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Preface

‘The high-minded man does not bear grudges, for it is not the mark of a great soul to remember injuries, but to forget them.’ Twenty-four centuries later, these words of the classical Greek philosopher Aristotle may still ring true as a formula for living harmoniously with our fellow man. The unspoken assumption, the civilising factor, is that this is what everyone wants.

What if there are some who do not?

The events in New York of Tuesday, 11 September 2001 have scarred the world irreparably and indelibly. Over and over, we hear that the world we knew will never be the same again. This we understand. What we do not understand is who... how... why... and the greater tragedy, in the midst of so much sensible, sensitive and honest reporting and writing, is that far too many of us cannot comprehend these answers even when we hear or read them. We cannot grasp that there is another world view at least as potent as ours, a separate reality represented by the furtive figure of Osama bin Laden.

The danger presented by Bin Laden and his minions is considerable and the greatest part of it is our ignorance. We ask many imponderable questions: how is it possible that his rage could have been fuelled to such a degree? How is it that, once recognised, his anger has managed to fester, to manifest itself in plots and deeds and to spread like a virus? How has a man declared persona non grata even by his own homeland remained at liberty? How has his doctrine infiltrated the hearts and minds of good men and turned them into monsters capable of flying themselves and innocent fellow human beings into the side of a building and certain oblivion? These questions and others demand that we stop and listen to the answers. If we do not, then Osama will not be the last of his ilk.

For more than a year, prior to 11 September, I had been discussing this biography with members of the Binladin family. Speaking on such a subject is no easy matter. Their estranged relative Osama is responsible for some of the worst, most callously executed atrocities in recent history. The Binladins, who altered their name in an attempt to distance themselves from their terrorist relative, are as helpless as everyone in reaching out to those whose families and lives have been shattered. They have their own burden to carry: Osama was born one of their own.

To put them in context, the Binladins are like the Rockefellers of Arabia – equally known for their success in business and their philanthropy. With more to lose than most, they have been tarred by association with the evil deeds of a man they have consistently disowned and tried to remove from their lives. After 11 September, however, word reached me that there was perhaps something the family felt they could contribute: a knowledge of what made Osama into the antithesis of his peace-loving kin; a better understanding of what goes on inside his head. For the family, these are old wounds that have caused agony for many years. Reopening them has been painful. They did so knowing of the personal jeopardy in which it might place them, but also knowing that their discomfort will have helped to illuminate the psyche of Osama.

Other individuals have also come forward to help us shed light on Osama’s years in Beirut, Khartoum and in Afghanistan. Most asked for their identities to be kept off these pages for fear of reprisals. We thank them for their support and efforts on our behalf.

The production of Bin Laden: Behind the Mask of the Terrorist is the result of the collective memories of many people. Thanks to their efforts, what emerges is an extraordinary picture, radically different from the one that Osama seems to be painting of himself. His past is littered with alcohol and prostitutes, grudges and contradictions. He courts self-publicity and will sacrifice men’s lives – and perhaps ultimately his own – without a second thought in order to feed the personality cult he craves. While much has been made of his commercial management capabilities, in reality his success has come in environments such as Sudan where influence and kickbacks are normal practice and ensure that the rich stay rich and the poor stay poor.

Most damning are the revelations that he and his organisation knowingly benefit from revenues generated by the opium and heroin trade in Afghanistan, which may be Osama’s final sanctuary. Much of this heroin finds its way onto Middle Eastern markets and into the veins of fellow Muslims. Osama and his Al Qaeda organisation must shoulder a fair share of the responsibility for the drug problem and spiralling AIDS and HIV infection rates in many Islamic countries. The United Nations Office for Drug Control and Crime Prevention says that some nine million people worldwide were addicted to heroin in the late 1990s. Afghanistan produces nearly three-quarters of the world supply of opium, the basic ingredient of heroin.

The enigma of Osama is undeniable. He is a hero or villain, depending on perspective. Tall, aristocratic in appearance and well-spoken, he might have become a legitimate statesman of some significance, and certainly his birthright would have given him every chance to do so. Instead he is Public Enemy Number One of the civilised world, a man without conscience or pity, the embodiment of evil vengeance. This is the story of his slide into the abyss.


CHAPTER ONE

Family Ties That Bind

Imagine for a moment that you awoke one morning to discover that your relative – brother, cousin, uncle – was a mass murderer. Imagine that it was 12 September 2001, and the pendulum of guilt for the destruction of the twin towers of the World Trade Center in New York was swinging in the direction of a member of your family. Imagine, if you can, the revulsion and helplessness that you might feel – almost as strongly as those who lost friends and loved ones in the tragedy. Imagine your exemplary past crushed beneath the weight of those tragic towers.

This numbing reality is what the Binladin family of Saudi Arabia faced. On that morning, on the other side of the world, the responsibility for this callous act of terrorism was being laid squarely at the door of one of their own clan, Osama bin Laden. Years of frustration at his outspoken, invective and extremist views had isolated the family from him; they had disowned him and even changed the name of the family business to distance themselves from him, but nothing could have prepared them for this.

Typically, the family’s thoughts were for others. ‘This is a tragedy for humanity,’ said Harvard Law School-educated Abdullah Mohammed bin Laden, a younger brother of Osama, only later adding: ‘This is a tragedy for our family. How will people look at our family?’

Other family members were equally horrified. ‘All life is sacred,’ said another brother, Yesalam, a Geneva-based banker. ‘I condemn all killings and attacks against liberty and human values.’ His uncle, Abdullah Awad bin Laden, said: ‘[We issue] the strongest denunciation and condemnation... Our family has no connection with his works and activities.’

Friends have rallied round the Binladin family just as they have rallied round countless others less fortunate than themselves ever since their revered father established a tradition of charitable and humanitarian work. One friend, Mouldi Sayeh, quoted in Newsweek magazine, said the family ‘feels shattered, feels abused, feels tortured’. Official support even comes from the Saudi Arabian government. Prince Naif ibn Abdul Aziz Al Saud, brother of King Fahd and Minister of Interior stated that the family ‘should not be blamed for the deviation in the behaviour of one of them. We will not accept that.’

Osama bin Laden was born in 1957 into luxury that most of us can only imagine. He had every opportunity – perhaps too many opportunities. Where did it go so horribly wrong?

By all accounts his father, Mohammed bin Laden, was a wonderful man, a self-made billionaire, an entrepreneur of rare skill and genius and a philanthropist on a scale seldom seen in the developing world. He had a reputation as a kind, generous man. His company grew to employ thousands and, it is said, he knew the names of hundreds of them. His office door was always open, even to the lowliest immigrant worker with a problem.

He poured millions of dollars each year into charitable causes. Mohammed was one of the first businessmen to finance schools for the underprivileged in Jeddah, and later added several small hospitals and clinics for the poor to his payroll. Outside of Saudi Arabia, he sponsored orphanages, schools and clinics. Every year he paid for hundreds of poor Muslims from all over the Middle East to perform Hajj, the pilgrimage to Mecca. In every sense he was a humanitarian.

Mohammed brought up 54 children at a time of great upheaval in Saudi Arabian society. The Gulf region was going through a period of unheralded economic change on the strength of petro-dollars. Tremendous strains were being placed on the socio-cultural base of Saudi society, one of the effects of sudden, massive wealth.

For the most part, the Bin Laden family were held together by Mohammed. He insisted that his offspring honour their Islamic heritage but, at the same time, used his time and wealth to ensure a rounded upbringing. Youth, being youth, some of his children went through a period of rebellion but by and large returned to the straight and narrow.

Osama was the one who did not. From the start he was an outsider. The only son of a mother who immediately fell out of favour with his father; the urge to please, to impress, to be accepted were driving forces in his childhood. His father’s death when he was ten years old seems to have unhinged him and, from then on, he swung crazily like an ever-more dangerous wrecker’s ball from one obsessive attachment to another.

At first the only person he damaged was himself: living in the world of books, he cut himself off from the world that his brothers and sisters inhabited. Then he swung in the opposite direction, losing himself in hedonistic pleasures abroad as only one with unlimited funds can do. Back in the family fold, he once again embraced his religion but with a fervour that rebelled against orthodoxy and, in hindsight, was a portent of things to come.

The years following the death of Mohammed bin Laden had been good to a family that had been left his billions. His sons for the most part were highly educated, motivated professionals who created wealth, jobs and prosperity for Saudi Arabia.

First Salim Mohammed bin Laden took charge of the company, but was himself killed in a microlight accident in Texas in 1988. Later, Bakr Mohammed bin Laden and Yahia Mohammed bin Laden went about building a formidable conglomerate. The Bin Laden Group’s areas of activity included engineering, design, and construction of large-scale turnkey projects such as highways, bridges, tunnels, airports, public sector buildings, high rise structures, industrial and power plants; petrochemicals and mining; real estate development; and maintenance and operation. Its operations spread around the Middle East and wider afield.

Bakr, Yahia and others also maintained Mohammed’s principles of giving to the community. The family poured money into philanthropic causes and even maintained a department to manage charitable work at its headquarters in Prince Abdullah Street in the Al Rawdah District in Jeddah, and through its London headquarters in Berkeley Street in the heart of London’s West End.

From these offices and others, the Bin Laden group invested millions of dollars each year in infrastructure projects around the Middle East. They donated to disaster relief, built low-cost homes for the poor and invested in poor countries. They funded programmes to bore wells that provided reliable, clean water sources to remote villages. They built and maintained orphanages and schools in some of the remotest and poorest areas of Pakistan, Egypt, Jordan, Yemen and elsewhere.

Mohammed’s sons also followed in their father’s footsteps by continuing to pay the expenses of tens of thousands of poor pilgrims. They gave the community in Jeddah a multi-million dollar mosque in 1988. Named the Bin Laden Mosque, it stands like a monument to the charity that the family have shown to good causes the world over. And these examples are just the tip of an iceberg of charitable giving.

What was more, for the most part, it was a process that was entered into without fanfare or publicity. Since 1970, the companies that Mohammed bin Laden founded, and the corporation of diversified interests that his sons have sculpted, have invested millions of dollars annually in charitable causes simply because it was their duty as human beings.

While a family can tolerate a certain amount of dissent and errant behaviour and forgive, the Bin Laden family members found themselves increasingly pained by what Osama bin Laden was saying and doing. It was not enough for him to be a hero after the successful fight to rid Afghanistan of the Soviet invaders. In the years that followed, it became clear that he wanted to be nothing less than the saviour of the world, and that he would resort to whatever means he felt were necessary – including annihilation of everything that mankind had achieved over millennia of development – to achieve it.

Reeling at the evil their infamous relative was inflicting upon the world, the family nevertheless time and again tried to reach out to him and curb his excesses. Each time they were rebuffed.

During the 1990s, a family conclave led to a decision to alter the family business name to Binladin to distance themselves from Osama. The family business was rebranded the Saudi Binladin Group and the family attempted to construct a life away from his dark shadow. It has not been an easy task. Events such as the Khobar Towers bombing, attacks on the US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania and the USS Cole inevitably brought his memory back to life and media attention back into theirs. ‘The Binladin family and the Saudi Binladin Group have no relationship whatsoever with Osama or any of his activities. He shares no legal or beneficial interests with them or their assets or properties, and he is not directly or indirectly funded by them,’ stated Abdullah Awad bin Laden, brother of the founder.

It is not easy living a proper life when your brother is a despised terrorist, avowed to overthrowing the government of the country in which you are living, ruled over by an Al Saud family with which there has been an ongoing, close personal relationship. It is even harder when Osama has murdered innocent Western citizens. In a world of globalisation the Binladin family and companies have spread across the globe. Many live respectable lives in the United States; as many as 11 in the Boston area alone. Binladin clan members can be found in most western European countries, throughout the Middle East, even in the Far East. Wherever they are they lead normal lives, with jobs, paying taxes and living quietly.

In the world of business, the Binladin Group remains a corporation of global importance. Osama’s brothers have also made determined if low-key attempts to try and build some of the bridges that their brother’s actions have demolished, particularly with the United States.

The Saudi Binladin Group is a member of the US–Saudi Arabian Business Council, alongside the likes of IBM, AT&T, the Ford Motor Company, General Electric, 3M and Pepsi Cola International. This body brings together business leaders in both countries to increase trade and investment by promoting broader understanding. It has offices in Washington DC and Riyadh. Its co-chairmen are Sheikh Abdulaziz Al-Quraishi, former governor of the Saudi Arabian Monetary Agency, and Alfred C. DeCrane, retired chairman and chief executive officer of Texaco.

In commercial terms, too, the group works to boost international ties as its vast industrial interests bring it into close contact with some of the world’s biggest firms. The Saudi Binladin Group, working with US giant General Electric, won a $57.1 million contract to expand electrical facilities in the holy city of Medina. The US–Saudi consortium undertook a 33-month overhaul of Medina’s existing electrical system, adding two 50-megawatt gas turbines for additional power generation. In June 1995, GE’s local affiliate Saudi American General Electric (Samge) and its local partner, Saudi Binladin, won a $1.4 billion turnkey contract to further extend power-generating capacity in Riyadh.

These were just two of the multi-billion dollar contracts that Saudi Binladin have undertaken, along with foreign partners, in Saudi Arabia over the years. The company is responsible for much of the Kingdom’s modernisation and as a by-product, has created wealth and jobs to boost the Saudi Arabian national economy.

As one of the most successful corporations in the Middle East, the Saudi Binladin Group has worked hard to reach its success. The sons of Mohammed bin Laden are highly respected; Bakr sits with the Prince of Wales on a UK Arab–English committee. Others are revered in their social and commercial circles as intellectuals, philanthropists and well-equipped businessmen. Despite their association with Osama, they had survived, worked harder to overcome and hardened themselves to the evils wrought on the world by their infamous relative.

Then came 11 September 2001...


CHAPTER TWO

The Manhattan of the Desert

The Arabian Peninsula and its population exist in the minds of most of the world as a mysterious, romantic stereotype, wrapped in legends, fables and half-truths. The hardy Bedouin who have eked a living from this unforgiving environment for thousands of years share a stage with the characters of the 1,001 Nights. The great Rub Al Khali, the ‘Empty Quarter’ that lies at the heart of the peninsula, is quite possibly the most remote and desolate location on earth. If ever there were a land that time truly passed by, this is it. Only in recent times, with the rush to exploit the region’s vast oil deposits, has Arab society begun to emerge worldwide.

The region’s distinct culture has not, however, simply evolved during the seven decades since oil production began. Away from the inhospitable deserts, particularly in coastal and mountain areas, pockets of society have thrived, occasionally making an impact on the outside world. One such area is the Hadhramaut. Situated on the southern tip of the peninsula, today it is a province in Yemen. In ancient times it was a mystical land ruled in turn by many of the world’s great civilisations, all of which left their mark on the people and their culture. Legend may link the Hadhramaut with the Queen of Sheba, but fact shows that its mountains cradled the largest and, in places, most fertile wadi or mountain valley of the Arabian Peninsula and this is what has given it its place in history. The region had the ideal climate and soil to grow a variety of trees whose dried resins have a number of valuable properties, not least the strong and pleasant odours that they give off when burned. The best known of these are frankincense and myrrh; both had such enormous ritual value for the ancient Egyptians and later for the Greeks and the Romans that for many centuries, the Hadhramaut enjoyed an enviable wealth and prosperity.

To the south of the Hadhramaut is the Arabian Sea; its riches of sea life and ocean crops giving life to the coast of what is now Yemen and providing employment and food for large swathes of the population. Part of the ancient Sabaean Kingdom from 750 to 115 BC, the area was later ruled by the Himyarites, Romans, Ethiopians, and Persians. The one thing all these conquerors failed to do was to set the region on a course toward any real social or economic evolution. The country was conquered by Muslim Arabs in the seventh century AD, and in the sixteenth century it became part of the Ottoman Empire.

While the regional capital of the Hadhramaut is Mukalla or the ‘Bride of the Arabian Sea’, many of the region’s important settlements are located in the hot and dry interior. These include Ash Shihr, Dowan, Seyun, Shibam and Tarim.

The latter, Tarim, is one of the oldest towns of the Hadhramaut valley. For hundreds of years, it has been an influential scientific and religious centre. Its scholars are acknowledged to have played a role in spreading Islam to East Asia, the Indian islands, the African coastal belt and several other areas of the world. Today, the town is famed for its large number of mosques and religious places — a rare tourist destination in modern Yemen — while the town’s Library of Manuscripts boasts a collection of rare and ancient parchments that are said to be unmatched in the world. Scattered around the Hadhramaut are further sites of interest to the Islamic tourist, notably the grave of the prophet Hood and some of the prophet’s Companions.

Other parts of the Hadhramaut are internationally renowned for their architecture. The best example of this is at Shibam where, 500 years ago, settlers constructed the world’s first skyscrapers. The UNESCO World Heritage List carries a description of Shibam, where ‘impressive tower-like structures rise out of the cliff and have given the city the nickname of “The Manhattan of the Desert”.’ Built of clay, the houses of Shibam rise between 30 and 40 metres, and vary between five and sixteen floors. The walls on the ground level are between one and half and two metres thick. Higher levels are usually painted with thick layers of white alabaster. For defence, the residents of ancient Shibam constructed a wall reaching as high as seven metres in places.

Aden, at the southern tip of the region, came under British control in 1839 when Captain Haines of the East India Company landed a party of Royal Marines in order ‘to put an end to the Adeni pirates who were harassing British merchant ships on their passage to India’. For the next 95 years a posting there was to be a bleak prospect for any soldier, sailor or airman sent to what had become known as the Aden Protectorate. The British also made a series of treaties with local tribal rulers in a move to colonise the entire area of Southern Yemen. British influence eventually covered the Hadhramaut and a boundary line, known as the ‘violet line’, was drawn between it and Turkish Arabia in the north.

In 1849, the Turks had returned to Yemen. Their power extended throughout the whole of the region not under British rule, and for some time this included the Hadhramaut. The Turks ruled with a heavy hand, which led to insurrections from all quarters of the community, even the peasants. After a protracted conflict that claimed many lives on both sides, autonomy was finally granted in 1911. By 1919, at the end of the First World War, the Turks had retreated from the Yemen for the last time and the country was left in the hands of Imam Yayha, who became the country’s king. Yemen’s independence was recognised by Britain in 1925.

In the early 1900s, a farmer named Awad bin Laden lived near Tarim, eking out a living through odd jobs in rural communities near the family home, only on occasion holding down long-term employment. Simple survival dictated that every able-bodied person contributed to the family’s well-being, so while Awad worked elsewhere, his wife and other family members tended a small herd of goats and grew subsistence crops on a small plot of land – probably no larger than an acre in size – near the family home. Little information exists within the family today about this land. However it is thought that Awad’s ancestors had been granted it by the King of Yemen in recognition of their participation in the Yemeni struggle against the Turks.

In such a hot, dry climate it would have been all the family could do to coax their barley, maize, potatoes and wheat to harvest. Theirs was a hard and precarious existence and in this respect, little has changed in Yemen. The family’s largest source of income was from its honey bees. Bee-keeping had been a significant industry among rural agricultural communities in the Hadhramaut and Yemen for hundreds, possibly thousands, of years. Honey and its many uses were mentioned in the Sumerian and Babylonian cuneiform texts, the Hittite code; the sacred writings of India, the Vedas and in the ancient writings of Egypt. The Old Testament book of Exodus refers to Palestine as ‘the land of milk and honey’ and in Greek and Roman mythology, honey was the food of kings and gods. Taxes were paid on honey, and many a Roman and Greek chef became famous for his honey recipes.

But it was in Egypt that honey first became fashionable and widely used. In ancient Egypt, honey was offered to the gods, buried in tombs with the dead to provide food in the hereafter, given to new-born babies to ward off evil spirits and bestow the gifts of health, poetic inspiration and eloquence. Almost all Egyptian medicines contained honey. Highly valued, honey was commonly used as a tribute or payment. Mead, a sweet wine made with honey, was considered the drink of the gods.

Bees were able to adapt well to conditions in the Hadhramaut and since time immemorial Yemenis have been producing and using honey as a revenue generator. Indeed, the Hadhramaut became famed throughout the region for its honey and bee keeping became vital to the local economy as well as a significant part of the local diet. Bee-keeping was for many a full-time profession, with holdings up to several hundred hives. The Bin Ladens ran a medium-sized operation, but Awad was known in his locality as something of an expert and added to his income by advising wealthier families on how to run their hives.

Borders in Arabia were ill defined in the early part of the twentieth century, and subsequently whole pockets of population were free to migrate – which they did, time and again – in search of better opportunities. Yemen held little promise, and with the Bin Ladens’ subsequent shift to Saudi Arabia, today’s family has no direct recollection of Awad. What descriptions there are have been passed down from older generations in the time-honoured oral tradition of Arabia. These suggest that his face was like leather, deeply lined and tanned by years of outdoor toil in the harsh climate. His clothes were said to be little better than rags. He had one wife who is described as small of stature and fine of feature. Nothing is known of her except that she was a Yemeni from a local tribe.

For all the peasants of Yemen, life was cruel: a hard daily struggle to survive, punctuated by little in the way of happiness or joy. Though devout Muslims, like most people the necessity of their daily toil precluded the possibility of becoming overly fervent in their beliefs. There was simply no time.

Despite the uncertainty of the Yemeni resistance to the Turks and the economic hardships of the day, what is known is that the Bin Laden family was expanding steadily during this period. Awad had several children. His first son had been named Mohammed. A second son, Abdullah, followed soon after, while several girls were already playing at their father’s feet.

When he was crowned King of Yemen, Imam Yayha had an extraordinary task before him. Centuries of stagnation and conflict had taken a catastrophic toll on his country. His people were backward, uneducated and had few prospects. The land itself has no discernable assets, only minimal mineral wealth and an agriculture sector that hardly produced enough to feed his subjects, let along produce exports. With few resources at his disposal to affect a change, there seemed little hope that the cycle would be broken. Support for the new monarch was widespread, but ordinary Yeminis quickly began to look elsewhere to better themselves. For Awad, this meant that he was to lose his eldest son.

Mohammed was a handsome boy who worked hard on the family plot even before reaching his teens. When Awad was working elsewhere, he assumed responsibilities as man of the house, tending the family’s goats and taking care of their beehives. But, as Mohammed grew into his teens, Awad became increasingly aware that the boy’s future did not lie on the family farm. Better opportunities lay elsewhere in the region, opportunities that might allow Mohammed to send money home and make a life for himself away from the abject poverty of his childhood.

The late 1920s were times of tremendous change on the Arabian Peninsula. The history of modern Saudi Arabia had begun in 1902 when 21-year-old Abdul Aziz ibn Saud and a band of his followers captured the city of Riyadh, returning it to the control of his family. His daring and bravery in this key historical event remains the stuff of legends throughout the peninsula.

With 40 tribesmen, Abdul Aziz had left his family’s sanctuary in Kuwait in December 1901, where they had lived in exile since being ousted by the powerful Rashid tribe. He reached Riyadh one month later where he set about planning his assault on Masmak fort, home of the ruler. Under cover of darkness, Abdul Aziz quietly approached a part of the city wall that he judged his group could scale with the help of grappling irons. Abdul Aziz and a small group of men then made their way to an empty house close to the residence of Ajlan, who had taken over as Amir of Riyadh after Abdul Aziz’s father had been deposed. Then they waited.

At dawn, after prayers, Ajlan emerged from the mosque into the street. With his enemy exposed, Abdul Aziz gave a battle cry and attacked. Ajlan fled with Abdul Aziz and his companions in hot pursuit. Quickly cornered, Ajlan defended himself briefly but was killed by the sword of one of Abdul Aziz’s men. This unexpected attack and the death of their leader caught the large Riyadh garrison of Ajlan’s tribal supporters by surprise. Assuming that such an assault could only have been mounted by a large and well-equipped force – and perceiving that the population of the city welcomed the return of the Al Saud – they surrendered without further resistance.

After the capture of Riyadh, Abdul Aziz spent the next 12 years consolidating his conquests in the area around Riyadh and the eastern part of the country through a combination of military prowess and calculated Islamic fervour. Like their cousins in Yemen, the northern Arab tribes had never liked the Turks and they were only too willing to listen to a new ruler whose ambitions were aided considerably by the internal troubles of the Ottoman Empire. In rallying the tribes in the region to throw out a common enemy, he succeeded where others had failed and in so doing created the first unified state in greater Arabia, giving it his family name.

Jeddah, in what would become Saudi Arabia’s Western Province, was one of the peninsula’s most important seaports and the only major city on the Red Sea. The original gateway to Mecca and Medina for pilgrims arriving by ship, it was a bustling, cosmopolitan place whose thriving docks employed many men of Yemeni extraction and a large number of first generation settlers from the Hadhramaut. Awad bin Laden immediately recognised it as a place that offered an opportunity for his eldest son.

Awad had visited Jeddah in 1928 or 1929 on the Hajj, the pilgrimage that forms one of the chief tenets of the Islamic faith. As directed by the teachings of the Holy Koran, a Muslim, if financially and physically able, should make the pilgrimage to the holy sites at least once in his lifetime. The centrepiece of any pilgrimage is a pilgrim’s prayer at the Dome of the Rock, the first Muslim masterpiece, built in 687 AD, half a century after the death of the Prophet Muhammad. Muslims believe that the rock marks the site of the Prophet’s ascension, known as the Miraaj, or night journey into the heavens. Travellers and pilgrims have compared the cupola of the dome to a mountain of supernatural light. The atmosphere of beauty and intensity of religious feeling that prevails in the Dome of the Rock can have a profound effect on the faithful.

After fulfilling his religious duties, Awad spent some time on the dockside and secured from a Yemeni official at Jeddah the promise of a job for Mohammed. Several months later, according to family members probably late in 1929 or early 1930, Awad purchased passage for his son on a cargo boat that was scheduled to travel from the Hadhramaut port city of Mukalla to Jeddah. On his departure, the family grieved as though Mohammed were dead, such was the loss that they felt.

Mohammed himself was keen to start a new life. He had listened hard when his father told stories of the bustling town he had visited, of the jobs that were to be found in Jeddah and of the wealth that could be seen there. It was all in stark contrast to the poverty and stagnation of Tarim and its outlying areas. Even during an era when most people lived and died within a few miles of where they were born, Mohammed had set his sights higher than farming and bee-keeping.

The Jeddah at which Mohammed Awad bin Laden disembarked was an extraordinary place. It was undergoing expansion on a colossal scale. After the completion of the Suez Canal in 1869, Jeddah had become one of the main ports on the trade route between the Mediterranean Sea and the Indian and Pacific Oceans. As a result, it and its merchants were prospering. European diplomatic legations were established on the northern side of the city, and rich merchants had begun to build their family homes here. Pilgrims often brought goods from their native lands to sell in Jeddah, and those who could not afford the homeward journey often stayed on. The city that had begun its life around 2,500 years ago as a tiny fishing settlement was then the fastest-expanding conurbation in the Middle East.

Awad bin Laden’s groundwork was successful, and Mohammed was quickly employed on the quayside as a porter – a low-paid job, but nevertheless a step in the right direction. He revelled in Jeddah’s energy and found himself attracted to Islamic learning in a way that would have been impossible at home. Soon he also found his feet socially, falling in with many of his young Yemeni colleagues working in the port. During rare days when he was not working, he explored the city, walking the narrow, labyrinthine streets of Old Jeddah in the shadows of closely-packed buildings. He mingled with other strolling inhabitants, water carriers and street vendors. Along wider thoroughfares he saw the camel caravans, some of which would have passed through his native Hadhramaut, piled high with trade goods.

Here too Mohammed learned the elements of commerce that were to transform his life. Despite his restricted upbringing, he was clever and an adept communicator and used these skills to learn, engaging merchants and pilgrims from all over the world in long conversations. His thirst for knowledge was insatiable, and quickly helped him gain an understanding of the world well beyond his years and limited personal experience.

But it was not idle chat that Mohammed sought. He knew there was more to life than loading and unloading vessels in Jeddah port. His key was finding the opportunity that would allow him to pursue his dreams. He listened to the experiences and advice of others, all the while plotting his own path.

Mohammed bin Laden had been in the country for three years when Abdul Aziz ibn Saud finally completed his mission to unify swathes of the Arabian Peninsula. On 23 September 1932, the country was named the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, an Islamic state, with Arabic designated as the national language and the Koran as its constitution. The unification of the Kingdom brought new stability everywhere. In Jeddah, the high, protective city walls became obsolete and were torn down with the rubble then used as fill for a new pier in the harbour, built to enable larger steamers to use Jeddah’s facilities. The rocks once used to discourage invading forces are now helping visitors to come ashore.

Through much of this evolution, Mohammed was an onlooker. But unlike his Yemeni counterparts working in the port, he was already planning his escape from low wages and back-breaking toil. In addition to sending money home to his family in the Hadhramaut, Mohammed had saved hard, being prudent to the point of spending nothing more than a bare minimum on food. During the three years following his arrival, he amassed a nest egg, waiting to be invested in the opportunity he was sure would come.

In 1932, he found his opportunity. One morning, as he was unloading a vessel, he was approached by a passenger who had arrived on the boat. A Jordanian, the passenger said that he wanted to buy a property in Jeddah and asked Mohammed if he could recommend an agent to help him. The young dock porter, with his rapidly expanding network of contacts, knew an agent and engineered an introduction. A purchase was subsequently arranged which brought him a commission, and it was this catalyst that opened the door for the ambitious young Yemeni.

With Jeddah going through its most astonishing period of expansion, housing and office property prices were skyrocketing as demand was far outstripping supply. Such was the speed of growth, the few construction companies in Jeddah were hopelessly stretched. Mohammed jumped in by locating and hiring some obsolete construction equipment, and immediately scored a coup by using his contacts to win himself a major construction contract for the Jeddah government. He resigned his post as a porter, and went from lowly employee to one of Jeddah’s major employers in a matter of months.

Mohammed went from strength to strength during 1934 and 1935 as Jeddah’s construction boom continued unabated. The returns from his initial contracts were reinvested in new equipment, which in turn brought in more profit that was invested in further expansion of Bin Laden Construction. In a matter of 24 months, his intrinsic understanding of the market exploded into a construction firm that employed hundreds of labourers. Within the same time frame, he engineered an expansion out of Jeddah into Taif, Mecca, Medina and across much of the new Kingdom.

By 1940, an extraordinary decade after arriving in Jeddah, the one-time porter had risen to become a businessman of considerable substance. Through an astonishing mix of unlimited ambition, successful expansion of his empire and the massive development in Saudi Arabia, he was now a multi-millionaire. Without doubt Mohammed had been lucky to hit a wave of development and even within the family it has been suggested that he would not have been equipped to handle anything other than a booming industry in a market that was itself booming. Nevertheless, it was an astonishing achievement. Mohammed made his own luck.

He now did his networking almost exclusively in palaces: his own and that of the ruling Al Saud dynasty. He was known to King Abdul Aziz himself, and counted several of the monarch’s elder sons as acquaintances. Crown Prince Saud was an associate, as was Prince Faisal, future king and one of the most intellectually gifted individuals at the top of the Al Saud hierarchy and therefore a natural friend of the construction magnate. Other family members whom Mohammed befriended included future king Prince Khalid; Prince Nasir, the Governor of Riyadh; and Prince Mansour, the Kingdom’s first Minister of Defence

























Epilogue

Ariel Sharon, the hawkish Israeli prime minister, is not everyone’s idea of a world saviour. But in the history books of the future it could be Sharon, not US President George W. Bush or British Prime Minister Tony Blair, who is the man ultimately credited with putting an end to the reign of terror of Osama bin Laden and Al-Qaeda. It seems an unlikely prospect as we view the cauldron of hate that is the Middle East today, and doubly unlikely that Sharon would accomplish this by becoming a dove. But it is entirely plausible, as the fate of the struggle against Osama and all he stands for is in Sharon’s hands...

Al-Qaeda was ready for America’s wrath even before the events of 11 September 2001. Osama had proved he would never be caught unprepared. He had weighed up the possible scenarios of 12 September 2001, the day the United States would inevitably wake up angry. It did not take a genius to anticipate that they would come looking for him.

During the early summer of 2001 Al-Qaeda bases around Afghanistan had come alive with activity. Training programmes were speeded up in order to complete as much preparation as possible. Equipment and supplies were shifted away from bases to remote locations, to be stored in caves or buried. All this was done gradually so as not to attract attention. Groups of men were also dispatched into the mountains, to caves that had been stocked with winter clothing, firewood, ammunition and enough food and water to last months.

Osama knew that few countries anywhere in the world provided such excellent cover in its remote areas for his men and organisation as Afghanistan. His men now did what their hosts had done for centuries. Natural limestone caves became their home, where they could base themselves almost indefinitely and from where they could strike out almost with impunity should the Americans make the same mistake as the Soviets and commit ground troops.

Tens of thousands of US and alliance soldiers could comb the mountains of Afghanistan, but it would still probably not be enough to flush Osama and his thousands of Arab-Afghans fighters out of their remote bolt holes before they are ready to move.

Anyone who believes that Osama bin Laden is hiding in an Afghani cave without a carefully considered escape plan has not seriously considered who they are dealing with. It is a distinct possibility that he has already taken a Hind Kush escape route and is ensconced in a remote part of Bangladesh, Bhutan, China, India, Myanmar, Nepal or Pakistan, far from prying eyes. Osama has consistently proven himself a clever operator; he is simply not going to wait around to be captured – unless it happens on his own terms.

Every move by Osama and Al-Qaeda has been thought out, scripted and carefully orchestrated. The Al-Qaeda videos that have materialised since 11 September have verged on the theatrical, and clearly Osama and his cohorts have worked hard on their production. Osama, with his ever-present Kalashnikov in the background, sits on his knees piously staring at the floor. He’s an actor, playing a role. Next to him is the ever-present Ayman al-Zawahiri, who has exploited Osama’s infatuation with him to further his own ends.

The two have been strenuously pushing their claims as leaders of the fundamentalist world, attempting to widen their appeal by associating themselves with the Palestinian issue – a genuine grievance close to the hearts of Muslims everywhere. And there was more to come in this public relations offensive.

Osama thinks nothing of keeping his wives and children almost as hostages on the verges of his life. While content to live his own life as a renegade on the run, Osama has decreed that his long-suffering family also remains in this shadowy existence. For most of them, it is against their will. Despite the efforts of his mother, Hamida, to have his children returned to Saudi Arabia where they could at last live a normal life, their father has decreed that they live life on the run, now constantly under threat of attack from the United States.

Another threat is bounty hunters seeking a slice of the $25 million now offered as a price on Osama’s head. One son, Hamza, was injured by a bullet last year in a gunfight when bounty hunters ambushed the car in which he was travelling, believing Osama to be a passenger. The attackers were killed, as was one Al-Qaeda militiaman who was assigned to protect the vehicle.

Despite the obvious dangers, Osama has moved to using his children as tools to front his campaign. His youngest son, ten-yearold Ali, was used to deliver a pre-11 September tirade against the United States on a video of the wedding of his brother, 20-year-old Mohammed, earlier this year. Then Osama’s eldest son, 21-year-old Abdullah, surfaced in Pakistan after the World Trade Center attacks to deliver a carefully scripted litany of lies to the press, clouding the whereabouts of his father and denying his involvement in the attacks. The family involvement is cynical window dressing, part of Osama’s public relations campaign to deflect attention from his true intentions.

It is doubtful, given his craving for attention, that 11 September will be enough for Osama. He retains the capability to murder and wreak havoc on a global scale. Almost inevitably, given his efforts to acquire them, somewhere he is also nurturing the materials and tools that present him with the opportunity to inflict other serious wounds to our society.

While the West had failed to contain the threat of Al-Qaeda over the last decade, the organisation has significantly increased its arms capabilities and its reach. For most of the 1990s Osama pursued vigorously his dream of having a bioweaponry and even nuclear weapons at his disposal. It would take a foolhardy man to state with any conviction that he has not achieved that aim.

‘Bin Laden has been trying to get his hands on enriched uranium for seven or eight years,’ said former CIA director Robert Wolsey. What is more, the collapse of the Soviet Union has created a lucrative black market in stolen fissile material. Also up for sale is expertise. In the collapsed former-Soviet Block nuclear economy, hundreds of scientists and technicians have been made jobless. Those that cling to jobs are paid a pittance.

Dozens of instances have occurred where groups of criminals have been caught in possession of nuclear materials capable of being utilised as the building blocks of a weapon. Other reports place Al Qaeda operatives in situations where they were able to acquire these.

While Russia and the former Soviet states have retained a firm grip upon a combined strength of up to 40,000 nuclear weapons, their nuclear stockpile has sprung leaks. The so-called RA-115 and RA-115-01, better known as suitcase nuclear weapons, are top secret and no western official has ever seen one. However, one official highly placed in the Boris Yeltsin administration, environmental advisor Aleksei Yablokov, announced that of 132 of the weapons made, Russia could only account for the whereabouts of 48.

To dismiss Osama’s desire and financial ability to succeed in his quest before the events of 11 September was foolhardy. Not to focus on the clear and present danger presented by a nuclear or bioweaponry programme clearly under way – now knowing exactly what he is capable of – is to invite nuclear attack by a man who has shown such a callous disregard for the sanctity of human life. This is the new front in the ever-changing battle lines being drawn up again Al-Qaeda.

Osama’s Achilles heel has already been shown up, however. His inflated sense of worth to the Muslim world does not match the reality. He is intelligent enough to know that, while some of the issues he has raised in public as his motivating factors have widespread and deep-rooted support around the Arab and Muslim world, his methods of carrying these issues to the world stage are sickening. A majority are offended that he invokes the name of God in his attacks. To Muslims, to suggest that God would stoop to murder and acts of violence is to suggest that the most pure of entities in the universe thinks the same way as the most twisted of mortals. It is a measure of how warped Osama and his ilk have become that they believe a serene God applauds them and condones their methods.

A tiny minority of the nearly one billion Muslims worldwide cheered the devastating acts of 11 September. The majority condemned his actions and realised that the Prophet’s teachings had been wrenched out of context by Islamic fundamentalists to justify their own ends.

Because of this, Osama knows that Al-Qaeda’s base of support is so narrow that he cannot succeed in his long-term aim of creating a Middle East under the rule of Islamic fundamentalism, and himself. He believes that by drawing the United States and its allies into open conflict, he can energise the masses around his cause. This would lead to a collapse of governments in Saudi Arabia and Pakistan, and this in turn would leave Osama in control of the Islamic world’s only nuclear arsenal as well as its holiest sights. Leveraging these, he would be able to instigate the fall of pro-Western Islamic governments such as Egypt, Yemen and the Gulf states.

Gradually, so the plan goes, Osama bin Laden would lead an Islamic revolution that would spread throughout the Middle East and, having proclaimed a unified regional Islamic state, he himself would rule as caliph.

The one sticking point in this master plan is the people of the Arab world. Osama believed that his horrendous attacks on America on its home turf would make him a caliph-in-waiting. However, the weeks since 11 September did not pan out as he and his cohorts had hoped. For in reality, while the masses may say they loathe America, they actually dream of having all things American themselves.

Happily, aside from delivering an occasional body blow to the West, Osama remains impotent and sidelined. This is why he sought to link his entirely un-Islamic campaign of hatred with the Palestinian issue, a cause that he has never shown any inclination to support.

He is correct in one regard, however. The fate of millions of Palestinians denied basic human rights, jobs, freedom, land and homes has continued to be an issue that concerns the entire Muslim world. If one topic could be used by Al-Qaeda as a rallying point to gain support, it was this. In seeking a connection with the issue, he has exposed his desperation to garner widespread support, but he has also handed the world the means to defeat him on a plate.

A raging concept cannot be beaten with bombs and bullets. Instead it must be calmed with hope and human dignity. Fundamentalism’s base, its financial supporters and foot soldiers, gravitate towards the concept because of their anger and frustration with the alternative – the disastrous socio-economic and political situation that presents itself in the Middle East of today. The Middle East is in a mess.

All the maladies that afflict the region stem from, or have been aggravated by this one issue. It is pointless for George W. Bush to mouth platitudes such as ‘there ought to be a Palestinian state, the boundaries of which would be negotiated by the parties... ’ if he intends only to throw a bone to Islamic states whose support he needs in order to bomb Afghanistan. Nor can the United States simply press Israel and the Palestinians to tone down their conflict to avoid interfering with coalition building. This will fix nothing. Instead, the US and the West must take an active role in redressing the balance in the Middle East. This means helping Palestinians as well as Israelis realise their dreams and aspirations, and in so doing close a gaping wound that has been hurting Arabs and Muslims for half a century.

When peace is achieved, the entire complexion of the region will change. A Palestinian with a job, food on his table and a degree of basic human rights – all things missing from the lives of ordinary people today – will not fight Israeli troops on the streets, or join Hezbollah, or support extremist views. When men are not driven into the arms of fundamentalism, and people are not motivated by anger to give money and moral support, the diseased branch of Islamic fanaticism will wither and die. The terrorist groups that this fanaticism has spawned will fade away for want of support, just as surely as with every new clash on the streets of the West Bank and Gaza these evil groups grow in prestige and power.

And so it comes back to Ariel Sharon. The United States and its allies can bring pressure to bear, but only the Israeli leader has it within his power finally to strike a deal for lasting peace. A place awaits him in history as the statesman who achieved what his predecessors could not in silencing the guns that surround the Jewish state.

Peace will bring stability and stability will bring prosperity to a region starved of all three for more than 50 years. If this half-century old fracture in the hegemony of the Middle East can finally be mended and lives put on the road to recovery, then Osama bin Laden’s support will collapse just as quickly as the World Trade Center towers after the most hideous crimes against humanity since the end of the Second World War.

Almost a decade on from 9/11, after hundreds of billions of dollars had been spent and a chasm of misunderstanding had continued to grow between the world’s two most populous religions, the United States finally achieved its quest in May 2011 when Osama bin Laden was shot and killed inside a residential compound in Abbottabad, Pakistan, by US Navy SEALs and CIA operatives.

There was surprisingly little comment in the West, but among the few who still considered him relevant there were questions as to why, considering how many of his followers he joyfully marshalled to lay down their lives in often futile martyrdom, Bin Laden allowed himself to be felled by American bullets and did not practise what he preached so often. So many men had been fed the line that as a last resort suicide was better than capture.

But then Bin Laden had a history of double standards and a disinclination to adhere to his own teachings. Alcohol was one pleasure he piously sniffed at in public but had a private taste for. He enjoyed his spirits just as much as he did a revolving cast of young wives. Bin Laden was 54 when he died in Abbottabad. His first wife was 15 when he married her, and while his beard grew grey in Abbottabad his wives remained little older than his first.

Ultimately, though, if there is a positive to be extracted from it taking nearly ten years from 11 September 2001 for him to receive his punishment, it is that Bin Laden lived to see himself superseded and become, for the most part, an irrelevance to the Muslim world. To someone who zealously guarded his image and enjoyed the drama and spotlight afforded by his position, it must have been purgatory to see Abbottabad become a retirement home.

In 2011, the journey from Islamist superstar to has-been gained pace. An unemployed 26-year-old Tunisian graduate named Mohamed Bouazizi achieved more to stir genuine change in the Middle East than Bin Laden ever did. Apart from encouraging noises when governments in Tunisia and Egypt fell, Bin Laden was just as much a spectator to events in the so-called ‘Arab Spring’ as a teacher in New York or a doctor in Mumbai. When ordinary people gathered in Tunis, or Cairo, or Sanna, or Manama to demand change, they were not calling for a Bin Laden-esque Caliphate. They wanted some form of democracy and human rights. These are concepts easily more identifiable with Barack Obama and Tony Blair than they are with Osama bin Laden. If anything, this is a definitive indicator as to how far his stock had fallen.

Whether he grasped this, ensconced in an isolating protective bubble, is difficult to gauge. Quite apart from the sycophants he gathered close to him, something which Bin Laden enjoyed, Al Qaeda had morphed into a disenfranchised collection of independent operations. From Yemen to Iraq, in Somalia and Pakistan, these disparate groups rallied some support through his diminishing iconic value. Yet as his influence declined, the followers of each organisation were less motivated by Al Qaeda’s pan-Islamic vision as they were by their own local sentiments and national conditions. By this time, the Saudi Arabian was less team captain, more bit-part cheerleader on the sidelines. He was not stupid. He knew that.

Where Bin Laden had failed was in following up his terrorist successes with more than a fluffy view of the Caliphate. Hezbollah and Hamas, for example, have not managed his rock-star status in terms of criminal deeds but provided those in desperate need with social housing, hospitals and schools. For those tangible reasons, Al Qaeda’s popularity was quickly eclipsed.

Bin Laden’s notions of Salafi revival and a return to the seventh-century edicts of the Prophet Mohammed had less relevance measured against the need among ordinary people to have jobs, educate their children and, indeed, to replace their old dictators. Neither did it help that the real or perceived poster boy for anti-Islam, George Bush Jr, was not in the White House.

Bin Laden leaves behind a handful of wives and some 20 children, yet no enduring legacy for his few supporters. There is no big idea or theological concept around which Al Qaeda can continue to coagulate. His death was mourned in the last remaining heartlands – a few pockets of Somalia and parts of the Federally Administered Tribal Areas of Pakistan. But, in truth, across the Middle East there was more enduring interest in the travails of Arnold Schwarzenegger than events in Abbottabad, and that sums up Bin Laden circa 2011.
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