga.

I did not think about the faith of the Kurds until much later. Their religion had not been obvious to me. The slogans of the guerrillas, their nationalist and revolutionary rhetoric, had obscured the less obvious signs of what was actually a profound, if tolerant and moderate, faith. Had I asked, all the Kurds would have stated with pride that they were Muslims. Had I looked, I would have seen the amulets that many of the peshmerga from the rural areas wore round their necks. Had I listened a little closer and understood a little more, I would have known that saying inshallah, or God willing, was not simply ‘fatalistic’ but a manifestation of a culture in which religion is very present. I did not notice the religion because the Kurds did not look like the Muslims I had imagined. They were not fanatical, they did not wear white robes along with their kaffiyehs, they were open and engaging and literate and worldly; in short, they were everything I hoped I was. As a result, almost unconsciously, I had decided that they were not Muslims at all.

Since that summer in Iraq, I have spent many years travelling, living and working in the Islamic world, from Morocco to southwest China, from Uzbekistan to Malaysia. I have spent years living in Pakistan and Afghanistan, at least a year in Iraq, have eaten noodles with Thai Muslims and couscous with Algerian mujahideen, drunk tea with Berbers in the Atlas Mountains and coffee with the Acehnese, argued with hardline Taliban mullahs, mystic Sufi teachers, Pakistani holy men who doubled as feudal landlords and corrupt Palestinian politicians. I have drunk beer with Iraqi poets and whisky with Indian bankers, Mecca Cola with Kashmiri militants and tea with (aspirant or failed) suicide bombers of various nationalities, and I can now see that the trip to Kurdistan was the beginning of a long process of learning, the lesson of which has been that the term ‘the Islamic world’ does not describe a uniform monolith where odd creatures called Muslims live their lives according to an arcane and reactionary religion but a huge, varied and dynamic spiritual, cultural and political entity that defies definition geographically, ethnically or racially. Experience has also taught me to be aware, not only of my own preconceptions, but of all generalizations.

Some of the Muslims I have met did indeed believe that the Koran, the Muslim holy book, was a genuine blueprint for society that can and should be realized on earth. Others loved and admired the prophet Mohammed and his teachings but understood the impossibility of implementing them in the modern world. Some were without genuine ‘faith’, but were sustained by and proud of the shared cultural and historical heritage of Islam. Few even performed all of the five fundamental acts, none too onerous, that define a Muslim as laid down at the faith’s start 1,300 years ago: praying five times a day, performing the pilgrimage to Mecca (the hajj), giving alms, fasting during Ramadan, the holy month, and bearing witness that ‘there is no God but Allah and Mohammed is his prophet’. Fewer still sought the expansion of their religion across the world. A very large number felt defensive, worried about the impact of what they saw as an aggressive and belligerent ‘West’ on their cultures and societies. But an equally large proportion, indeed often the same people, were attracted and inspired by ‘the West’ too. Few were drawn to violence. ‘Islam’, I slowly came to realize, is a label that can be applied to many things and adequately describes none of them.

The 1990s saw ‘Islam’ slowly creeping up the global agenda. At the beginning of the decade, in the aftermath of the collapse of communism, it had been questions of nationalism and ethnic identity, especially in the Balkans and the former Soviet states that had dominated debate. There were also arguments about ‘post-conflict intervention’, peacekeeping, nation building and similar issues that had surfaced as the international community, individually and collectively, sought ways of structuring, influencing and living in the new post-Cold War world order. Political scientists spoke of the end of History, not in the sense of an end to events, but as a way of explaining the triumph of American or Western liberal democracy and the societies that had produced it. The new push to globalization and the interconnectivity allowed by liberalized capital markets and advances in communications technology seemed only to confirm the planetary dominance of the package of ideas, economic theories, moral and ethical norms and culture by which, broadly speaking, ‘the West’ defines itself.

Yet towards the end of the decade it became clear that there were many who were deeply suspicious of the dominance of this one, fairly particular, version of modernity and ‘progress’. Some saw it as an extension of a process of Western imperialism that had been underway for several centuries. Many hoped to construct an alternative that might more closely match their interests, cultures and societies. There was the anti-globalization movement and, drawing on far more profound social and intellectual roots, there was religion. The dawn of a new millennium (at least according to the Christian calendar) saw a resurgence of religious fundamentalism, the belief that the only true, just and godly way to structure a society is based on the actual implementation of a rigorous, literal and usually highly selective reading of holy texts. In India, Hindu fundamentalists were at the height of their power; in America their Christian counterparts were more influential than they had been for decades. Radical Jewish fundamentalists held the balance of power in Israel despite their small, though growing, numbers. Then, of course, the 9/11 attacks brought Islamic fundamentalists, who had been major players on a regional stage for thirty years or more, to global notice in a horrible and spectacular way.

Since then there has been a huge amount written and said about Islam in general and Islamic militancy in particular. When I returned from covering the war in Afghanistan of autumn 2001, I was shocked to find that the nature of the causes of the 9/11 attacks had been badly misunderstood. For a whole variety of reasons, ranging from the mendacity of various governments through to longstanding social and cultural preconceptions about the nature of violent religious and political action, the September 11 attacks were being attributed to a shadowy, tightly structured radical militant group called al-Qaeda, led by a terrorist mastermind named Osama bin Laden. This group, it was widely said, was responsible for violence all over the world. Dozens of long-running militancies, with profound roots in social, economic, cultural and religious factors in the Islamic world and beyond, were simply being dismissed as the work of one crazy Saudi dissident and a few of his acolytes. I was sufficiently angered by the intellectual laziness of such analyses and sufficiently concerned by their potential consequences to write my first book, which was published in early summer 2003 and examined the structure of contemporary Islamic militancy while exploring some of its ideological and historical roots. Al-Qaeda, I said, was an idea, not an organization.

One of the main problems that faced me when writing that book was a lack of accurate terms for the phenomenon I was describing. As a result I devoted a considerable proportion of its 300-odd pages to showing how the word ‘al-Qaeda’ was misunderstood and wrongly applied. This problem of terminology still exists. The vocabulary to describe the new situation we find ourselves in and the threat we face is still evolving. We often speak of ‘the Islamic world’ and ‘the West’ without really thinking about what we mean. The terms imply some kind of absolute division between the two, a division that no one who pauses to consider the sheer diversity of languages, cuisines, economic linkages, the population composition, diplomatic connections and political systems that lace our complex modern world together can genuinely think exists. I too have used ‘the Islamic world’ and ‘the West’ repeatedly, not least because no other convenient labels exist. However, I hope that, in this book’s pages, it will become obvious how much people share across the world and how factors such as gender, age, music, sport, even spirituality and formal religious belief, make any attempt at division of the world into two or more distinct ‘civilizational blocs’ arbitrary and ridiculous.

But the misconception of al-Qaeda was only part of the problem. There was also a wave of appallingly misinformed statements on Islam or ‘the Islamic world’ in general. The huge variety of practice, belief and observation in Muslim-dominated societies, so much of it fused with local cultures and conditions, so textured and so complex, was reduced, in much of the debate among non-Muslims, to a single stereotype that was based on a vision of the most conservative, the most rigorous and the most belligerent interpretation of the faith. A single thread of a huge and rich tapestry had been drawn out and declared representative of the whole. All major religions have resources within them that can be exploited for different uses, belligerent or pacific, tolerant or intolerant, yet it was a minority strand within a minority strand, epitomized by Osama bin Laden and his fellow extremists, men who mined Islam for all that was most inflexible, violent and bitter, that stood for the faith in the dark days following the atrocity of the attacks on New York and Washington. Nor was it just radical right-wingers or religious conservatives in America who felt that there was an existential battle underway between good and evil, right and wrong, truth and falsehood. Several colleagues and friends of mine made little effort to disguise their view that Islam was a backward religion and that ‘Muslims’ were a clear and present danger to all the basic values of liberal democracy. This too shocked, concerned and angered me. It also saddened me greatly.

Perhaps the most depressing characteristic of the clash-of-civilizations argument, which would be ironically amusing if it were not so dangerous, is the coincidence in views and ideas of its proponents both in the Islamic world and in the West. In the West newspaper columnists talk about ‘the Islamic world’ as a monolith, Muslim conservatives make similar statements about ‘the American-led West’. There is talk of ‘the Arab’ or ‘the Islamic’ mindset on one side, Western, Christian or Jewish ‘mind’ on the other. In the West, American senators talk of bombing Mecca as a reprisal for attacks on the USA while in Saudi Arabia and elsewhere radicals talk of bombing America as a reprisal for attacks in Palestine, Chechnya, Kashmir, Iraq and Afghanistan. And all of them believe they belong to a discrete religiously defined group that must battle violently in a Hobbesian competition for the earth’s scarce moral, intellectual and physical resources and that they are engaged in a last-ditch, gloves-off, no-holds-barred battle against a fanatical and irrational enemy which is aggressive, belligerent and intent on expansion until all alternative cultures, societies and belief systems are eradicated. All deploy a range of spurious historical and cultural references to justify what are fundamentally prejudiced and ignorant views and all twist actuality to fit their ideas.

These debates and issues are raised many times, in a variety of ways, in the pages that follow. There are other elements too that recur again and again. There are many examples of the different ways in which the resources within Islam are deployed, possibly consciously, possibly unconsciously, by individuals looking for consolation, empowerment or a means to unite, radicalize and mobilize others. There are many episodes that examine the complex process by which radical ideas gain purchase among a broader population, the two-way relationship between the propagandist and the propagandized and the critical role spectacular public violence can play. Another key theme is the role of myth – the deliberate or accidental distortion of historical fact – in determining how individuals see their world and how leaders make decisions that have extraordinarily significant consequences. One of my first lessons in the way history could be pillaged and then deployed to become a critical part of the mindset of individuals, communities and nations had come in Kurdistan where Kurdish officials regularly cited Salah al-Din, the Kurdish-born warrior-king who liberated Jerusalem from the Crusaders in 1187, as a Kurdish nationalist. Yet Saladin had fought for himself, Islam and the Arabs, and had shown no interest in his Kurdish identity at all. When, later, I began to study the statements of Islamic militants, who also attempted to appropriate the life and deeds of the ecumenical and religiously tolerant Salah al-Din, I saw again how history could be made to serve the ends and means of men.

Back at the time of the first Gulf War, there was also plenty to make me aware of the similar exploitation, through exaggeration, outright suppression or selective amnesia, of more contemporary events. In the run-up to the conflict there had been a huge amount of publicity about the chemical weapons strike at Halabjah. In 1990 the US-led allies, after years of denying Saddam’s culpability in human rights abuses, suddenly began discovering evidence of the Iraqi dictator’s evil nature and the horror of the regime they had previously backed. And as they changed tack so did their ideological enemies. Many on the left eulogized Saddam as a David standing against an American-led global capitalist Goliath, often even drawing, with no appreciable awareness of the irony, on the same erroneous sources used by the right during the 1980s. It was the best training I could have received for a career in journalism.

For a long time I saw such rhetoric as harmless. But in recent years it has become evident that ideologically charged analysis has consequences which affect the lives of billions in a very direct way. The time it took for people and policymakers to understand the truth about al-Qaeda was a critical delay that significantly hindered the struggle against terrorism. Many of the reasons behind the decision to go to war in Iraq in 2003, a war that was drastically counterproductive in terms of the overall strategy to counter modern Islamic militancy, can be traced to the failure to understand the true nature of the phenomenon of modern Muslim radicalism. Much of the terrible mishandling of the subsequent occupation can be attributed to the triumph of ideology over an open and unprejudiced assessment of the facts.

As a working journalist, I have been deeply involved in the process of the representation of the ‘Islamic world’ and cannot pretend to be blameless. No one, of course, can fully appreciate all sides of the issue and I do not claim to be able to. My view has been personal and often from the ground. It is usually true that the closer you get to something, particularly war, the less you know. But on the other hand direct experience can be invaluable for judging what actually happened and, perhaps as importantly, what others think of what happened. You hear what they say; you see, sometimes, what they see. Splitting my time between the West and the Islamic world over the last decade or so has shown me how the same events, contemporary or historic, can be viewed in a wide variety of ways or, in the case of those who believe in a clash of civilizations, in a tragically similar fashion.

This book is not meant to be a comprehensive history and analysis of the myriad factors that have determined the course of radical Islam and the response of the world to it in recent years. Attempts to reduce a phenomenon such as Islamic militancy, with so many varied manifestations all based in specific local and political and historical contexts, to a single overarching theory are bound to fail anyway. Nor do simplistic analyses of the response to the threat by governments and populations around the globe help much either. We live in an astonishingly complex world and easy, simple answers do not necessarily help us make sense of it.

When I first drafted this introduction, in the spring of 2005, I wrote that I had enjoyed the privilege of a front-row seat for many of the most astonishing, epoch-making events of the last few years and that I was deeply grateful for the opportunity to see what I had seen. I wrote that I was profoundly aware that I had only ever been part of the audience and that I knew that I was watching real people with real emotions and real lives who, unlike me, could not flip their notebooks shut, say thank you and go home at the end of the working day to a safe, developed, democratic home. The book, I wrote, was primarily about them. But then, on 7 July 2005 four suicide bombers killed more than fifty people in London, my own city, on the transport system that I have used for my entire life, narrowly missing a number of my friends and family. I too found myself spending terrible hours ringing my sister’s silent mobile phone before hearing that she was safe. And then I realized that the book I was writing was not about ‘them’ at all, but, in this global era, of globalized cities and globalized faiths and globalized militant movements, it was about us.

We did not see the black Mercedes again. The Kurdish fighters drove us through the deserted back streets of Zakho and dropped us at a cheap hostel where we slept on the roof on rope beds. At dawn we did what we should have done the night before and got a taxi north, back to the border, back through the checkpoints and back into Turkey where we spent a week on the beach and then headed home to the UK. I finished my degree, went backpacking in India and spent five years reporting local and then domestic British news. But the time I had spent in Iraq had had a profound effect on me and in the early spring of 1998 I resigned from the national newspaper I was working for and headed to Pakistan.




1. The Shrine and the Fire

Just behind my apartment in Islamabad was a plot of land covered in mimosa trees, wild cannabis and scrubby, prickly bushes. It was a graveyard and though no one tended it or came to grieve at the dozen or so mounds of earth which lay among the rubbish under the trees, no one built on it either – though the potential for profitable development of such a prime piece of urban real estate was high. It had been there for a hundred years or more and the most modern and most secular of Pakistan’s cities had grown up around it like grass growing around a stone. Though it was now surrounded by vast white villas built by the nouveau riche and broad tree-lined roads and embassies and big private schools, it sat among it all like a still, small reminder of the past.


To one side of the graveyard, you could see the house of Benazir Bhutto, the former prime minister. It had twelve-foot-high walls, rumoured to have been built in deliberate defiance of planning regulations. On the other side of the graveyard was the substantial embassy of North Korea, to whom, it was whispered, Pakistan sold blueprints for nuclear bombs. Watching the embassy, and Bhutto’s house, and my apartment, were two plain-clothed intelligence agents who usually sat on the pavement in a patch of shade below a eucalyptus tree and read popular newspapers. I knew them quite well after a while and they smiled sheepishly when greeted. Occasionally, when my motorbike broke down, I asked them for a lift.

Half a mile away was the local market. In a concrete and glass complex built in the 1960s, kebab vendors shouted for custom and vegetable salesmen pushed overloaded bicycles through milling crowds. Most of the men wore shalwar kameez, the traditional ensemble of wide-cut trousers and long shirt that, despite the inroads made by Western clothing elsewhere in south Asia, was still favoured throughout Pakistan. There were few women present, and most wore headscarves, though in one café favoured by wealthier teenagers girls sat in jeans and T-shirts. In the central square policemen leant their AK47s against the walls of the local court and drank tea with their shackled prisoners squatting beside them. The lawyers sat under awnings in their open-air offices and dictated letters to clerks in shirtsleeves who tapped at ancient typewriters with little piles of empty tea cups at their elbows. Around them the modern buildings were rotting slowly. Their exposed iron reinforcing rods were rusty and the bright sun picked out the streaks of mould and the dirt smeared along their walls.

I was pleased to be there. Pakistan, with its mix of south Asian chaos and Middle Eastern edge, its stunning landscapes and chaotic politics, had always interested and attracted me. I had arrived with no means of income but, on the basis that there were very few reporters based in Islamabad, was confident I could earn a decent living. I had about £1,000 in savings and the rent was paid on my apartment in Islamabad for a month; my girlfriend, a photographer, was coming out to join me and I was very happy.

Unlike when I made my trip to Kurdistan, I had done some research before travelling and had learned something of the chequered political history of the country I was to live in. I learned about the blood-soaked birth of the state in the hideous communal carnage caused by the partition of British dominion in south Asia into Hindu-majority and Muslim-majority states in 1947. I learned how the idea for Pakistan had originated in the fear that the subcontinent’s Muslims would be politically, culturally and socially swamped by the demographic superiority of the Hindus once the British left. I learned that the army had ruled the country for over half of its existence, crippling the development of any real democracy. Most recently, I had read, two political factions had alternated in power. Both appeared either corrupt or incompetent or both.

I still, however, knew little about Islam. I knew the name of the religion meant peace or submission, and came from the same word used in the Muslim greeting salaam aleikum or peace be with you. I knew that the prophet Mohammed had lived in the seventh century CE, that he was human, not divine, and that he was considered to be the last of a series of messengers sent by God, or Allah, that included Jesus, Moses and Abraham. I was aware that, roughly speaking, 90 per cent of Muslims were Sunni and the rest were called Shia following a schism over the succession to the office of caliph, the leader of the Muslim community, after Mohammed’s death. I knew that the call to prayer was the adhan, and that the muezzin was the man who delivered it. But that was about all. I had not even read the Koran. I saw Pakistan very much as an extension of India, though with slightly different-flavoured spiritual practices and food. Islam was neither a threat nor a particular attraction, simply part of the general local exoticism.

Within a week or so of my arrival in Islamabad, I heard about a festival, or urs, that was to be held at the shrine of Bari Imam, a local saint, on the outskirts of the city. Few of the Westerners I was mixing with seemed interested in such events, but I was freshly arrived and still avid for new sights and sensations. The road to the shrine wound through the diplomatic enclave, where most of the city’s expatriates were corralled in neat homes behind barbed wire and whitewashed walls, and then on through pale gold wheat fields and scrubland. In a small lake, children were playing among semi-submerged cattle. Their parents stood a little way off in the dirt lanes outside single-storey homes made of old, narrow bricks, wooden planks, breezeblock and concrete. Smoke from cooking fires curled from gaps in the flat roofs of the houses, rising straight in the still evening air. The village was surrounded by woodland and backed by the line of steep forested hills that marked the northern limit of Islamabad. I could hear monkeys hooting in the trees.

I left my motorbike under a tree and started walking. The broad road up to the shrine was choked with pilgrims in long columns, ten abreast and often twenty or thirty deep. Each group had come from a different town or village and was led by musicians who played their drums and trumpets and men who carried huge flags in primary colours with silver and gold tinsel wrapped round the staff. Behind the bands and the flags, the pilgrims were carrying giant mock-ups of ships or mosques made out of coloured glass and shiny plastic tiles on platforms attached to long wooden beams that each ran across the shoulders of a dozen men. Everyone seemed very excited, laughing and joking and waving at the villagers and the children and me, inviting us all to join the procession.

Just before the shrine was a broad, grassy field which had stalls along its edges and was crowded with people. There were boys selling pappadums, 18-inch wide discs stacked a yard high, as big as cymbals. Others offered kebabs, cubes of stringy meat charred over narrow iron braziers, garlands of deep pink flowers, bracelets of tinsel or ridiculous foil hats. There were women hoping to henna hands in complex patterns of whorls and hatchings, tables full of portraits of Bari Imam, the dead saint, row after row of red, pink, green and gold glass bangles, and neat stacks of bright yellow halva puri sweets. A bearded strongman oiled his muscles while two assistants melodramatically manoeuvred his barbells, each consisting of a rusty iron bar with lumps of concrete at either end, into position in front of an expectant crowd.

The shrine itself was a small chamber, its walls entirely covered by tiny squares of mirrored glass, set in a simple whitewashed mosque in a sunken courtyard paved in marble. Several large and very old banyan trees overshadowed it, their roots curling down into the courtyard. A second wall formed a large compound in which hundreds of canopies and tents had been pitched by the pilgrims. Groups of men squatted around the cooking fires talking loudly in a range of unrecognizable local languages. Clusters of women in headscarves and bright dresses and trousers sat on woven straw mats, listening to a band playing thin reedy music. Goats were tethered to guy lines and banners inscribed with religious slogans in Urdu, the national language, were draped over the tents. Above it all were rows of the big, bright flags the pilgrims had carried from their home towns.

I wandered around, very pleased with myself for finding so much ‘genuine’ south Asian colour. I had hoped to supplement my income from written journalism by taking photographs for stock picture libraries in the UK and I knew that the images would sell well. Then I clearly heard someone say, ‘All right, mate,’ in a strong Yorkshire accent. I turned round but could not work out who had spoken. Then I heard the greeting again. Grinning at me was a tall young Pakistani man in a dark shalwar kameez.

He was a 22-year-old taxi driver who lived in Leeds and his name was Majid Khaliq. He knew he had been indistinguishable from the men around me and was smiling at my failure to spot him. He was ‘British born and bred’, he told me, too quickly. But he was also the son of Mohammed Khan who was the brother of Mohammed Nazir who was a farmer in the village of Handpur Kaloney, near Mirpur, and so was ‘a Paki too,’ as he put it. And it was from Handpur Kaloney – well over a hundred miles away – that he had walked with fifty of his ‘brothers’ from the village a few days earlier. He had never been to Pakistan before.

I asked him what a Leeds taxi driver was doing at the Bari Imam urs. He laughed. ‘I just love it here,’ he said. ‘It’s just fookin magic. It’s like right good, innit. I walk round and I’m like proud and like it’s just mental. Everywhere you look there’s something mad going on. It’s like… It makes me feel proud like.’

A group of pilgrims invited us to sit with them. All the
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