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			Prologue

			Thursday 7 July 2005 – 08:36

			King’s Cross station, London N1

			Eighteen-year-old Hasib Hussain shared a final hug with his three dearest friends. To witnesses they all looked euphoric. After all these months of hard work it was finally time. As Sid always said: ‘There are no goodbyes, only a lapse of time. We will see our families and each other soon.’

			Hussain now found himself alone in London for the first time. They’d set off from Leeds in the dark at three o’clock that morning. That’s why he was wearing this heavy, dark grey jacket, with beads of sweat tracing their way down his back. The straps of the dark blue Sherpa rucksack – which weighed almost 14 kilos – burrowed into his shoulders as he set off, following the black signs for the Northern Line. He hoped the ice inside his pack was doing its job.

			Hussain stood on the right of the descending escalator. People walking down on the left kept bashing into his rucksack. Why was everyone in such a hurry? More sweat trickled down his back, his earlier euphoria and certainty possibly draining away. At the escalator’s end he followed the sign left, then stopped dead in his tracks. In front of him long queues of people tried to reach the Northern Line platform. Was it always like this?

			He checked his watch – 08:42. Eight minutes to go. His task was to take the next train, wait for 08:50, pop the battery in and press those wires together.

			After much shuffling, he was finally on the actual platform. Over the tannoy lengthy delays were declared, with passengers being advised to find an alternative route. There was a communal groan, followed by a rush of people back towards the escalators. Hussain started to go with them, then stopped.

			What do I do now?

			Someone bumped into him. Another tutted and sighed as he bumbled about uncertainly. He checked his watch. It was 08:46. He headed for a bench, colliding with a man whose coffee cup went flying. ‘Fuck’s sake,’ the man said. Hussain didn’t even look back.

			With the rucksack on his back, he perched on the edge of the bench, his sweating face propped up by his hands. Commuters grumpily altered their paths to get round him. It wasn’t too late to change his own path. He’d looked forward to university, a new car and getting married.

			08:50 passed. Hussain decided to go upstairs to the main concourse and call Sid for further instructions. At 08:54 he emerged from King’s Cross station and made the call, which went straight to answerphone. Pacing up and down the pavement, he called Shez, then Jamal. Same thing. He called Sid again and left a message. ‘I can’t get on a train. What do I do?’ He left the same frantic message for the other two.

			At 09:00 he made a decision. Shrugging his large rucksack off his shoulders, he dropped it to the ground in the doorway of WH Smith within the station concourse. He spent two and a half minutes bending down and rifling around in the rucksack, only yards from a security guard. After adjusting the straps, he yanked it back onto his shoulders, dug out a fiver and walked up to the counter.

			‘That’ll be £4.49,’ said the shop assistant. Hussain didn’t look at her as he pocketed the 9-volt battery and the change. She’d just handed over the final missing component.

			All he had to do now was figure out where to detonate the device.

		

		
			Introduction

			This book is about a unique and unprecedented three-week period when terrorists launched a series of murderous attacks on the UK. It started on 7 July 2005 with the biggest act of murder on English soil since the Second World War. The so-called ‘7/7’ bombings killed 52 people and injured over 700, following which the police launched the most extensive criminal investigation in British history. But the terror wasn’t over.

			A copycat attack narrowly failed, leaving a group of would-be suicide bombers running amok on the streets of London. As security services scrambled to track down these bombers, who’d been intent on killing themselves and as many innocent people as possible, the usually stoic capital lurched into a state of panic. A frantic police manhunt – and unbearably tense public confrontations between firearms officers and extremists – concluded with the most notorious UK police shooting of all time. These truly were three weeks like no other.

			Three Weeks in July is the historic re-telling of these 21 days, primarily from the perspective of those caught up in the horrors and the unfolding police investigations. This is particularly the case in the run-up to the shooting of the innocent Brazilian electrician Jean Charles de Menezes, laying bare the police failings that led to his killing. Amid the carnage are the awe-inspiring stories of survivors – many of whom suffered life-changing injuries – and of those selfless, unsung heroes who risked so much to rescue them. We also interviewed police officers at the brutal frontline – from forensics, body recovery, victim identification, firearms, family liaison, CCTV, technical support, explosives and surveillance teams.

			But the story is about so much more than tales of personal heroism, suffering and selflessness. We’ve tried to understand why eight young British citizens – a teacher, a barman and a small-time gangster among them – came to launch murderous attacks against their own country. We chart the international rise in Islamic extremism during the preceding decade and the measures taken by the machinery of state to counter the threat. By 2005 the agencies charged with protecting us knew it was a case of ‘when’ and not ‘if’ al-Qaeda were going to launch a so-called ‘spectacular’ against the UK. In Tony Blair’s telling, the primary role of the state is to protect public safety. In July 2005 they clearly failed.

			But what was the role of our government and our security services in this failure? Once the attacks took place, how did these institutions respond? The people interviewed for this book were at the heart of top-level decision-making – they include Prime Minister Tony Blair, Home Secretary Charles Clarke, MI5 Director General Eliza Manningham-Buller, Metropolitan Police Commissioner Sir (now Baron) Ian Blair and a range of senior counter-terrorism police officers.

			This book is also based on official reports, the 7/7 inquest, criminal trials, media reports and, over a span of four years, interviews with hundreds of people, mostly in the UK but also in mainland Europe, the US, Pakistan, Brazil and Australia.

			It’s clear to see that the repercussions of those weeks had a lasting influence on how the British people view the police, the security services and the legacy of the Blair government. Twenty years on, we live in a time when the institutions of the state have been under unprecedented attack from both public opinion and funding cuts. Yet, at a moment of ultimate national crisis like that which befell Britain in July 2005, the public looked to these same institutions to protect, defend and reassure us.

			This book draws back the veil on 21 days when these pillars of society were under the greatest stress. Who were the men and women that were tasked with protecting our safety? And how did they perform?

		

		
			ACT ONE

			THE BUILD-UP

		

		
			1

			Tuesday 11 September 2001

			Brighton, East Sussex

			On the afternoon of 11 September 2001, British Prime Minister Tony Blair was working in a suite at the Grand Hotel on Brighton’s seafront. He was only 48, young by the standards of today’s leaders – almost youthful, in fact – and at the height of his powers, a few months after winning a second landslide election. With a fresh mandate from the electorate, he was determined to modernise Britain, to recapture the spirit of mercantilism and innovation. At this moment he was rewriting a speech he would later give to the Trades Union Congress being held nearby. They were always going to be a hard crowd, unimpressed as they were with the near-official Labour ideology of the ‘Third Way’, neither socialism nor conservatism but in some uneasy place between.

			At around 13:46 his press secretary Alastair Campbell walked in, switched on the TV and said: ‘You’d better see this.’ They stared at the black smoke billowing from the North Tower of the World Trade Center after it had been struck by a passenger jet. Fifteen minutes later they watched a second plane hit the South Tower. At 14:37, a third plane ploughed into the Pentagon, the headquarters of the US Department of Defense.

			When Blair arrived at the venue, he was informed that the South Tower had just collapsed into rubble and dust. To the assembled delegates he now delivered some abbreviated remarks:

			This mass terrorism is the new evil in our world today. It is perpetrated by fanatics who are utterly indifferent to the sanctity of human life and we, the democracies of this world, are going to have to come together to fight it together and eradicate this evil completely from our world.

			As Blair headed back to London on the train, the North Tower collapsed. The attacks killed just under 3,000 people and injured many more. It thrust a previously unthinkable threat into the minds of the world. On his return to London, the prime minister attended a COBRA meeting and was briefed by Stephen Lander, the director general of MI5. Soon Blair began building an international coalition, speaking to French President Jacques Chirac and German Chancellor Gerhard Schröder.

			That night, in a broadcast from Downing Street, Blair made his position on the attacks clear:

			This is not a battle between the United States of America and terrorism, but between the free and democratic world and terrorism. We, here in Britain, stand shoulder to shoulder with our American friends in this hour of tragedy, and we, like them, will not rest until this evil is driven from our world.

			The following morning, as the embers still burned in what quickly became known as Ground Zero, Blair spoke with US President George W. Bush, the appalling tragedy acting to help cement their already warm relationship.

			At the heart of the government’s response to 9/11 was the figure of Eliza Manningham-Buller, deputy director general of MI5 at the time. Manningham-Buller, then aged 53, might easily have been the inspiration for actress Fiona Shaw’s spy chief Carolyn Martens in the hit TV series Killing Eve, both in looks and character, with her fearsome intellect and upright, no-nonsense schoolmistress exterior softened by flashes of warmth and a taste for mischief. It’s no surprise to discover she’d been a schoolteacher before joining the security services in 1974, a time when, as she told us, ‘[women] had a very clear career path. There were a whole lot of things you were not thought suitable to do. I, and a lot of other women officers, were extremely cross about it and fought to be allowed to do all the jobs available.’

			Perhaps Manningham-Buller foresaw global trends because she specialised in counter-terrorism rather than counter-espionage, MI5’s traditional stock-in-trade, and from 1992 she led MI5’s newly created Irish counter-terrorism section. By 2001 she’d been assigned responsibility for all of the agency’s intelligence operations.

			On the day of 9/11 she walked out of her office to find her staff standing, watching the television in silence. ‘It was quite difficult to take in what we were seeing,’ she recalls. ‘But we quickly recognised that this was terrorism and came to the immediate conclusion that al-Qaeda was responsible.’ Although she felt as sickened as anyone at the unfolding horror, she wasn’t surprised. ‘We immediately recognised this as something we’d feared.’ The spectral terrorist group al-Qaeda was run by Osama bin Laden, whom Western intelligence services had been tracking since he’d fought against the Soviets in Afghanistan nearly two decades before.

			The threat posed by the group to the American mainland first became manifest on 26 February 1993. That day al-Qaeda terrorists parked a yellow Ford van packed with around 600 kilos of urea nitrate fertiliser, gas cylinders and cyanide in the basement car park beneath the North Tower of the World Trade Center in New York. Their plan was to topple this 110-storey landmark, which, in turn, would take down its sister tower, killing tens of thousands of people. At 12:18 that day the blast carved out a 100-foot crater several stories deep in the car park, killing six, including a pregnant woman, and injuring hundreds more. But the North Tower held firm.

			Investigators eventually rounded up the bombers and discovered their connection – a mosque led by an extremist cleric. Although Middle Eastern terrorism had finally landed on US soil, no follow-up attack materialised, making this an isolated incident that soon drifted out of public consciousness. Despite the setback, however, al-Qaeda continued to plan for more attacks against the United States and its assets.

			On 7 August 1998, in co-ordinated strikes, suicide bombers drove trucks packed with explosives into US embassy buildings in Nairobi, Kenya and Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, killing over 200 mostly local people. Then, in October 2000, less than a year before 9/11, suicide bombers exploded a small boat alongside the USS Cole, a guided missile destroyer in the US Navy, as it refuelled in the Yemeni port of Aden, killing 17 US sailors and wounding 37 crew.

			Through the summer of 2001 UK and US intelligence agencies noticed a considerable increase in electronic chatter between Islamic extremists: ‘We and the Americans had prior intelligence that, in the autumn, al-Qaeda planned to mount the biggest attack of its so-called career,’ says Manningham-Buller. ‘We’d been trying to develop fresh intelligence to understand what that might be.’ But on the day of 9/11, MI5 had to recalibrate their approach. ‘I don’t think we stopped to eat,’ she says. Officials at the agency spent the rest of the day checking classified reports from the past, directing the collection of more intelligence and preparing briefings for government.

			The following morning, Manningham-Buller, together with the heads of MI6 and GCHQ, the two other UK intelligence agencies, found herself on an RAF rattler heading towards Andrews Air Force Base just south of Washington, DC, theirs the only plane permitted to enter American air space. Once landed, these top British spooks were driven directly to CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia, where the heads of the CIA, FBI and National Security Agency had already gathered.

			‘We discussed with our American friends what this meant,’ says Manningham-Buller. ‘It was clear that the scale and audacity of the attack was going to alter things for all of us.’ That night she stayed at the British Embassy in Washington, talking with colleagues and senior diplomats into the early hours, and she recalls that ‘what shocked us all on 9/11 was the realisation that these events changed the world. That, if terrorists could successfully mount such attacks within the United States, anything was possible. Despite talk of military action, there was one thing we all agreed on: terrorism is resolved through politics and economics, not through arms and intelligence, however important a role these play.’

			On 14 September 2001 – three days after the attacks – President Bush inspected the recovery efforts at Ground Zero, then stood on a collapsed fire truck in the shattered wreckage and addressed the crowd, a megaphone to his lips. Someone shouted, ‘We can’t hear you!’ to which Bush responded, ‘I can hear you, the rest of the world hears you, and the people who knocked these buildings down will hear all of us soon,’ signalling his administration’s intention to launch the Global War on Terror.

			Although the 9/11 bombers had mostly been from Saudi Arabia, the US turned its sights onto another nation, al-Qaeda’s de facto home at the time. On 7 October, 26 days after 9/11, US forces – backed by the UK and a few other coalition countries – invaded Afghanistan. Meanwhile, British intelligence agencies and counter-terrorism police drew up plans to deal with the unprecedented new terrorist threat of suicide bombers. ‘You’re in an arms race, if you like, with the terrorists,’ Manningham-Buller says. ‘They’re trying to evade your scrutiny. You’re trying to discover what they plan. Sometimes you’ll be ahead of them. Sometimes you’re one step behind.’

			At the same time, the government, police and the NHS in London began planning for the possibility of suicide attacks that might use chemical, biological, radiological and even nuclear weapons, including protocols for mass fatalities in the scenarios they sketched out. The state procured a temporary mortuary that could be erected in a matter of hours, positioned close to the site of any tragedy. Real-time exercises were organised to practise how all the different agencies would work together in these different situations. Senior police, government and intelligence officials endlessly repeated the mantra – ‘It’s not “if” but “when” the terrorists strike’.

			‘Our imaginations, spurred by these events and by intelligence,’ Manningham-Buller told us, ‘led us to conside what else al-Qaeda might do.’
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			Beeston, Leeds, West Yorkshire

			Red-brick Hillside Primary School at the bottom of Beeston Road in Leeds came top in only one league table in 2001: the highest turnover of pupils in West Yorkshire. Out of a school population of 250, a sample school year saw 52 kids leave and 63 more join. The Beeston housing estate around the school provided a clue to the area’s transitory nature. Closely packed, slightly dilapidated back-to-back brick houses carried adverts in their windows for bedsits to rent. A homeless hostel was just round the corner. The cheap, short-term rental properties here were often the first place that families moving to Leeds would come to, including asylum seekers.

			Holding it all together at Hillside was a learning mentor called Mohammad Sidique Khan. A 26-year-old native of Beeston, Khan helped all these new kids settle in while providing unstinting support to any with learning difficulties or struggling to speak English. Both teachers and parents marvelled at his talent for encouraging difficult children. The children, in turn, revered Khan. He was one of those teachers who changed lives, coaxing them back into the education system, taking them on character-building canoeing and camping trips to the nearby Yorkshire Dales and helping them navigate tricky personal relationships. This learning mentor also volunteered for youth work in the local community centres and gyms, becoming something of a life mentor to disaffected local teens.

			Everyone knew Khan took his Islamic faith seriously. He prayed regularly at school and attended the local mosque on Fridays, confiding in colleagues that he turned to religion after ‘losing his way’ as a youth, when he drank to excess and took drugs. A conviction for assault in 1993 perhaps reflects that self-destructive period of his life, which faith helped him move past. School staff, however, insist that he never showed any sign of religious extremism; in fact, in autumn 2001 – post-9/11 – Khan took it upon himself as a Muslim to stand in front of the pupils and denounce the attacks. ‘He was great with the children and they all loved him,’ confirms Sarah Balfour, the school’s former head. ‘He did so much … helping and supporting them and running extra clubs and activities. Sidique was a real asset to the school and always showed 100 per cent commitment.’

			Colleagues knew nothing of Khan’s hidden personal troubles; that he was estranged from his family and something of an outcast among traditional Muslims in Beeston. He’d grown up at a time of flux for the Muslim community in the north of England. While his father’s generation had come from Pakistan to provide labour for the mills and other factories – his dad was a foundryman – Khan was very British. Educated at South Leeds High School before studying business at Leeds Metropolitan University, he spoke with a distinct Yorkshire accent, not that of the old country.

			But Britain of the late 1990s wasn’t a particularly hospitable country. Like immigrant communities before them, 30 years after the arrival of a first generation, the second generation had become frustrated, one manifestation of this being civil disturbance. Jewish people had rioted in the 1930s, and the black communities of Toxteth and Brixton did likewise in 1981, both a generation after the major influx. In 2001, right on cue, the riots in Oldham, Burnley, Bradford and Leeds were partly rooted in Pakistani disquiet. Second-generation British Pakistanis have spoken and written at length about how they ‘fit in’ neither in their ancestral homeland nor the wider white British community.

			In suburbs such as Beeston, the response of some Muslims to this dislocation was to adopt an increasingly rigid Islamic identity, thereby becoming more isolated from other communities within the city. That Beeston sat on a hill two miles south of the city centre, separated from much of Leeds by the M621 motorway, served only to emphasise a local sense of detachment. Small wonder, then, that Khan and his friends tended to ‘stick to their own’.

			In the mid-1990s this ‘us against the world’ mentality was galvanised when drug dealers began to set up shop in their suburb. Crack and heroin flooded the scruffy streets, quickly taking hold of the local youth, with community elders having no idea how to deal with the scourge. Step forward the Mullah Boys – or Mullah Crew – a group of 15 to 20 second-generation young men, British-born but of Pakistani origin, who joined forces to clean up the neighbourhood. One of their tactics was to kidnap young drug addicts – with the consent of their families – and give them the cold-turkey treatment for five days. The Mullah Boys were also known for energising many disenchanted young Muslim men whose heroin abuse was giving the Asian community a bad name. Their emphasis was on strengthening them physically, often through outdoor activities, including hiking on the nearby moors.

			Khan was a leading member of the Mullah Boys, who quickly enjoyed considerable authority in the community, despite being less a political movement than a gang. Their aim hadn’t been to influence local government and change policies, but to protect their turf. According to locals, they now saw themselves as tribal Muslims, and most of the people they knew, liked and trusted came from within this tribe. What’s more, the failure of elders to protect Beeston exposed a growing and familiar rift between the ‘grateful’ first generation and their disgruntled offspring.

			‘Sid’, as he’d been known by friends since his teens, had long since found that the traditional, community-run mosque on Hardy Street had nothing to offer him. According to contemporaries, the people who ran the mosque had no idea how to connect with the second generation. They spoke and wrote in Urdu, and the only time they interacted with younger Muslims was when teaching them to recite the Qu’ran by rote – in Arabic. Khan spoke neither language.

			At some point in the mid-1990s, Khan and other Mullah boys became interested in Wahhabi fundamentalism, which its followers proclaim to be a ‘purer form’ of Islam than mainstream Sunni Islam, from which it derives. Wahhabism has been Saudi Arabia’s dominant faith for more than two centuries, an austere form of Islam that insists on a literal interpretation of the Qu’ran, forbidding tobacco, alcohol and shaving. Women in Saudi Arabia are forced to wear the full-length burqa and, until 2018, forbidden from driving. Wahhabi mosques are plain and public prayer attendance strictly enforced. Devout Wahhabis believe that all those who don’t practise their form of Islam are heathens and enemies, while critics say that Wahhabism misinterprets and distorts Islam, pointing to extremists such as Osama bin Laden and the Taliban, which forbids women from going to school or to work.

			Wahhabism ensured its modern-day survival largely through gaining the support of the Saudi royal family. In the 1970s they began spending heavily on mosques, propaganda and Wahhabi schools around the world in order to spread the creed. The US State Department estimates that over the past 40 years Riyadh has invested more than $10 billion into charitable foundations as part of a programme to spread the Wahhabi creed.

			For Khan in the late 1990s, Wahhabism’s initial appeal was that its mosque on Stratford Street both delivered sermons and printed publications in English. However, his flirtation with Wahhabism put him on a collision course with his family and their belief in the Barelvi revivalist movement within traditional Sunni Islam. The youngest of four kids – three sons and a daughter – Khan had been the first to rebel. It didn’t help that around this time his mother Mamida died, as she had doted on her last-born child.

			A second source of friction between Khan and his family had been his refusal to adhere to tribal traditions and marry a member of the city’s extended Pakistani family. Instead, during the years of his conversion to Wahhabism while studying at Leeds Met, Khan fell in love with another student, Hasina Patel. She was a Deobandi Muslim, belonging to a South Asian Wahhabi-linked movement directly opposed to the Khan family’s Barelvi convictions.

			In 2001, in a last desperate attempt to get his youngest son to obey his wishes, his father Tika Khan moved the family to Nottingham, hoping that 26-year-old Khan would follow, thereby distancing himself from his Wahhabi friends and Deobandi girlfriend. But on 22 October 2001, two days after his 27th birthday, Khan married Patel at the Pakistani Kashmiri Welfare Association office in nearby Batley, cutting links between father and son for good.

			Khan was one of many second-generation Pakistanis who baulked at the idea of an arranged marriage. To accelerate this opposition, the Mullah Boys started conducting marriages at Iqra, the local Islamic bookshop, which saw second-generation Pakistani men from Beeston wed white women. Before the marriages, the outsiders had converted to Islam, and so long as the unions were between Muslims, Khan and his friends didn’t care about tribal traditions.

			Already estranged from his family, Khan’s apparent contempt for traditional Islam now alienated him from his own community. By 1999 it seems that Khan had begun to consider a further step, from Wahhabi fundamentalism to a form of jihadism actively committed to violence. The focus of his anger appeared to be the state of his parents’ homeland and, in particular, the continuing conflict between Pakistan and India over Kashmir.

			At some point, Khan became a member of al-Muhajiroun, Britain’s most notorious Salafi-jihadist group. Formed in the UK in 1996, al-Muhajiroun openly supported Bin Laden, al-Qaeda and the Taliban, and it gained notoriety for its September 2002 conference ‘The Magnificent 19’, praising the perpetrators of the 9/11 attacks.

			Al-Muhajiroun’s self-proclaimed spiritual leader was Sheikh Omar Bakri Muhammad, a Syrian with a long history of terrorist involvement in Lebanon and Saudi Arabia prior to his claiming British asylum in 1986. Much of al-Muhajiroun’s activity took place at Finsbury Park Mosque, where the imam was Abu Hamza al-Masri. In the late 1990s Abu Hamza gained bogeyman status in the British tabloids as the face of radical Islam. His fiery rhetoric denouncing the West was so explosive that, whenever he delivered a sermon, the mosque needed to be transformed into a fortress. The fact he had a glass eye, and a metallic hook instead of a hand – he lost his eye and both hands either fighting the Soviets in Afghanistan or during a work project in Lahore, it was never clear which – only added to his villainous, piratical mystique.

			Abu Hamza ran Finsbury Park Mosque from 1997 to 2003, during which time it became a global magnet for militants. Members of the al-Qaeda network that were apprehended by the security services following 9/11 included several men who had connections with the mosque and al-Muhajiroun, including Zacarias Moussaoui, the so-called ‘20th hijacker’ and the only person the US has successfully convicted in relation to 9/11. The lack of official British action against the likes of Abu Hamza and Omar Bakri – and the growing number of Islamic radicals taking refuge in London – led to it being dubbed ‘Londonistan’ by frustrated foreign intelligence agencies.

			Amid this ferment of apparently unchecked extremism, Khan subscribed to al-Muhajiroun’s purified, politicised version of Islam. For many who followed this route, it gave an identity and a sense of belonging that transcended cultural dislocation. As a one-time radicalised Muslim put it, ‘When you’re cut off from your family, the jihadi network becomes your family. It becomes your backbone and support.’

			Khan’s first recorded involvement with jihadist groups pre-dated 9/11, taking place on 29 July 2001. The security services say he attended training camps at Mansehra in Pakistan’s North-West Frontier Province (NWFP) run by a Kashmiri terrorist group with close ties to the Taliban. He then travelled to Afghanistan, where he hoped to fight against the Northern Alliance – a loose coalition of local militias opposing Taliban rule. He was taken ill, however, a mile short of the frontline, and he returned to Beeston only days before the 9/11 attacks on the US.

			Although it would go unrealised for almost five years, Mohammad Sidique Khan’s journey to 7/7 had begun.
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			Two days after 9/11, Eliza Manningham-Buller flew back to the UK. ‘We had US Air Force jets on both of our wings because American airspace was closed,’ she recalls. ‘We felt alone in the skies above America. Looking down over New York and seeing the smoke rising from the World Trade Center site, America felt vulnerable. We all did. What was clear to me was this was going to alter our focus and our efforts.’ Vast troves of new data deluged her department, her intelligence officers sieving through it all while at the same time returning to old leads and re-interpreting previously received material. But all this did nothing to stop the next attack.

			On the morning of Saturday 22 December 2001, American Airline Flight 63 from Paris to Miami was packed with 185 passengers and 12 crew. A full plane was a rarity since 9/11, with bookings plummeting as people elected not to fly. However, just to see family at Christmas, the Western world seemed willing to suspend its collective trauma. About two hours out of Paris, passengers reported smelling smoke. The atmosphere at 35,000 feet had been tense since 11 September. Now, on Flight 63, it ratcheted up to panic.

			Flight attendants spotted a passenger bent over his seat, with his back to the aisle. One of the stewards, Florida-based Hermis Moutardier, suspected he was smoking. ‘It got me mad. I was talking to him, saying, “Excuse me,” but he just ignored me. I leaned in and said, “What are you doing?”’ As she pulled at his shoulder, he turned, giving her a glimpse of something truly terrifying. He’d got his shoe off, and it was now between his legs. ‘All I see is the wiring and the match. The match was lit.’ Twice more Hermis grabbed him, twice he pushed her away, the second time so violently that she fell against an armrest across the aisle. ‘I thought I was going to die,’ she remembers.

			Fellow flight attendant Cristina Jones intervened. She tried to pull Reid up, but he bit her hand and she screamed. Now the passengers reacted, with several crawling over the seats to restrain the would-be suicide bomber; this took quite some time, as he was six foot four and weighed over 90 kilos. They finally trussed him up with a variety of trouser belts, headphone cords and seatbelt extensions, while a doctor sedated him with Valium from the flight kit and crew members took his shoes, somewhat strangely putting them in the cockpit for safe-keeping. Meanwhile, the pilot re-routed the plane to Boston, Massachusetts – the closest US airport.

			No one knew if the suspect had any accomplices on board. A female passenger told the crew that she’d seen him the previous day at the airport with another male. Was this other person on board? If so, only this woman could identify him. Hermis ushered the distraught passenger around the plane several times to check, but she failed to spot the man in question.

			Finally, after four excruciatingly tense hours, the plane landed in Boston and FBI agents swooped on the suspect. He turned out to be a 29-year-old Englishman called Richard Colvin Reid, his hollowed-out shoes containing almost 300 grams of plastic explosive, quite enough to blow a hole in the fuselage and kill all 197 souls on-board.

			The fact that Reid was born and raised in England caused a sombre mood in MI5 headquarters. Manningham-Buller’s department now had to come to terms with the threat of radicalised suicide bombers on their very own doorstep, but at least Reid would provide a profile of the kind of person al-Qaeda identified, recruited and radicalised.

			Born in 1973 to a working-class family in Bromley, south-east London, Reid’s parents divorced when he was still a boy. His dad, a second-generation immigrant from Jamaica, had been a career criminal, forever in and out of jail. As a mixed-race child of a single mum, Reid struggled to find his place in society and performed poorly at school. At the age of 16 he quit education and fell in with a local gang, his huge frame proving useful to carry out muggings. He spent most of his twenties as a petty criminal, in and out of prison like his father. In 1995, while inside, Reid converted to Islam. Finally he belonged to a tribe, and on his release a year later he started attending Brixton Mosque.

			Reid stood out for his enthusiasm: he studied the Qu’ran every day, learned Arabic and changed his name to Abdel Rahim. Friendless, estranged from his family and isolated from moderate society, little gave meaning to his life except Islam – a perfect target for grooming. Although the imam of Brixton Mosque was not a radical Islamist, it was here that Reid met al-Qaeda member and future 9/11 plotter Zacarias Moussaoui. Investigators suspect that Moussaoui provided the spiritual leadership Reid had been lacking since his dad disappeared from his life.

			In 1997 Brixton Mosque expelled Moussaoui on account of his extremist views. Reid left too, following him to Finsbury Park Mosque. Here, Abu Hamza’s devout followers ensured that only those vouched for by personal connections gained audience to the imam’s inflammatory sermons. Through their investigation of Reid, the security services learned that al-Qaeda ‘scouts’ focused on places like Finsbury Park Mosque, where they could find disaffected young men ripe for recruiting such as Reid. And, because attendees were admitted solely on the strength of their personal connections, it was nearly impossible for the security services to plant ‘spies’.

			The Richard Reid case demonstrated the enormous challenge that MI5 and the police now faced. Until then, the machinery of the state had been tailored to deal with the threat from the Provisional IRA and, to a lesser extent, the Ulster Volunteer Force. These organisations’ modus operandi had been to plant bombs, make a warning phone call and then disappear into the crowds. The old-style terrorists didn’t want to die themselves.

			Manningham-Buller had spent years leading intelligence operations against the IRA. She’d learned that one of the most effective weapons against them was slow-burn infiltration, so by the time of the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, the Provisional IRA was riddled with British agents. However, it’s one thing combatting a terrorist organisation that has a regimented cell structure and defined aims. The amorphous networks of Islamist extremists presented a far more complex proposition. For MI5, getting agents inside or even close to this nebulous new enemy posed an unprecedented challenge. But the challenges didn’t end when infiltration or other means of identification were successful. If a suicide bomber hell bent on martyrdom was picked out, how could counter-terrorism police stop that person carrying out an attack?

			The Metropolitan Police created a suicide bomber working party tasked with reviewing strategy and coming up with a plan. They decided to seek advice from nations more accustomed to dealing with this particular threat, and they visited security forces in Sri Lanka, Russia and, in particular, Israel, where suicide bombings had become a regrettable fact of life. In 2001 alone, Israel experienced a suicide bombing every fortnight – and claimed to have prevented many more.

			What they learned in Israel was the novel set of deadly challenges suicide bombers presented to law enforcement. Because they want to die and take out as many people around them as possible, any operation to intercept them has to be covert. The explosives they use – secreted either in a bag or a body belt worn beneath their clothes – tend to be highly sensitive. What’s more, they often require just the touch of a button or the pressing together of two wires to detonate. As a result, shooting a suicide bomber in the chest is likely to set off the device. Even if it doesn’t, it might not instantly kill the bomber, who could still detonate their explosives.

			To meet this challenge, the Met team devised Operation Kratos. Named after the Greek demigod of strength and power, Kratos was essentially a shoot-to-kill policy. Firearms officers on training courses were told that the old protocols no longer held for suicide bombers. Previously, the decision to shoot was the firearm officer’s alone. They’d shout out a warning in an attempt to get the suspect to lay down their weapon. Failing that, they could choose to shoot – or not. The underlying philosophy was that only the police officer holding the gun, standing facing the threat, could truly assess the risks. Only they could make the rigorous determination that squeezing the trigger was necessary. The officer would then be answerable in court, where they might have to justify their actions.

			By contrast, Kratos moved the locus of decision-making to a ‘Designated Senior Officer’ (DSO), one of a number of specially trained officers at New Scotland Yard. At the DSO’s disposal was a set of codewords, including one that authorised the use of lethal force, and a new tactic was established – no warning was to be given. After all, that would just give the suicide bomber time to detonate. Rather, the firearms officers were to get close and shoot the suspect in the back of the head, to penetrate the brain stem. This was the only way to immediately neutralise a suicide bomber and prevent them detonating the bomb.

			The idea behind the role of the DSO was that the firearms officers on the ground would not be privy to all available intelligence about the suspect. Sitting in the control room, with access to all sources, the DSO would be seeing the full picture and so better qualified to make the decision to use lethal force, which would be relayed to the firearms officers’ headsets by radio.

			On 22 January 2003 a meeting at MI5 headquarters formally recognised Kratos. It was signed off, operationally and legally. As one firearms officer remembers, ‘Suddenly we’re going to effectively shoot to kill. It was quite shocking. We all agreed, it’s all very well provided the identification is right. And that’s really crucial.’ The grisly details of Kratos were shared with neither the media nor the general public. But they would soon emerge in the most spectacular fashion, during the violently chaotic aftermath of 7/7.
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			To the more liberal-minded Pakistanis of Beeston in the early noughties, Mohammad Sidique Khan was a passionate moderniser. As a youth worker, he tirelessly championed local kids sticking with education, presenting them with the stark alternative of a life either driving taxis or working in restaurants.

			Khan’s social life revolved around the mosques and Islamic groups of Leeds and Huddersfield. He regularly spent evenings at a gym and youth meeting place in the basement of the traditional, community-run mosque on Hardy Street. Building on his work as a learning mentor, he arranged camping and white-water rafting trips for local teens. He also volunteered at Iqra Bookshop on Bude Street. Some parents suspected that Khan was ‘selling Wahhabism’ to impressionable teens, but as one pointed out, ‘Better them being Wahhabi than on drugs.’

			It later became clear that Khan had been selling more than Wahhabism. Mark Hargreaves was an outdoor pursuits instructor who worked on some of Khan’s excursions. ‘My lasting memory of him was that he had been brainwashed. He was totally over the top. Every opportunity to bring Islam into a conversation would be manipulated, anything at all. We were sat in a cave, for instance, it was very cold and dark, and he used that as an opportunity to explain to me how the light of Islam could come into my life, and it was constant, it was just a constant barrage of these kinds of things. After a while, it became quite tiring.’

			It was common knowledge locally that Khan raised funds for the Pakistani Mujahideen fighting in Kashmir, but in private he was actively recruiting teens to the jihadi cause. His earliest known attempt at enlisting young British Pakistanis for jihad took place in Manchester, some 45 miles south-west of Leeds, during the summer of 2001. By this time Khan had grown close to two fellow members of al-Muhajiroun, Omar Sharif and Asif Hanif. In their early 20s and middle-class, both Sharif and Hanif had been radicalised when trying to broaden their educations, Sharif while attending King’s College London, and Hanif after travelling to Syria in search of his Islamic heritage.

			A Mancunian businessman called Kursheed Fiaz knew Hanif’s family well. Impressed by his dedication to Islam and unaware of his radicalisation, Fiaz invited Hanif to his office to preach to his teenage nephews. Hanif brought along his friends Omar Sharif and Mohammad Sidique Khan. Fiaz describes the first few meetings as casual, with Khan talking generally about the importance of religious duties. Only at the fourth meeting did Khan get to the point. To reinvigorate the youngsters with pure Islamic ways, he told them, he’d have to take them to Pakistan, Syria or Afghanistan.

			‘That’s when I got a bit wary,’ says Fiaz. ‘When I asked Sidique what this was about, he said, “Nothing, just to visit shrines and mosques.”’ Fiaz asked Khan and his friends to leave and not return. But it wouldn’t be the last time he heard about them.

			Back in Beeston, rumours began to swirl that local teens were getting hold of extremist materials at the Iqra Bookshop where Khan volunteered. One of them, a 17-year-old called Waheed Ali, borrowed videos that showed Muslims being killed by Serbs in Bosnia. He promptly quit smoking weed, rekindled his interest in religion and dreamed of fighting jihad. Within a week, the posters of hip-hop stars, boxers and footballers that had once covered his bedroom walls had been replaced by images of AK-47 assault rifles, and later that year he accompanied Khan to the jihadi training camp in Pakistan.

			By the summer of 2001, word reached the elders at Hardy Street Mosque that the facility Khan ran in their basement was known locally as the ‘al-Qaeda gym’. They kicked him out. In stepped Shehzad Tanweer, an 18-year-old who’d known Khan through local clubs for four years. As a youth worker, Khan had nurtured Tanweer’s deep love of cricket. Tanweer possessed outstanding ability with bat and ball, earning himself a trial with Yorkshire County Cricket Club, and he never missed the weekly Wednesday-night match at Beeston Park. Now he offered Khan a new space for the gym – the rooms above his dad’s fish and chip shop on nearby Tempest Road.

			Like Khan, Tanweer was a youngest child with two older sisters and a brother. Mum Parveen sewed clothes at home while Mohammed, his dad, had served as a police community support officer for 20 years before buying a string of local businesses. One of these was the local chippie, Southern Fisheries, where Tanweer worked behind the counter, the red Mercedes his dad bought him parked somewhat incongruously out front. But the flashy car didn’t seem nearly so paradoxical as the new gym in the loft.

			Tanweer’s devotion to cricket was matched only by his dedication to Islam. From a young age Tanweer prayed five times a day, beginning at 4 a.m., earning him the nickname ‘Pious’. He was a popular student at Wortley High School, and his application to study Sport Science at Leeds Metropolitan University reveals his impressive range of achievements. These included winning a local ‘sports personality of the year’ award, a first place in the Leeds athletic championships, a work placement teaching PE at a primary school and that trial for Yorkshire CCC. A teacher from Wortley vouched for Tanweer’s ‘motivated, modest and mature’ character. According to his older brother Nikki, however, by late 2001 ‘Pious’ had lost interest in his Sport Science studies and began spending his days playing cricket or hanging out with Khan. By 2002, despite the eight-year age difference, the pair seemed inseparable.

			In July 2003 Khan returned to the North-West Frontier Province in Pakistan to attend jihadi training camps ran by a senior Iraqi member of al-Qaeda. On the banks of the wat river, in the foothills of the Hindu Kush mountains, he learned to fire assault rifles, machine guns and rocket launchers. Others in the party received explosives training. Here, Khan met a man who’d play a key role in his journey towards 7/7. Omar Khyam was a 25-year-old from Crawley in West Sussex who was already busy plotting an atrocity on UK soil.
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			March 2003

			Houses of Parliament, London SW1

			Tony Blair entered the chamber of the House of Commons with battle-scarred briskness. It was 18 March 2003 and he needed to make his case a final time, in his attempt to persuade his party that now was the time for war. Although this was a symbolic vote – the monarch can declare war without recourse to parliament – many ministers, and Blair himself, were expected to resign if the vote was not passed.

			The drums of war had been beating determinedly since the previous summer. In November, a foundational UN resolution was unanimously passed, giving Saddam Hussein ‘a final opportunity to comply with its disarmament obligations’. The government had put forward an ‘intelligence dossier’ – Iraq – Its Infrastructure of Concealment, Deception and Intimidation – in which it claimed that Iraq possessed biological, chemical and, possibly, nuclear weapons – aka weapons of mass destruction (WMDs), making it part of the axis of evil. Moreover, the dossier asserted that Iraq had been procuring uranium from the Congo and that missiles could be fired from the country in just 45 minutes. Brits 45 mins from Doom, declared the Sun, while the Daily Star splashed with: Mad Saddam ready to attack: 45 minutes from a chemical war.

			A month before the Commons debate, Colin Powell – the US secretary of state – had shown a vial of anthrax to the UN Security Council to underline the seriousness of its use. He asserted that Iraq had ‘mobile labs’ for producing biological weapons and asked the Security Council to sanction military action. The Council refused. Member states wanted to give weapons inspectors more time, but the US said it wouldn’t wait for the inspectors to report and sought support from other nations to invade.

			At home, MPs were facing barrages of letters opposing military intervention. Just a month earlier, a million people had marched on the streets of London holding banners that said ‘Stop the War’ and ‘Not in my Name’. Even Blair’s own foreign minister, Robin Cook, had already resigned as a matter of honour.

			In the House, however, Blair was unequivocal:

			So, let me explain to the House why I believe that the threat that we face today is so serious and why we must tackle it … The threat is chaos and disorder – and there are two begetters of chaos: tyrannical regimes with WMD and extreme terrorist groups who profess a perverted and false view of Islam. Let me tell the House what I know. I know that there are some countries, or groups within countries, that are proliferating and trading in WMD – especially nuclear weapons technology.

			In Washington, DC, the planners in the Department of Defense had already put the infrastructure for war in place. They needed to go now because the summer wouldn’t be a good fighting season. Much of Blair’s determination was about the strengthening of both the Atlantic Alliance and his personal relationship with President Bush. The two clearly liked each other, as evidenced by the photoshoots of them on Bush’s Texan ranch. The day before, Bush had given an ultimatum to Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein to leave Iraq within 48 hours or face military action.

			In the House of Commons, Blair went on:

			We must face the consequences of the actions we advocate. For those of us who support the course that I am advocating, that means all the dangers of war. But for others who are opposed to this course, it means – let us be clear – that for the Iraqi people, whose only true hope lies in the removal of Saddam, for them, the darkness will close back over. They will be left under his rule, without any possibility of liberation – not from us, not from anyone.

			In the end, the vote was 412 to 149. The prime minister had his mandate.

			Two days later, on 20 March 2003, just shy of 300,000 US and coalition troops invaded Iraq across its border with Kuwait. By May, Iraq’s army had been defeated and its regime overthrown. Saddam Hussein was later captured, tried and executed.

			Excluding Kurdish and opposition Iraqi forces, only the UK, Australia and Poland participated in the US invasion, while Kuwait allowed its territory to be used as a launch base. Spain and Italy gave diplomatic backing, along with several eastern European nations. However, a number of former US and UK allies refused to support military action. These included Canada, Mexico, Germany, France and Turkey, along with Middle Eastern states who had supported the US in the Gulf War, such as Saudi Arabia.

			It’s estimated that, between 2003 and 2011, 461,000 people died in Iraq from war-related causes, and that the war cost the US $3 trillion. Within months of the invasion, the justifications for it had vanished – there simply weren’t any WMDs to be found in the territory of Iraq. Eliza Manningham-Buller later said of the Iraq invasion: ‘We gave Bin Laden his jihad.’

			Speaking to the 2010 Chilcott inquiry examining Britain’s role in the Iraq war, Manningham-Buller stated, ‘Our involvement in Iraq, for want of a better word, radicalised a whole generation of young people, some of them British citizens who saw our involvement in Iraq, on top of our involvement in Afghanistan, as being an attack on Islam.’ She then corrected herself by adding: ‘Not a whole generation, a few among a generation.’

			‘What Iraq did,’ she continued, ‘was produce fresh impetus on people prepared to engage in terrorism. The Iraq war heightened the extremist view that the West was trying to bring down Islam.’ To tackle the sharp spike in Islamic-inspired plots, in 2003 Manningham-Buller asked the prime minister for something unheard of in peacetime – a doubling of MI5’s budget. With the resulting cash, she opened eight regional offices.

			Within a year of the 2003 invasion, MI5 was ‘swamped’ with leads about extreme Islamic terrorist activity – an avalanche of information, communications, recordings and possible suspects. Every new individual that came to its notice had connections – phone calls, text messages and meetings – with dozens of others. MI5 faced the unenviable challenge of trying to discern the important signals against the increasingly raucous background noise. Which of the many new potential suspects should the security services be monitoring, and which were merely harmless friends or family that had nothing to do with terrorism? ‘We were very pressed with much, much work,’ Manningham-Buller says. ‘We had hundreds of people we were concerned about.’

			Just as the security services were ramping up their surveillance, Khan was becoming increasingly active in jihadist circles and was now sometimes spotted in cars with known activists, while being on friendly terms with others. His activism, however, always fell short of the threshold of what was considered a threat by the security services.

			On 14 April 2003, at the behest of the security services, a police surveillance team was on the trail of a former Special Forces operative from Leeds, Martin ‘Abdullah’ McDaid. He’d been in the sights of MI5 since 1998, suspected of recruiting for jihad. He was also one of two men behind a suspected Islamist training camp in the Lake District in January 2001. On this day, just over three weeks after the Iraq war had begun, McDaid was seen by police surveillance officers leaving a mosque in Beeston with four or five others. They all got into a blue BMW that drove towards the city centre for three minutes before stopping for McDaid to get out. Police checks revealed that the keeper of the car was ‘Sidique Khan’ of 11 Gregory Street, Batley, on the outskirts of Leeds. Detectives assessed Khan and deemed him not to be of national security significance or of relevance to McDaid. As a result, his details weren’t shared with MI5.

			Six weeks after the start of the Iraq war, the very first suicide attack that originated in Britain – in Derby – was staged. Sometime after midnight on 30 April, in a hotel room in central Tel Aviv, two young Englishmen strapped bomb belts around their waists and set off for the city’s beachfront promenade. At about 00:45 they headed for the entrance of Mike’s Place, a popular blues bar next to the American embassy. A security guard, Avi Tabib, didn’t like the look of the pair and stopped them from coming in. One tried to rush through. Tabib grabbed him and, during the ensuing struggle, the interloper triggered his explosive belt. Meanwhile, the second man tried but failed to detonate his device and fled on foot. Three people were killed in the attack – including a musician and a waitress. Another 55 were injured, ten seriously, with one woman losing an arm. Miraculously, Avi Tabib survived.

			Within hours Israeli security forces named the attackers. The dead man was Asif Hanif, 21, of Hounslow, west London, a suburb near Heathrow Airport with a large Asian community. His accomplice – Omar Khan Sharif, 27, from Normanton, Derby – was being hunted by police and Israeli security services. The two men with British passports had entered Israel from the West Bank a day earlier. It was unclear whether they brought the suicide belts
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