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			The Fabricated Prefix

			He was born Mohamed Fayed, not Mohamed Al-Fayed. There was never an ‘Al’ in his name.

			Like so many things about him, the ‘Al’ is entirely false and designed to impress. It’s believed that he dreamt it up in the kitchen of the United Arab Emirates embassy in London in 1970 with Mahdi Al Tajir, the UAE’s first ambassador to Britain, at the same time as they decided to take years off Fayed’s age and create a more glamorous backstory for him.

			The ‘Al’ was designed to hint that he came from a superior family, a bit like adding ‘III’ or ‘IV’ after your name to imply a long-established family lineage or announcing yourself as ‘Williams of Highgrove’ rather than ‘Williams’ to imply landed-gentry status when there is no historical connection to that estate. But Mohamed wasn’t from Fayed, as the invented name implies, nor did he come from an elaborate Fayed dynasty. He was a crook, a charlatan, a bully and a rapist, so to afford him the dignity of an honour he does not deserve seems perverse.

			His adopted name, resplendent with ‘Al’, is used in the subtitle of the book solely for the purpose of clarity. In what follows he will be plain old ‘Fayed’, unless his name is used in direct quotes by contributors to the book.

		

		
			Introduction

			The House of Horrors

			Unveiling Harrods’s Dark Secret

			‘I have British kids, I provide employment for thousands of people, my businesses pay millions and millions in taxes, and I’ve given millions more to charity. Anyone else would be thanked. Me? I am brushed off as some upstart wog.’

			Mohamed Fayed

			Ah, poor, tormented Mohamed. The wounded victim, forever misunderstood.

			When he died, in 2023, commentators rushed to praise him, lauding his flair for business and his unique charm. Michael Cole, his long-time spokesperson, described him as being ‘full of great humanity’, others rushed to comment on his kindness and generosity.

			OK, so it might not have been quite the same as Tennyson carving ‘a day when the whole world seemed to be darkness’ into a rock when news of Lord Byron’s death reached him, but praise for Fayed was pretty fulsome.

			Then, everything changed. The dark truth was dragged kicking and screaming into the light thanks to reports from victims, galvanised by the BBC documentary Al Fayed: Predator at Harrods. Fayed wasn’t a kind, compassionate man, he was one of the most vile predators and sexual abusers the world has known. He lied, deceived, cheated, abused, degraded, kidnapped and raped. The BBC set the scene, and by the time you’ve finished reading this account, you’ll realise that he was worse than you ever imagined. And yet he went to the grave believing that he’d been wronged, and that he deserved so much more love and attention.

			My involvement began in early 2024, when three women separately confided in me about their traumatic experiences with Fayed. Their harrowing accounts were disturbingly similar – stories of humiliation, abuse and sexual assault at the hands of a man who wielded his power like a weapon. I listened, deeply moved by their courage and shaken by the weight of their trauma.

			What troubled me was learning how others at the store had facilitated his behaviour over the decades, enabling these abuses while escaping any form of accountability themselves.

			I began quietly researching, carefully documenting patterns and gathering information. Then came the BBC documentary. As the world watched in shock, I recognised the same patterns my friends had described – confirmation of what had been whispered about for years; these weren’t isolated incidents but part of a systematic pattern of abuse spanning decades.

			I spoke to another survivor, who in turn connected me with others. Each conversation revealed new horrors, but the methodical approach to abuse was the same – the grooming, the medical examinations, the NDAs, the threats. When ‘Biggie’, a former Harrods security guard, agreed to speak with me about what he had witnessed, I realised that this story demanded to be told in full – not just the what, but the how and why behind one of the most prolific predators of our time.

			I’ve conducted sixty interviews with survivors, witnesses and former employees. I’ve pored over court documents, personnel files and hours of footage. I’ve spent extensive time with leading experts – including specialists in psychopathic behaviour and narcissistic personality disorder – seeking to understand not just what Fayed did, but the psychological mechanisms that drove him. What emerged from this research was not just a chronicle of abuse, but an examination of the systems and people that enabled it, offering insights into power dynamics and institutional failures that extend far beyond this single case.

			Sitting across from women and men who still tremble when recounting their experiences, who still wake screaming from nightmares decades later, has been difficult. The extraordinary courage of these survivors, who, despite everything, were willing to relive their trauma in hope of finally being heard, should not be underestimated. Many have waited decades for acknowledgement, carrying their wounds in silence while their abuser was celebrated.

			For twenty-five years Fayed was not only chairman but ringmaster of his golden playground in Knightsbridge. He’d stroll around the department store, accompanied by bagpipe players and a host of attractive women, smiling at pensioners, occasionally presenting them with £50 notes for no particular reason, and instructing his security officers to hand out lollipops to children (he didn’t like to distribute them himself – children were full of germs, something that he absolutely couldn’t abide). Mainly, though, on these ridiculous parades through his labyrinthine store, Fayed was looking for women to abuse.

			Once he’d found a woman to his liking, whether a current member of staff or even a customer in the store, she’d be invited to come and work in his personal office. The characteristics needed for this were simple: she had to be English, blonde, tall, slim and pretty, preferably with a cut-glass accent. Once she was in place in the office, she would be persuaded to have an intimate medical. Then, when his doctors had deemed her clean and ready, he’d either rape or sexually abuse her.

			This was the way he worked. Any messiness afterwards would be mopped up with NDAs, financial payoffs or sackings on trumped-up charges. Some members of the Metropolitan Police would assist him, if needed. The Harrods security teams had developed such close relationships with the forces of law and order that if fake ‘arrests’ needed to be made, these would pose absolutely no problem whatsoever. Fayed offered gifts and cash payments to the police in return for their cooperation, so nothing was out of reach.

			Such was Fayed’s ego that after he aggressively purchased Harrods, he set about turning the store into a tribute to himself and everything he stood for, a mausoleum to the gaudiness that he mistook for glamour – the Egyptian escalator, the crypt in the basement, the visits from Michael Jackson . . . this ‘glamour’ knew no bounds.

			But the greater the apparent grandeur, the greater the barbarity that was bubbling beneath the surface.

			Today, even though Harrods was sold to the sovereign wealth fund of Qatar in 2010, and the Fayed family have no connection with the store, his reputation lingers over it with the reek of a carcass suspended from a butcher’s hook. He has wrecked the reputation of the store he so desired that he cheated and lied to get it. Fayed didn’t so much put a match to the good name of Harrods; he set light to its reputation with a flamethrower. Who now would want to stride through Knightsbridge clutching a Harrods carrier bag? It’s about as appealing as wearing a Jim’ll Fix It badge or a Gary Glitter T-shirt.

			Those running Harrods today have been clear that they are ‘utterly appalled by the allegations of abuse’ and they insist that Harrods is very different from the Harrods that operated under Fayed.

			But there’s no question that by the time he walked out of the doors for the last time, Fayed had wrung every last ounce of joy out of the place and caused hundreds of people irreparable damage due to his selfish desire for power and control. He would strut around the store, sacking anyone who failed to meet his exacting standards of beauty and comportment while he was the embodiment of every characteristic he loathed in others – too dark, too small, too bald, too ugly. He had the whole damn lot.

			Fayed stands alone in his guilt for the crimes he committed, but he did not commit them alone, and we will therefore look at the people who enabled him to behave so appallingly: the doctors, the security officers, the management, the secretaries, drivers and doormen, all those who stood by and said nothing while people suffered. Why did they do this? Why did people say nothing? What psychological explanations – bystander effect, perhaps, or the theory of creeping ethics – can shed light on what happened?

			Fayed was a power-hungry abuser, a tyrant in a tailored suit, a Henry VIII for the modern era. But where the Tudor king beheaded women, Fayed destroyed them. Where Henry dissolved monasteries, Fayed demolished anyone who questioned his authority. Both men commanded absolute deference, rewrote inconvenient truths and built empires on the backs of the terrified. These were two outsiders who seized power and wielded it without mercy, determined to force history itself to validate their existence.

			Fayed loved to shove money down women’s blouses and throw expensive gifts around, but his gift-giving was a means of control and a demonstration of power, not largesse. He never gave to give; he gave to receive. He understood that power wasn’t merely about wealth or titles but about controlling the narrative – he built monuments, spun conspiracies and leveraged his wealth to craft the story of a man wronged by an empire.

			When tragedy struck in the Pont de l’Alma tunnel in 1997, claiming the lives of his son Dodi and Princess Diana, Fayed didn’t merely grieve – he seized the moment to cement himself within British history. The shrine he erected in Harrods wasn’t just a memorial; it was a declaration of war against the Establishment, part of his battle against the royal family, even though his son had only been dating Diana for a matter of weeks before they died.

			The way in which he pointed the finger at Prince Philip in the most hideous way, accusing him of murdering his own daughter-in-law with absolutely no evidence, was indefensible. The horrible truth is that they were killed by a drunk driver employed by Fayed, taking the couple from a hotel owned by Fayed on their way to his son’s apartment, also owned by Fayed. The royal family were nowhere near the whole thing.

			But that didn’t stop Fayed from sitting in the privacy of his opulent office and criticising the royal family, accusing them of murder. When people stopped listening to his moaning, he tore the royal warrants off Harrods’s frontage to attract more headlines.

			This is not a biography of Fayed. Instead it aims to lift the curtain and look at what went on during all those years at the department store he owned, asking why on earth Fayed behaved like he did and how he was allowed to do so. It also looks at his family; his two brothers, Ali and Salah, now stand accused of rape too. All three men are accused in these pages of a string of heinous crimes over many years, including passing women between them, drugging them and raping them.

			One woman I spoke to was forced to have an abortion, and there are dozens of stories from women who were so badly hurt that they considered taking their own lives. One was warned by Omar, Fayed’s son, that she should keep away from his ‘dangerous’ father, another was saved by an older lady called Barbara who fought to keep the young and pretty girls out of Fayed’s clutches. There are very few good people in this tale, but these two lift the story out of the cesspit.

			What makes the story of Mohamed Fayed and Harrods burst with emotion is the raw humanity of these testimonies, the trembling voices and haunted eyes of people still carrying wounds decades old.

			There is racism on an unprecedented scale, there are secretaries being made to crawl on the floor like donkeys and bray loudly while their employer laughed, as well as workers being framed and then threatened by the very person they were working for. And although Fayed physically attacked women, men weren’t spared his evil touch. In what follows we will examine the way he humiliated virtually all his staff, sacking those who failed to reach the standards he demanded of everyone save himself.

			He told one man to walk around the office naked from the waist down. The man did as he was told and was sacked for gross misconduct. If the man had not done his boss’s bidding, he would have been sacked for insubordination. This is one of many Catch-22 situations into which Fayed threw the people he employed. No one could win.

			The man was a mess of inconsistencies. When he first arrived in London in the 1960s, he seemed on the surface to be a jolly clown – an unpredictable, fun-loving foreigner who’d come to Britain to spend his wealth, make friends and brighten newspaper headlines. With his boisterous outbursts and shaking jowls he was like an Egyptian Colonel Blimp, overweight and pompous, strutting around his department store, throwing out demands, forever changing his mind and blaming everyone else for everything that went wrong. Sure, he was crass and crude, producing vibrators in business meetings, handing over pretend Viagra like a teenager and discussing his sex life with anyone who’d listen, but most people laughed along. When he slipped a boxful of lobsters into the boot of Virginia Bottomley’s ministerial car while she was in Harrods, everyone laughed. Even his appearance on the TV show Being Bobby Brown in which he gave Viagra to Whitney Houston was met with smiles and laughter.

			But there was a much darker side – after death the mask fell off and he was revealed to be an evil, cowardly abuser of women and manipulator of people. That mask was slipping while he was still alive, people had a glimpse of what the man was really like, but most did nothing. You’ll read in these pages of the devastating consequences of their silence. Police are investigating those at Harrods who assisted Fayed and helped him to cause such extraordinary damage to so many people.

			It’s a travesty that Fayed himself isn’t alive to hear the universal roar of anger and suffer the consequences of his actions. It’s a bitter injustice that he’s not locked in a cell, watching on as his reputation and everything he worked for burns in front of him.

			What compelled me to bring this story to light wasn’t just journalistic curiosity, but a deep sense of responsibility to those who had been silenced for too long. In the survivors who trusted me with their stories, I saw not just victims of one man’s depravity, but the devastating failure of multiple institutions meant to protect them.

			This book offers more than just an account of Fayed’s crimes. Through the insights of psychologists and experts I consulted, it provides a window into how power corrupts, how institutions fail their most vulnerable members, and how predators identify, isolate and manipulate their victims. The patterns revealed here transcend this specific case, offering vital lessons about the structures that enable abuse across society.

			But at its heart, this is a book about courage – the courage of survivors who have stepped forward to reclaim their narratives from a man who tried to reduce them to objects. Their testimony stands as both an indictment of the past and a warning for the future. Their bravery demands nothing less than our complete attention.
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			Scented Prey

			The Girls on the Perfume Counter

			‘No woman wants to have her rapist’s baby.’

			Belinda

			Liz

			It’s the trickle of blood that she remembers. Liz lay still as it traced a slow path across the contours of her cheek before pooling at the edge of her jawline. Afraid to move lest it provoke him, she lay barely breathing, willing it to be over.

			Mohamed Fayed, owner of Harrods and the most terrifying man she’d ever encountered, sat next to her. She glanced at his crumpled face and saw a look of disgust spread across it as the blood began to drip onto his expensive white sheets.

			‘I was worried that he’d get violent,’ she recalls. ‘He looked so angry about the blood that I felt guilty. The man had just raped me but I was shaking with fear about the consequences for the bed sheets. That’s what he did to you. That was the impact he had.’

			Fayed eased himself to his feet, pulled his bathrobe around him, looked down at her and told her to leave. ‘He watched me while I struggled into my clothes. He kept staring at me all the time.’

			The staring was nothing new. Liz recalls him watching her from the day she started working at the Knightsbridge store in 1994. He observed her when she walked around the sales floor, when she stepped out of the lift and when she talked to customers.

			‘He was like a wild animal stalking its prey.’

			Liz had been working at Harrods for three weeks when the rape took place in Fayed’s apartment. Looking back, she can see that the process of grooming her started from the moment she caught his eye when she was shopping in the store with her friend Claire.

			‘He was on one of his grand tours of the store, with his entourage. We stopped to watch him go past and were flattered when he came and talked to us. He asked us what we did, and we said we’d just finished our A Levels. He asked whether we wanted to work at Harrods. Just like that. He didn’t know anything about us, but thought we’d fit in. He told us that the money was very good and he’d look after us. I said that sounded great. A woman who was walking round with him took my details, then he squeezed my cheek and told me to come in on Monday.

			‘I turned to Claire and said, “He just touched my cheek.” Honestly, I could feel myself going bright red. I remember the excitement, even now – I remember the thrill of it all. I’d never met a celebrity. I was a kid. Things like that don’t happen to you when you’re a schoolgirl from Essex. I was dying to tell everyone about it.’

			Claire wasn’t interested in joining her, so it was Liz – all on her own – who arrived at 9 o’clock the following Monday morning, eager to work in the world’s most famous store.

			Little did she realise, on that sunny day in July, that her world was about to tilt on its axis. The meeting with Fayed had started a chain of events that would result in such a dent to her confidence and trust in people that her life would never be the same again.

			‘I’d been told what to wear – a white blouse and black skirt. But I was reprimanded because my shoes were too high and I wasn’t wearing enough make-up. “The chairman doesn’t like high-heeled shoes,” they said. I heard that a lot. I don’t know whether it was because he was short. I guess so. Or he might have had a thing about them. I don’t know, but I promised I’d get some flat shoes and I was told I’d be working on the perfume counter.’

			Liz recalls walking out onto the ground floor and joining the others assembled there. She says they were all young, attractive and very glamorous. She was told to go through to the cosmetics area and make herself up.

			‘I didn’t think I’d ever see the boss again, but he appeared after a few hours and asked me how I was settling in. I was surprised by how much attention he paid me. I was the lowest of the low in terms of pecking order, but he always came to find me and say hello.’

			Liz had no idea of the frightening truth behind the friendly waves and affectionate smiles. When she was asked to go up to his apartment a few weeks later, she thought it ‘odd, but not madly so. I thought he was going to ask me how I was getting on.’

			She was met by one of his assistants, who took her to Fayed. The assistant knocked on the door and Liz was summoned inside. Fayed told her that she was very beautiful and looked much better with make-up. He said he wanted her to talk about what it had been like working at Harrods, and whether she was happy in the perfume department. He was thinking of moving her to his personal office. What did she think about that?

			‘I’d only been there for three weeks, and had no complaints, so I told him I was happy. Then he asked whether I would mind if he made a video of me saying how much I enjoyed working at Harrods.’ She said that was fine, but noted how odd it felt that Fayed himself was setting up the tripod and organising the filming. He couldn’t walk around the store unaccompanied, he had hundreds of assistants and a huge PR and marketing team, but he was making this video himself. He told her that the light was much better in the bedroom and suggested she sit on the bed while he filmed her.

			‘I’d hardly entered the bedroom when he lunged at me. I thought he’d fallen when he rushed in and pushed me back, but then he shoved his hand up my skirt and it became obvious what was happening. I froze to start with – I felt I had no strength at all – then I tried to fight back. I shouted out, and he put his hand over my mouth. I was kicking and pushing, but I couldn’t stop him. He raped me.’

			Bloodied and crying, and still clambering back into her clothes, she ran out of Fayed’s sumptuous top-floor apartment and down the corridor, before heading back into the store. She ran into the ladies’ toilets, let herself into a cubicle and collapsed, crying. She had no idea what to do. She cleaned herself up and returned to the perfume floor, where she tried to shut out what had just happened. She avoided eye contact and carried on with her work.

			At 3 o’clock that afternoon she was organising stock and talking to customers when she saw two security officers walking towards her, side by side, in perfect unison, like soldiers marching to an imaginary drumbeat. One of them asked her to come with them. She said she couldn’t because she was the only one on the counter. They took an arm each, marched her through the store in front of everyone and led her down to the basement, where she was put in a small, windowless room they all referred to as ‘the cell’.

			‘I was terrified. I didn’t know what I’d done wrong, but was too scared to ask. My overwhelming fear was that I was going to be raped again. My legs shook and I could hear my heart beating in my ears. Then another security officer came in. He handed me my coat and said they had reason to believe that I’d stolen from the store. They looked through the coat in front of me and showed me a bottle of perfume that I’d allegedly stolen.

			‘I screamed at them that I hadn’t stolen it and burst into tears. I couldn’t believe what was happening. I was taken over to a table and told that I could either be given a sum of money, sign a non-disclosure agreement and leave, or they’d ring the police, who would arrest me.’ Liz chose the former, and departed that day with £250 cash, a non-disclosure agreement and all her trust gone forever.

			The attack left Liz bruised and bleeding, but it’s the psychological damage that has left handprints much uglier and more enduring than the physical marks on her body. When she goes to sleep at night, she feels his hands around her throat and feels bile and terror rising inside her. The memory of her blood – slowly trickling onto expensive white sheets while her throat is being squeezed – keeps her awake long into the early hours, many years after the incident, and it flashes into her mind when she least expects it.

			The ‘fake theft’ arrangement that Liz endured as a means to get her out of the building while keeping her quiet was certainly not something new for Fayed, who moved quickly to remove from his services anyone who was likely to cross him or reveal what he’d done. NDAs given to terrified young women kept them quiet, but Fayed had other tools at his disposal. Had Liz opted for the police option, she would have been arrested on trumped-up charges, such was the power and control that Fayed exerted over the Metropolitan Police, something which happened to many women over the course of Fayed’s reign.

			Belinda

			Belinda’s experiences at Harrods also scarred her for life. ‘I wouldn’t be exaggerating if I said that Fayed ruined everything for me, forever, the day he raped me,’ she said.

			Like dozens of other women, she was working on the perfume floor when she found herself at the centre of Fayed’s fantasies. Indeed, the floor was known as ‘the sweet shop’ because Fayed would go there to pick out which sweets he wanted that day. It was where the ‘pretty people’ worked. There was even a recruitment agency that offered part-time work to models and actresses between jobs. All the recruits from there went to work on the perfume counter with women like Liz and Belinda.

			‘It all started when the chairman’s personal assistant called me and asked me to come into his office,’ said Belinda. ‘I got there, and he said he wanted to find out whether I was happy.’

			Like Liz, she was astonished that he would bother with someone so junior. ‘He seemed genuinely impressed with me, and said he could get me a job in the buying department, which was something I desperately wanted. I thought he was wonderful. I took it all as a compliment and as a sign that I was doing well.’

			A few days later, she was told her that she was being moved to the buying department. ‘I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. It was something I’d always wanted. I was taken up to the offices, given a desk and a computer, and told that I was now a buyer. I sat there unsure what to do.’

			A few days later she was invited to go to Fayed’s private apartment. She thought he might explain what the new role involved. ‘When I look back now, I wish I’d spoken to someone . . . anyone. But I didn’t. I just went up to his apartment and I was raped by him.’

			It’s nearly thirty years since that day, but Belinda is still deeply affected by it. She cries throughout the interview, rising to walk around the room, shaking her head as if trying to release the memory of it all. She says that after the rape, she fled the apartment ‘past security guards’, and ran home.

			The following morning she called in sick, and when she went in the morning after that, her desk had disappeared and she’d been moved from her glitzy role in the buying department back to working on the sales floor. ‘I was soiled goods,’ she says. ‘I was made to feel disgusting, and I’d done nothing wrong other than be attacked by this man. You’d think I had attacked him rather than the other way round.’

			Two months went by, with Belinda hiding whenever Fayed went past on his store walks. ‘I was worried that if he saw me there, he might sack me, so I hid whenever he went past.’

			One day Belinda realised it had been ages since she’d had a period. They were always reliable and on time, but she hadn’t had one since the rape by Fayed. ‘I knew. I just knew. I went to the chemists and bought a pregnancy testing kit. I remember tearing the box to get it open. Minutes later I watched as a clear blue line appeared. It was positive. I hadn’t slept with anyone for months. I knew it must be my rapist’s child. I felt scared, alone and terrified. I kept thinking that maybe the test was wrong. Should I have bought another one? Perhaps I should have bought another one?

			‘It was then that I made the most stupid mistake of my life. I went to see Dr Wendy Snell, the Harrods doctor. I told her I might be pregnant and she gave me a test to do. When it came back positive, I burst into tears and explained what had happened. ‘She told me that I should keep quiet about it and she’d arrange for me to have an abortion. Harrods would pay for it, and no one would ever find out. She told me to come back the next day and it would be arranged. All I had to do was sign an NDA and the rest would be taken care of. At no time did she say, “Do you want this baby?” That wasn’t on the cards because it wouldn’t have suited the chairman, and his views were all that mattered.

			‘I didn’t go back the next day . . . I felt too nervous and confused. Instead I phoned in sick and made a plan to meet a friend in a café to tell her what had happened and see what she thought I should do. I left home around 11 a.m. to go and meet her, and realised straight away that I was being followed. As I got to the café in Putney, two men approached me. I recognised one of them from the store. I now know that his name was John Macnamara [head of Harrods security].’

			The security officers told her that she’d be given money for an abortion and needed to sign an NDA. She said she wanted to talk to someone first.

			‘They turned nasty then, and said there was no time to mess around and I had to sign it straight away. One of them – I think it was John Macnamara – said he knew where my parents lived and would cause trouble for me if I breathed a word about this to anyone. I was basically made to sign the NDA, then they said I was to leave for work as usual the next morning, and they would meet me at the corner of my road and accompany me to have an abortion.

			‘I was too terrified to tell anyone about what happened, and I haven’t told anyone to this day. My parents are both alive and neither of them knows. I went with the guys the next morning and I had the abortion, and they gave me an envelope with £1,000 in it and told me I no longer had a job. I went home and I’ve never been back to Harrods since.

			‘Losing a baby like that was hard. No woman wants to have her rapist’s baby, but I never had children. Things never worked out in that way. I was scarred by what I went through, and I sometimes think about how different my life might have been if I’d never gone to work at Harrods.’

			It wasn’t until Belinda saw the 2024 BBC documentary Al Fayed: Predator at Harrods, which exposed the level of abuse that had taken place, that she realised she’d not been alone. ‘I watched the documentary and I couldn’t process what I was seeing. I think I had a minor breakdown afterwards. The fact that the doctor was in on it and was acting against my best interests was just awful. All of those people conspiring against me, all of them making sure he was never caught. That vile organisation headed by a monster. It makes me want to scream and lash out. I wish he was still alive. I wish we could all go and kill him.’

			Belinda’s hands are balled up. ‘How did he get away with it? How does one man get away with decades of abusing women and never get caught? How?’
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			Sand to Skyscrapers

			The Egyptian Origins

			‘I warned you you’d regret it. Have you noticed that I’m always there?’

			Fayed to Sheenagh, after she rejected him

			When Fayed arrived in London in 1965, he was a thirty-six-year-old conman with a fabricated backstory and a willingness to tell whatever lies he needed to in order to ingratiate himself with British society. He had a false name, a false date of birth and such a complicated relationship with the truth there was every chance he’d long since lost the ability to separate fact from fiction.

			He presented himself as a man of great wealth, breeding and sophistication, but the bare facts are that he was born in the Gomrok slum in Alexandria in Egypt, within sight of the exclusive Yacht Club where the elite gathered, but far enough away to know his place in society. The view of that club from the squalor of Gomrok, represented everything he desired. It would become a powerful metaphor for his life.

			He was born on 2 January 1929 (although he claimed that he was born later) to Hanem Kotb Hassan and Aly Aly Fayed, a schoolteacher who went on to become a school inspector. The third of five children, his two sisters were born first, then Mohamed, followed by Salah, two years later, and Ali two years after that.

			Soon after Ali’s birth, his mother died, leaving five young children motherless and grief-stricken. Aly Aly found himself thrown into the role of mother and father; he needed to carry on earning a living while giving time and energy to looking after his children; they needed to be consoled, loved and protected. It was a role he was entirely unsuited to, and his lack of empathy in these crucial early years would put a wedge between father and son that lasted a lifetime.

			Aly Aly coped with his new life by imposing the strictest of rules on his young children to keep them in order and the household running smoothly. There was no time for warmth and tenderness, no time for play or even homework, as the children did all the chores and kept the household running as their mother had done. If anything was amiss, not cleaned properly or not tended to, they would suffer the wrath of their father.

			The psychological impact of the lack of affection from his father cannot be overstated. The young boy had formed deep bonds of attachment to his mother but lacked the emotional tools to process his grief, creating an ‘emotional hole’. An adult can spend a lifetime trying to fill this void with external achievements, possessions and status, and create a relentless drive for wealth and recognition. An ‘emotional hole’ can also create a complicated relationship with truth, where fantasy becomes a protective mechanism against painful reality.

			In 1939, when Mohamed was ten years old and war was breaking out in Europe, his father found a new partner and remarried. The whole family – father, stepmother and five children – moved to a bigger flat in the same run-down area of Alexandria.

			One may imagine that having a female influence back in the family home would have restored balance, but it did nothing to help young Fayed who disliked his new home, missed his mother and despised his stepmother. But his greatest vitriol was reserved for his father, whom he saw as controlling in the home but weak and unambitious in public.

			Fayed’s resentment towards his father and stepmother is understandable. A grief counsellor suggested that ‘the new mother figure in his life may well be seen as an intruder, and he may resent his dad for moving on so quickly. These circumstances would produce a boy who was prematurely emotionally self-sufficient. This, in turn, would lead to the development of compensatory mechanisms such as grandiosity, controlling behaviours and an insatiable need for external validation – traits that would become hallmarks of Fayed’s adult personality.’

			Growing up during the British occupation, Fayed observed the stark power imbalances that defined his world. Alexandria in the 1930s and 40s was a city divided, not just between rich and poor, but between coloniser and colonised. The city had a cosmopolitan character, with substantial European communities full of people who often held privileged positions, while many native Egyptians, particularly those from poorer backgrounds, experienced discrimination and limited opportunities. This social hierarchy was reinforced by colonial policies that favoured British and European interests.

			For someone like Fayed, growing up in this environment, the power dynamics of colonial rule would have been visible in everyday life through segregated spaces, economic disparities, and social hierarchies that placed Europeans (particularly the British) at the top of the social order.

			A substantial military garrison was stationed in Alexandria and immaculately uniformed British officers dominated the area, provoking a combination of reluctant respect and simmering resentment. British officers strolled through the streets with unwavering confidence while Egyptian children, Fayed among them, hastily cleared their path. The officers frequented exclusive establishments where Egyptians could enter only in service capacities, reinforcing the differences. For a boy of boundless ambition but limited prospects, the contrast between his circumstances and those of the British elite created a complex emotional blueprint. Egypt during this period was a society simultaneously resentful of and fascinated by British colonial power. Young Fayed admired the wealth and status of the British, while harbouring resentment at their dominance over his homeland.

			Contrary to the successful business background he would later fabricate, Fayed’s commercial journey began modestly, peddling Coca-Cola bottles on street corners when he was nineteen, progressing to knocking on doors, selling Singer sewing machines by the time he was twenty-one. ‘I started with nothing, selling Coca-Cola on the streets of Alexandria,’ Fayed once acknowledged in a rare moment of candour during a 1985 interview with The Sunday Times. ‘You learn business from the ground up that way, you understand what makes people buy.’

			Fayed seemed destined for a life as a street seller scraping together enough money to feed himself, but it was a friendship that saved him. His friend Tousson El Barrawi lived in an apartment next to a seventeen-year-old called Adnan Khashoggi and the two had decided to start a business, for which they sought an employee.

			Khashoggi is best-known in the West as an extravagant, billionaire arms dealer who acted as an intermediary between Western defence companies and the Saudi government.

			As a teenager, Adnan was encouraged by his father Mohamed Khashoggi, the King of Saudi Arabia’s personal physician, to start a business furnishing the homes and surgeries of doctors moving to Saudi Arabia from Egypt. The business was conceived at a time when oil money in Saudi was increasing, and professionals were heading to the country in greater numbers than ever, to earn bigger salaries than they could at home. All the equipment and furniture would be shipped from Egypt.

			This business was to be run by Tousson, Adnan and his cousin, Anas Yassin. But they needed someone based in Jeddah in Saudi Arabia to oversee things and take delivery of the furniture they shipped over. This was the role they offered to Fayed in 1952. The new job would involve relocating to Saudi Arabia, of course, but the money was good. Fayed would be paid E£100 per month and 9 per cent of the company’s profits. This was over ten times what he had been making as a sewing machine salesman.

			The other advantage of this job was that he would be employed directly by Mohamed Khashoggi in order to overcome any problems with a work visa, so he would be thrown into Khashoggi senior’s glamorous world, where he would learn a huge amount and have the opportunity to impress with his hard work.

			Saudi Arabia

			Fayed became hugely popular during his time in Saudi Arabia and was credited with making the company a success. Khashoggi gave him other projects to work on, and Fayed responded by making a success of them, too. One of those projects was Belrock, a company that extracted gypsum in the desert. By the end of his first year in the job, Fayed had made around $300,000 profit.

			He travelled back to Alexandria periodically to liaise with Adnan and Yassin over the long-term future of the company, and on one trip he met Samira Khashoggi, Adnan’s younger sister. They began dating, she moved to Saudi Arabia, and in July 1954 they were married. The next year, their son Emad was born, known throughout his life as Dodi.

			But the marriage didn’t last long. Fayed’s unfaithfulness, coupled with Samira’s realisation that she was in love with her cousin, Anas Yassin, brought the marriage to a swift conclusion.

			The break-up of the relationship also signalled the end of his ties with the Khashoggis for the next few years, meaning his access to wealth and contacts was shut down. He came to an agreement with the family that he would be paid 50,000 Saudi riyals and 2 per cent of any future
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