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A MODEL INVESTIGATION 

SURVEILLANCE TEAMS FROM London's Metropolitan Police and 

MIS, the United Kingdom's domestic intelligence agency, were 

staking out a brick house at 386A Forest Road in Walthamstow. 

It was late July 2006, and the weather was unusually hot in north

east London: 89 degrees Fahrenheit, with blue skies and a gentle 
breeze out of the southwest. Number 386Awas a three-bedroom 

flat in a block of close-set houses. MIS and the police were moni

toring Abdulla Ahmed Ali and Tanvir Hussain, who had bought 

the flat on July 20 for about $250,000.1 Walthamstow is famous 
for its market, which stretches nearly a mile along High Street. In 

recent years the city's Muslim population had swelled, and many 

of the families were of Pakistani descent. Large-scale immigration 

from Pakistan to Britain began in the 1950s; by 2005, according 

the British government, nearly 50 percent of Muslims in England 
were Pakistani.2 

As Hussain and Ali walked into the flat, they sensed they were 

being watched. 
"How is the skin infection you were telling me about? Has it 

got worse or is the cream working?" a contact in Pakistan asked Ali, 

using a Yahoo! e-mail account.3 

British and American intelligence agents, who were monitor

ing their communications, believed the e-mail was sent by Rashid 

1 



2 HUNTING IN THE SHADOWS 

Rau£ referred to by Ali as Paps or Papa. A known al Qa' ida opera~ 

tive, Rauf had once been a member of the Pakistani terrorist group 

Jaish~e~Mohammad and was married to a relative of the group's 

founder, Maulana Masood Azhar. Rauf was born in England to 
Pakistani parents, who brought him up in Birmingham, where his 

father was a baker. The CIA had been tracking Rauf on suspicion 
that he was involved in a number of terrorist plots overseas. 

"Listen, it's confirmed," replied Ali a few days later. "I have fever. 

Sometimes when I go out in the sun to meet people, I feel hot. By 
the way I set up my music shop now. I only need to sort out the 
opening time. I need stock."4 

"Do you think you can still open the shop with this skin problem? 

Is it only minor or can you still sort an opening time without the skin 
problem worsening?" came the reply from Pakistan the next day.5 

"I will still open the shop," Ali responded. "I don't think it's so bad 

that I can't work. But if! feel really ill, fIllet you know. I also have to 

arrange for the printers to be picked up and stored ... I have done all 

my prep, all I have to do is sort out opening timetable and bookings."6 

British intelligence officials, who had dubbed the investigation 

Operation Overt, believed that "skin infection" meant surveillance. 
Abdulla Ahmed Ali's concerns were, of course, justified. British 

authorities hadn't yet figured out exactly what the cell was plan~ 

ning, but they knew enough to become alarmed, especially on the 
heels of the successful July 7 terrorist attack in London a year ear~ 

lier, which had killed fifty~two people and injured more than seven 

hundred others. In domestic and international intelligence circles, 
anxiety was growing that Ali, Hussain, and several of their friends 

were planning a major terrorist operation. 

A Flood of Martyr Operations 

Abdulla Ahmed Ali and Tanvir Hussain had raised no red flags as 

students. "They were normal boys," recalled Mark Hough, a teacher 
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at Aveling Park School, a secondary school of six hundred students 

that Ali had attended ten years before. "Ali was a good sportsman, 

a nice lad, and a typical fourteen~year~0Id."7 Hanif Qadir, who ran a 

youth center called the Active Change Foundation, came to a simi~ 

lar conclusion: "Abdulla Ahmed Ali was a very upstanding young 
man:'8 Qadir and several colleagues had established the foundation 

in 2003 to provide a haven for estranged youth at risk for violent 

extremism, and Ali and several friends had worked out at its gym. 
Ali, whom his friends dubbed "the Emir," was now twenty~five 

years old, a husband, and the father of a two~year~old son. He was 

taller than most of his friends and walked with a self~confident 

swagger. His charismatic personality and candidness attracted 

friends and frequently placed him at the center of attention. "I 
would describe [Ali] as a strong character, someone who's upfront, 

which I liked about him," one of his friends later remarked. "He 
would speak his mind:'9 

Ali possessed a good education and a degree in computer sys~ 
terns engineering. Born in East London, he was one of eight chil~ 

dren from a successful first~generation Pakistani immigrant family. 

He had been devout since age fifteen, when he had become a fol~ 

lower of the Tablighi Jamaat movement, which had been founded 

in 1927 in Delhi to encourage Muslims to adhere more closely to 
the practices of the Prophet Muhammad. Ali had short~cropped 

hair and brown eyes. He kept his beard neatly trimmed, though it 

became patchy below his cheekbones, and he had a pockmark just 
above the bridge of his nose. Ali wore Western clothes and looked 

like a typical British young man. But privately he had developed a 
profound rage at the United States and Britain for their military 

operations in Afghanistan, Iraq, and other Muslim countries. 
"Thanks to God, I swear by Allah, I have the desire since the 

age of fifteen or sixteen to participate in jihad in the path of Allah," 

he bragged in a video produced in late July 2006, pointing his index 

finger at the camera. "Stop meddling in our affairs and we will leave 

you alone. Otherwise expect floods of martyr operations against 
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you, and we will take our revenge and anger, ripping amongst your 
people and scattering the people and your body parts and your peo~ 
pIe's body parts responsible for these wars and oppression decorat~ 
ing the streets."lO 

Ali's friend Tanvir Hussain was also twenty~five years old. Born 
in Blackburn, Lancashire, he had moved with his family when he 
was a young child to Ley ton, a high~density suburban area of East 
London that boasted sizable numbers of ethnic minorities, including 

Pakistanis. In previous days the neighborhood had been home to the 
film director Alfred Hitchcock and the soccer superstar David Beck-

ham. Hussain met Ali in secondary school. He went on to work as 
a parHime postman and studied business and information systems 
at Middesex University in northwest London. He was educated, gre~ 
garious, and a respectable athlete, excelling at cricket and soccer. He 
had an olive complexion, a crew cut that gave him a boyish look, dark 
brown eyes, and a short beard. His nose, which was crooked and jut

ted to the right, looked like it had been broken in a bar fight. 
Hussain had dabbled with drinking, drugs, and girls in col~ 

lege, before finding Islam. He blamed the West for killing Muslims 
abroad and vowed to commit suicide to kill Westerners. "You know, 
I only wish I could do this again-you know, come back and do this 
again," he shrieked into the camera in his own video confessional, 
"and just do it again and again until people come to their senses and 
realize, you know, don't mess with the Muslims:'ll 

Links to Pakistan 

What most alarmed British and American officials, however, were 
the young men's connections with al Qi ida operatives. One of 
the most notable was Rashid Rau£ who was the primary conduit 
between al Qa'ida in Pakistan and Abdulla Ahmed Ali and his col~ 
leagues. In 2003 and 2004, Ali had worked in Pakistan for a char~ 
ity called Crescent Relie£ which was run by Rashid Rauf's family. 
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He returned to the United Kingdom in January 2005 and then 
made several trips back to Pakistan in 2005 and 2006,12 When he 

returned in June 2006, British police and intelligence officials were 
sufficiently interested in him to open his luggage. Inside they found 
a large number of batteries, the powdered soft drink Tang, and 
other possible components of a homemade bombP 

Ali kept in regular contact with Rashid Rauf and others in Paki
stan via e-mail, text messages, and phone calls. The ability of the 
plotters to visit Pakistan, which many of them did in the years before 
2006, and remain in contact with operatives such as Rauf trans

formed them from novices to professional terrorists. They became 
knowledgeable about explosives, including the use of hydrogen per
oxide as a key component in bombs. Interacting with radicalized al 
Qa'ida operatives in Pakistan made them more committed to terror

ism. They were savvier, utilizing countersurveillance techniques they 
had learned in training camps in Pakistan. They also h:>.d coaching, 
operational guidance, and encouragement from Pakistan during the 
planning process. Several of the e-mails, presumably from Rashid 
Rau£ prodded Ali and his colleagues to move faster. On July 20, 
2006, Ali's contact in Pakistan told him, "You need to get a move on. 
Let me know when you can get it for me."14 

The most senior al Qa'ida official involved in the plot was Abu 
Ubaydah aI-Masri, al Qa'ida's head of external operations, who had 
helped plan the operation from Pakistan. He had been an al Qa'ida 
commander in Konar Province and had worked his way to the top of 
al Qa'ida's leadership structure. Rauf appeared to be a middleman 
between Abu Ubaydah aI-Masri and the UK plotters. In addition, 
British intelligence identified one of Abdulla Ahmed Ali's associ
ates as Mohammed GuIzar, a native of Birmingham who had left 
the United Kingdom in 2002 after being implicated with Rashid 
Rauf in the murder of RauE's uncle. Galzar had returned to Britain 
from South Africa in 2006 under the false name AltafRavat.15 

Another associate was Mohammed al-Ghabra, a twenty-eight
year-old Syrian-born naturalized British citizen who lived with his 
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mother and sister in London. According to U.S. government docu~ 
ments, which were shared with the British, Ghabra had organized 
travel for several individuals to meet al Qi ida leaders in Pakistan 
and Iraq and undertake jihad training.l6 U.S. and UK intelligence 
agencies suspected that Ghabra was an al Qa'ida facilitator. In 
fact, the British began Operation Overt because they came across 
Abdulla Ahmed Ali's cell when they were monitoring the activities 
of Ghabra and his network of associates. 

American Concerns 

By 2006 government officials on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean 
had become increasingly concerned about a terrorist attack against 
one or more airplanes in Europe or the United States. The FBI had 
sent MIS a 2003 bulletin titled "Possible Hijacking Tactic for Using 
Aircraft as Weapons," which warned that suicide terrorists might 
be plotting to hijack transatlantic aircraft by smuggling explosives 
past airport security and assembling the bombs on board. It con~ 
cluded that "components of improvised explosive devices can be 
smuggled onto an aircraft, concealed in eithe!" clothing or personal 
carry~on items like shampoo and medicine bottles, and assembled 
on board. In many cases of suspicious passenger activity, incidents 
have taken place in the aircraft's forward lavatory."l7 

The CIA and other U.S. intelligence agencies helped track the 
cell's support network in Pakistan, and the FBI and the Depart~ 
ment of Homeland Security focused on links to the United States. 
Michael Chertof£ secretary of the Department of Homeland Secu~ 
tity, chaired a series of meetings on Operation Overt, using the Roo~ 
sevelt Room in the White House for several of them. Most of the 
participants, including John Negroponte, the director of national 
intelligence, were confident that the British had the investigation 
under control,l8 

At the FBI, director Robert Mueller called a meeting of his senior 
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staff after being briefed on the plot. "Our first question should be, 

what are the plotters' capabilities?" said Philip Mudd, who was dep

uty director of the FBI's National Security Branch, which oversaw 
counterterrorism and counterintelligence investigations. "Is there an 

imminent threat? Do they have access to weapons and explosives?" 

The advisers nodded. The answer appeared to be yes. 
"Second," he continued, "what is their intent?" 

The available evidence suggested that they were targeting flights. 
"Third, what are their overseas connections?" 

The answer was disturbing. Ali and Hussain were in touch 

with al Qa'ida operatives in Pakistan. This connection made it one 

of the most serious plots-perhaps the most serious plot-targeting 

the United States since September 11, 2001.19 

Others agreed. "As an operation," remarked Art Cummings, 

the FBI's special agent in charge of the Counterterrorism Division 
and Intelligence Branch at the Washington field office, "it did not 

appear to be just a homegrown plot. There were growing signs that 
it had al Qa'ida direction."20 

Cummings was a rising star at the FBI. His father had worked 

at the U.S. Department of Agriculture and later been assigned to 

Pakistan and Brazil, where Cummings spent time as a child. He 

attended high school in Bowie, Maryland, a suburban town 15 

miles northeast of Washington, and served in the U.S. military 

as an elite Navy SEAL. He had also learned Mandarin Chinese, 

which came in handy when he investigated Chinese espionage cases 

for the FBIY By the summer of2006, Cummings had settled into 

his job in the Washington field office. He hit the gym religiously, 

often sailed on the weekends, and most days carried a .40-caliber 

Glock. At forty-eight, he had magnetic blue eyes and a charm
ing personality. But he was not afraid to be blunt, and Director 

Mueller occasionally chided him for having "sharp elbows." When 

asked by the head of a prominent Muslim organization why the 

FBI was so interested in the Muslim cotnmunity, Cummings was 
frank. "I can name the homegrown cells, all of whom are Mus-
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lim, all of whom were seeking to murder Americans," he replied. 
"It's not the Irish, it's not the French, it's not the Catholics, it's not 
the Protestants, it's the Muslims."22 Cummings was intensely pas~ 

sionate about his job and now devoted his time to focusing on the 

airlines plot. 

Long before September 11, al Qi ida had considered using air~ 

planes as weapons. Cummings and other FBI and CIA officials 

remembered Operation Bojinka, a failed plot by al Qa' ida opera~ 

tives Khalid Sheikh Mohammed and his nephew, Ramzi Youse£ to 

blow up twelve airliners and their passengers as they flew from Asia 
to the United States. The plot was uncovered in the Philippines in 

1995 after a fire at Yousef's safe house brought him to the atten~ 

tion of local police. Files found on his laptop contained flight data 
on aircraft, including departure times, flight numbers, flight dura~ 

tions, and aircraft types. Youse£ who had been involved in planning 

the 1993 World Trade Center attack in New York, was eventually 

arrested in February 1995 in Islamabad by Pakistani authorities, 
with assistance from the United States. Abu Ubaydah al~Masri 

had apparently drawn on lessons from Operation Bojinka when 
instructing Abdulla Ahmed Ali and his network. 23 

Preparing the Bombs 

InJuly 2006, MI5 and Metropolitan Police kept Ali under close sur~ 

veillance, even watching him when he played tennis in the local park 

with Hussain and other friends. British security agents originally 
calculated that Ali's and Hussain's cell consisted of at least eight 

members. But they eventually discovered more than fifty potential 

members who were planning several waves of attacks, forcing MI5 

and law enforcement officials to deploy nearly thirty surveillance 

teams to monitor the suspects. The security agents watched them 
around the clock, following them on shopping trips to supermar~ 

kets, pharmacies, and garden centers. One of their most unusual 
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purchases was a large quantity of Lucozade and Oasis, energy 

drinks they found in local supermarkets. After a few weeks, there 

was a major breakthrough. British intelligence used an informant to 
get bugged phones into the hands of the cell members. This was to 

have a remarkable impact on better understanding the plot. 

One day Ali met a young man in the park, well outside of 

eavesdropping range. The surveillance team followed the new sus

pect to High Wycombe, a town of about 100,000 people 30 miles 

northwest of London. British intelligence identified the individual 

as twenty-six-year-old Assad Ali Sarwar, who they soon discovered 

was the principal bomb maker. 

Figure 1: Map of Greater LOlldon 



10 HUNTING IN THE SHADOWS 

Sarwar was heavyset, with dark bushy eyebrows, fleshy cheeks, 

full lips, and an overgenerous nose. Unlike Ali and Hussain, he 

didn't grow a beard but sported a thin layer of stubble. Sarwar 

was an unemployed dropout from BruneI University, a medium
tier British schooL At the time he was living with his parents in 

High Wycombe. Between 2002 and 2005 he held a variety of jobs: 

postman, shelf-stacker at Asda supermarket, security guard, and 
information technology worker for British Telecom. He had a repu

tation for being too direct, sometimes to the point of being boor

ish. He first traveled to Pakistan in 2003 with the Islamic Medical 

Association charity and met Ali, and he returned in 2005 when he 

met a man calledJamil Shah, who taught him how to make bombs. 

Sarwar's role in buying bomb-making material and mixing ingredi

ents suggests that he received more technical training in Pakistan 

than other members of the cell. 
British intelligence soon discovered that Sarwar was mixing 

hydrogen peroxide with several other chemicals and storing the 

mixture in his garage. Hydrogen peroxide is a pale blue liquid, 

slightly more viscous than water. Most people use it for bleaching 

hair, cleaning cuts, and other household purposes. But when mixed 

with certain ingredients, it is highly sensitive to heat, electrical 

shock, and friction and can be ignited with fire or electrical charges. 

More important, it is a critical ingredient in such highly explosive 

compounds as hexamethylene triperoxide diamine (HMTD) and 

triacetone triperoxide (T A TP), which had been used by al Qa'ida 

and other terrorists in previous attacks. 
MIS and police surveillance teams continued to monitor the 

brick building on Forest Road, but they needed to get inside to see 
what the cell was doing. One night when no one was home, a small 

team broke into the flat with a night-vision camera and videotaped 

the items Ali and Hussain had bought on their shopping expedi

tions, including the Lucozade and Oasis bottles. They also installed 

a camera in the wall to provide live pictures and sound. The posi
tion of the camera wasn't ideal, since it showed only a partial view 
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of the flat, but it was good enough to give British authorities a sense 

of what was going on. MIS and the police were trying to under

stand everything about the individuals they were monitoring

they watched the suspects during the day and found out who their 
friends and associates were, which restaurants and gyms they used, 

and which Internet sites they surfed. They bugged their flat, tapped 

their phone lines, tracked their Internet and mobile phone usage, 

watched their credit card and bank transactions, and covertly moni
tored their movements, all in an effort to build as complete a picture 
of the terrorists as possible. 24 

While Ali and Hussain suspected British intelligence might 

be monitoring their movements, they had no idea that they were 
being watched on a live video link as they prepared ingredients for 

the bombs in the flat. Surveillance teams observed them as they 

drilled small holes in the bottoms of the energy drink bottles and 

took turns inserting syringes into the holes, extracting the sugary 
water, and squirting in a mixture of hydrogen peroxide that Sarwar 

had concocted. They then injected food coloring into each bottle, 

restoring the appearance of a sports drink, and filled the hole in the 
bottom so that the seal on the cap remained unbroken. 

The homemade bomb was ingenious, though anyone carrying it 

onto a plane would have to partially assemble it after going through 

airport security. To set off the bomb, each te'rrorist was supposed 

to heat up a low-voltage bulb that was sitting in either HMTD 

or T A TP, using power from a disposable camera. The explosion 
would then initiate the main charge-the hydrogen peroxide mix

and bring down the airplane. The terrorists also mixed Tang with 

hydrogen peroxide and other ingredients to color the liquid and cre

ate a more powerful explosion. Ali had scribbled notes to help him 
remember: 

Clean batteries. Perfect disguise. Drink bot des. Lucozade, 

orange, red. Oasis, orange, red. Mouthwash, blue, red. Calcu

late exact drops of Tang and colour. Make in HP [hydrogen 
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peroxide]. Check time to fill each bottle. Check time taken 

to dilute in HP. Decide on which battery to use for D. Note: 

small is best.25 

If they could get the measurements right, a bomb in a Luco~ 

zade or Oasis bottle could contain half a kilogram of explosive. A 

bomb of that size could be catastrophic if placed appropriately on 

an airplane, especially in a pressurized cabin at 30,000 feet. Surveil~ 

lance teams overheard the plotters discussing the construction of 

eighteen bombs for their attack, suggesting that the cell planned to 

destroy nine passenger flights in midair. Each cell member intended 

to carry two bottled explosives through security in case one of them 

was taken away. 

In July, with British police and intelligence agents listening, Ali 

and Hussain discussed potential targets. 

"I wanted to find out from the travel agent ... the ten most 

popular places that British people holiday," noted Hussain. 

"We got six people in it. Me, Omar B., lbo, Arrow and Waheed," 

responded Ali, referring to the number of terrorists. "There's 

another three units, there's another three dudes." 
"There's another three more, huh:>" Hussain queried. "Seven, 

eight, nine, ten, eleven, twelve, thirteen-that's 15 ... 18. Phew! 
Think of it, yeah."26 

With the help of colleagues in Pakistan, the British terrorists 

had learned from past plots and attacks. Their decision to disguise 
the explosives as sports drinks was calculated to exploit vulner~ 

abilities in airline security, which would enable them to smuggle 

the bottles through screening. In late July 2006, many cell mem~ 

bers had applied for new passports by claiming that their previously 
issued passports had been lost or stolen. British officials believed 

that the new passports may have included pictures of the plotters 
that showed them as Westernized in appearance and would have 

erased all stamps and visas, especially to countries of concern, such 
as Pakistan.27 Moreover, the cell was clearly watching UK and inter~ 



A MODEL INVESTIGATION 13 

national security agencies and their security practices and probing 
for weaknesses. The media coverage that had followed many of the 

previous plots and attacks, including the availability of transcripts 

from the legal trials of the accused, provided useful information for 
terrorists on government tactics, techniques, and procedures. 

Furthermore, the plotters used coded language in their com~ 
munications, referring to government surveillance as "skin infec~ 
tion" and" fever," to their bomb factory as the "music shop," to a u.s. 
airplane carrier as the "bus service," and to a dry run of the attack 
as "the rapping concert rehearsal."28 They were also careful to meet 

in large open areas that were beyond eavesdropping range, in some 

cases lying facedown to communicate to minimize detection.29 

Trial Run 

In mid~July, Ali's contact in Pakistan, presumably Rashid Rau£ 

encouraged the cell members to go on a trial run to test airport 
security. 

"Hi gorgeous," he wrote. "Well nice to hear from you . .. Your 

friend can go for his rapping concert rehearsal ... But somewhere 

popular would be good ... Make sure he goes on the bus service 
which is most common over there."3o 

British police and intelligence officers followed Ali into an 

Internet cafe, where he downloaded transatlantic flight schedules. 

He appeared to be particularly interested in United and American 

Airlines, as well as Air Canada. Surveillance teams then heard Ali 

and Hussain discussing possible destinations, including Washing~ 

ton, D.C., New York, Chicago, San Francisco, Los Angeles, Mon~ 

treat and Toronto. British authorities believed that the terrorist cell 

intended to explode the liquid bombs over the Atlantic. 

Throughout their final preparations, the plotters maintained 

close contact with al Qi ida operatives in Pakistan, especially Rashid 

Rau£ who provided operational and tactical guidance. While in 
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Pakistan in June 2006, Ali had registered two e-mail addresses to 

communicate with Rauf. For one he claimed to be an American 

woman called Tippu Khjan from Shepherdstown, West Virginia. 

In the second address he used the identity Jameel Masood, again 
filling in "United States" under the location heading. Sarwar also 

set up e-mail accounts under false names. 

Around August 3, British government officials informed their 

American counterparts that the plotters were probably planning 
to detonate the bombs on flights to the United States and Can

ada. This raised the stakes for U.S. officials. Willie Hulon, who 

headed the FBI's National Security Branch, called Art Cummings 

at the Washington field office and placed him in charge of the FBI's 
response. Cummings jumped into his Chrysler 300, switched on 

the flashing blue and red lights, and raced to the National Coun

terterrorism Center in McLean, Virginia. After being briefed on 

the intelligence, he suggested that the FBI begin issuing orders for 

wiretaps and physical surveillance of people in the United States 
who were suspected of having connections to the plot. 

"Our focus," he said, should be "Is there anything bad that could 

kill us here?" He told his agents, "Give me everything we've got on 

these guys. I need to know everybody who's touched any of these 

guys ever in their lives, from the time they were born. Every person 

these guys have ever spoken to, paid, run into." 
Cummings's list highlighted the complexity of the FBI's 

response and the quantity of information that the Bureau needed 

to collect and analyze. He wanted to know "who went to school 

with them, had any type of contact with them, any type of com

munication with family members, friends of family, all of them. I 
want financials, associates, travel. Start giving me numbers that I 

can start working with." But that wasn't all. "Put on technical sur

veillance 24/7," he continued, referring to twenty-four-hour wire

taps and electronic bugs. "Wake 'em up, put 'em to bed. Every single 

piece has to be reviewed and looked at, not just for threats but for 
opportunity."31 
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By late July 2006, Assad Ali Sarwar had prepared the hydro~ 

gen peroxide. Some of it was later recovered from his garage in a 
boiled~down form, a concentration that could be used for an attack. 

Sarwar also buried a suitcase that contained bomb components, 

including thermometers, citric acid, hexamine, hydrogen perox~ 

ide, syringes, and glass flasks under the roots of a tree in the High 
Wycombe woods. In a nearby wooded area, search teams discov~ 

ered 20 liters of hydrogen peroxide in S~liter containers hidden in 

black garbage bags. "We found out we was under surveillance," said 
Abdulla Ahmed Ali, "so I told [Sarwar) to hide it:'32 

There were other disturbing developments. On July 27 surveil~ 

lance teams listened to cell members putting together martyrdom 
videos at 386A Forest Road. Abdulla Ahmed Ali made his video 

using a Sony Handycam camera and angrily addressed Western~ 

ers. "Sheikh Osama [bin Laden) warned you many times to leave 
our lands or you will be destroyed," he counseled. "A ~d now the 

time has come for you to be destroyed, and you have nothing but 

to expect that floods of martyr operations, volcanoes, anger, and 
revenge are erupting among your capital."33 The same day T anvir 

Hussain produced a similar video warning that "collateral damage 
is going to be inevitable and people are going to die."34 

On July 31, British intelligence and police found two plastic 

bags in East London that contained wires attached to miniature 

bulbs with exposed filaments designed to spark liquid bombs. The 

DNA and fingerprints on the bags and material belonged to Tanvir 
Hussain. On August 7, British home secretary John Reid and MIS, 

worried that cell members had turned to final preparations and 

that attacks were imminent, alerted key cabinet members about 

the plot. On August 8 the secretary of state for transport, Douglas 
Alexander, was given a full intelligence briefing on Operation Overt 

while on vacation in the Isle of Man. 
The next day Alexander flew back to London in a Minis~ 

try of Defense helicopter. The direCtor~general of MIS, Eliza 

Manningham~Buller, updated him on unfolding events, noting 
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that "there was an alleged plot to bring down a number of aircraft 
over the Atlantic." She added that "there was surveillance of the 

suspects under way. And there would be an operational judgment 
made by the police as to the right time to take action against the 
individuals who were under surveillance."35 Manningham~Buller 

was the daughter of Viscount Dilhorne, who had served as solici~ 
tor general, attorney general, and lord chancellor in Conservative 
governments from 1951 to 1964. Growing up in the company of 
ministers, she knew how to work with intelligence agents and gov~ 
ernment officials.36 · 

Back in Washington, senior White House, Department of 
Homeland Security, CIA, and FBI officials were equally alarmed, 
and they remained in regular contact with the British. Art Cum~ 
mings observed that U.S. government officials were growing rest~ 
less because the British had not yet arrested the plotters. Indeed, 
British officials were willing to let the surveillance efforts continue 
in order to collect intelligence on the plotters' support network. On 
Wednesday, August 9, Home Secretary Reid told colleagues that 
an attack "was not imminent. There was sufficient time left to take 
any action should it prove necessary."37 

That day cell member Umar Islam made: a martyrdom video in 
the flat on 386A Forest Road. "If you want to kill our women and 
children, then the same thing will happen to you," he warned. "This 
is not a joke. If you think you can go into our land and do what you 
are doing in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Palestine and keep on support~ 
ing those that are fighting against the Muslims and think it will not 
come back on to your doorstep, then you have another thing com~ 
ing." Umar Islam then acknowledged that he had been inspired by 
Osama bin Laden and Taliban leader Mullah Muhammad Omar. 
"Mullah Omar, Sheikh Osama, keep on going and remain firm. 
You inspired many of the Muslims and inspired me personally to 
follow the true path of the Prophet:'38 

Ali directed Umar Islam during the videotaping. "Relax, don't 
try and speak posh English. Speak normal English that you nor~ 
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mally speak. When you mention Allah, do that," Ali continued, 

extending his index finger upward and then moving it downward 
violently for emphasis. "When you're making a point, point away, 

that hand movement, you're warning the kuffar. Give a bit of aggres~ 
sion, yeah, a bit loudly. We're higher than everyone else."39 

Umar Islam had narrowly avoided blowing the operation. A few 
days before, his wife had stumbled on the script of his suicide video, 

which had accidentally fallen out of his pocket. "I came in, I saw it 

on the table," said Islam, referring to the script. His wife picked it 
up. "Is this what I think it is?" she asked. He retorted, "Don't ask me 

no questions."4o Despite his wife's protests, he refused to explain or 

discuss the matter further. 

The Arrests 

By August 9, John Reid was still comfortable enough with the 
pace of the investigation that he attended a soccer game that eve~ 

ning between his beloved Celtic team and Chelsea in London at 

Stamford Bridge, Chelsea's home stadium. But a development in 

Pakistan changed the course of the operation. Pakistan's intelli~ 

gence agency, the Directorate for Inter~Services Intelligence (lSI), 
arrested Rashid Rauf. British officials believed that once cell mem~ 

bers in the UK heard about the arrest, they would stop planning 

and destroy the evidence. 

The British were furious. The CIA, which had been monitoring 

Rauf in Pakistan, was concerned that he was preparing to go into 

hiding and had encouraged the arrest. He was believed to be devel~ 

oping several international terrorist plots in addition to the British 
one, and American and Pakistani intelligence officials wanted to 

interrogate him. U.S. government officials had reached their risk 
threshold. It unnerved them that the plotters in the UK were on 

the verge of launching an attack. As Michael Chertoff acknowl~ 

edged, "We needed to bring the case to resolution before there was 



18 HUNTING IN THE SHADOWS 

a serious prospect that it might become active."41 Over at the FBI, 

Philip Mudd agreed. Rashid Rauf was targeting the United States, 

and there was a narrowing window of opportunity to capture him. 
Agents had good intelligence on his current location, but that might 

change in an instant. American officials were worried that he would 

go underground in Pakistan's tribal areas, where CIA coverage was 
spotty. "If we didn't catch him now," Mudd argued, "he would likely 

disappear." And they might not get another shot at him. "Rauf was 
a core plotter," emphasized Mudd. "He was a big deal."42 

For Art Cummings, the capture of Rashid Raufillustrated a lin

gering struggle between the CIA and the FBI. Raufhad been seized 

with his laptop, but the CIA refused to share the laptop-or the 
information in it-with the FBI. "The irony," said Cummings, "is 

that we didn't have enough information to prosecute a case against 
Rashid Rauf in the United States if the Pakistanis extradited him 
to us, even though they were unlikely to do SO."43 

Senior British officials were stunned that they had not been given 

adequate warning of Rauf's arrest. They had been caught completely 

off guard. Even more disturbing, Rauf soon escaped from Pakistani 

custody. He and his police escort entered a mosque in Rawalpindi to 

pray; Rauf went to the bathroom, jumped out the window, shaved 

his beard, and fled to Pakistan's tribal areas. U.S. and British intel

ligence agents strongly believed that the police officers escorting him 
facilitated his escape. The United States eventually tracked him 

down, and two years later he was killed in a drone strike. 

On August 9, 2006, however, with Rauf still in Pakistani cus

tody, British police suddenly had to arrest a number of suspects 

whom they hadn't planned to seize for several more days. "We 

believed the Americans had demanded the arrest and we were angry 
we had not been informed. We were being forced to take action, to 

arrest a number of suspects, which normally would have required 

days of planning and briefing," remarked Andy Hayman of the Met
ropolitan Police. "Fearful for the safety of American lives, the U.S. 

authorities had been getting edgy, seeking reassurance that this was 
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not going to slip through our hands. We moved from having conge~ 
nial conversations to eyeball-to~eyeball confrontations:'44 

At 9:30 p.m. on August 9, the UK government's crisis commit
tee, referred to as COBRA, held an emergency meeting in Cabinet 

Office Briefing Room A, which was in a secure cellar in Whitehall 

between the Houses of Parliament and Trafalgar Square and gave 

the committee its name. The room is linked to Downing Street, 

where the British prime minister lives, and other government 

buildings, such as the Foreign and Commonwealth Office and the 

Cabinet Office, through a series of corridors. John Reid chaired the 
meeting wearing sunglasses because of an eye infection. 

The meeting included senior officials from MIS, the military, 

police, and other relevant mi!listers, such as Douglas Alexander. 
"There was an air of tension and determination," Reid recalled.45 

In light of Rauf's arrest, the UK government decided to arrest the 
cell members immediately. The police then moved quickly, with the 

support of MIS. 

That evening, Abdulla Ahmed Ali was saying his prayers out
side his car, which was parked at Walthamstow's town hall, when 

police found him. Assad Ali Sarwar was there as well. Ali's note~ 

book contained a list of ingredients: batteries, drink bottles, and 

hydrogen peroxide. In his pocket police found the USB memory 
stick he'd used to download information on transatlantic flights 

from the Internet cafe.46 They also found Umar Islam's martyrdom 

tape, which had been produced only a few hours earlier. 

"What's this?" inquired the police officer who had grabbed Ali. 
"A USB stick," he responded. 

"Whose is it?" the officer queried. 
"Mine," said Ali. 

"What's on it?" the officer continued, growing impatient. 
"Holiday destinations in America," remarked Ali.47 

The game was up for Ali and his network. By Friday, August 

10, all the main suspects were in custody and had been charged 

with conspiracy to commit murder. 
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A Victory 

Operation Overt was a model investigation-one of the first major 
successes against al Qa ida outside Afghanistan and Pakistan since 
the September 11 attacks. At the time, skepticism had been grow~ 
ing in the United States about whether al Qa'ida was still a threat. 
Operation Overt offered a stark reminder that al Qa'ida and its 
allies posed a serious danger to the United States and other West~ 
ern countries. Abdulla Ahmed Ali, T anvir Hussain, and Assad Ali 
Sarwar were eventually convicted, in 2009, of plotting to use liq~ 
uid explosives to blow up airplanes, the culmination of an impres~ 
sive effort by the Crown Prosecution Service, the UK government 
authority responsible for prosecuting criminal cases investigated by 
the police. Ali was sentenced to a minimum of forty years in prison, 

Sarwar to a minimum of thirty~six years, and Hussain to thirty~ 
two years. Umar Islam was convicted of conspiracy to murder and 
sentenced to a minimum of twenty~two years in prison. 

The intelligence collection and analysis displayed in Opera~ 
tion Overt was unparalleled. "We logged every item they bought, 
we sifted every piece of rubbish they threw away (at their homes or 
in litterbins)," according to one British police account. "We filmed 
and listened to them; we broke into their homes and cars to plant 

bugs and searched their luggage when they passed through air~ 
ports:'48 The authorities sifted through every piece of intelligence 
imaginable. As British police later acknowledged, "When a key fig~ 
ure, Abdulla Ahmed Ali, returned from Pakistan in June 2006, we 

searched his luggage and resealed it without him noticing. Inside ... 

were bomb~making components and their discovery led to a step 
change in the operation." They also blanketed 386A Forest Road: 
"We were on their tail when Ali bought a flat in Waltham stow 

for £138,000 cash and we 'burgled' the property to wire it up for 
covert sound and cameras. We watched as they experimented with 
turning sof~drinks containers into bottle bombs, listened as they 
recorded martyrdom videos and heard them discuss '18 or 19: "49 
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In monitoring the e~mails-and using them as evidence in 

court-the British reached out to American law enforcement 

agencies, which contacted Yahoo! headquarters in Silicon Valley, 
California, to secure the personal correspondence and account 

information of the suspects.50 Indeed, following a UK request, a 

series of court orders in January and February 2009 released the 
e~mails from a court of law in California. They were used as evi~ 

dence in the trial. 

Even before the investigation began, the UK had devoted a 
breathtaking amount of time and resources to meld its police and 

intelligence operations, especially Metropolitan Police and MIS.51 

Peter Clarke, who served as national coordinator of terrorist inves~ 

tigations for Metropolitan Police, noted that "the most important 

change in counterterrorism in the UK in recent years has been the 

development of the relationship between the police and the secu~ 

rity service ... It is no exaggeration to say that the joint working 

between the police and MIS has become recognized as a beacon 
of good practice."52 The British government also adopted a strat~ 

egy for stopping terrorists, referred to as CONTEST, which was 

divided into four components: pursue, prevent, protect, and pre~ 

pare. "Pursue" included intelligence~gathering and other steps to 

identify terrorist networks and stop attacks; "prevent" involved 

deterring people from becoming terrorists or supporting terrorism; 

"protect" focused on hardening targets and strengthening border 

security; and "prepare" emphasized forward planning and other 

steps to mitigate the impact of a terrorist attack.53 

Over the course of the investigation, the police seized a moun~ 

tain of information contained on 200 mobile phones, 400 comput~ 
ers, and 8,000 CDs, DVDs, and computer disks that contained 

over 6,000 gigabytes of data. They searched nearly seventy homes, 
businesses, and areas such as public parks.54 In addition, the Bank 

of England ordered banks to freeze the assets of nineteen individu~ 

als suspected of participation in terrorist acts.55 In July 2010 three 
more individuals were convicted in Woolwich Crown Court of par~ 
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ticipating in the plot to blow up transatlantic airliners with liquid 

explosives: Ibrahim Savant, Arafat Waheed Khan, and Waheed 

Zaman.56 Several other apparent cell members were found not 

guilty of conspiring to murder. 
It is difficult to overstate the significance of Operation Overt. 

It was established on the heels of several successful terrorist attacks 

linked to al Qa'ida: on September 11, 2001, in the United States; 

on March 11, 2004, in Spain; and on July 7, 2005, in the United 

Kingdom. In addition, al Qa'ida in Iraq had been conducting a 
series of attacks against U.S. and Iraqi forces since 2003. The trans~ 

atlantic plot was a serious effort to kill a large number of Ameri~ 

can, British, and other civilians. As Michael Chertoff remarked, the 

2006 airline bombing plot appeared "to have been well planned and 
well advanced, with a significant number of operatives."57 The FBI's 

Philip Mudd agreed: "It was the most intense plot up to that point 
after September 11."58 

Waves and Reverse Waves 

Operation Overt proved a harbinger of things to come. Since al 

Qa'ida was founded in 1988, a series of waves (surges in terrorist 

violence) and reverse waves (decreases in terrorist activity) have 
characterized the struggle against the group. As political scientist 

David Rapoport described, a terrorism wave is a "cycle character~ 
ized by expansion and contraction phases."59 Over time the ability 

of terrorist groups to conduct attacks in order to achieve their 

political goals waxes and wanes. 
Terrorism waves are examples of a more general phenomenon 

in international politics: similar events sometimes happen more or 

less simultaneously within countries or broader geographic regions. 

Beginning around 1828, for example, democratization spread across 
the world, a development that political scientist Samuel Hunting~ 

ton dubbed "the first wave" of democratic advancement. This was 
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followed by a second wave from 1943 to 1964, and a third wave 

beginning in 1974. Each wave saw significant increases in the num

ber of democratic countries worldwide.60 

Similarly, al Qa'ida-affiliated terrorism has occurred in at least 

three waves over the decades-long lifespan of the organization. As 

Ayman al-Zawahiri argued in such books as Knights Under the 
Prophet's Banner, one of al Qa'ida's primary objectives in conducting 

attacks has been to kill as many enemies as possible.61 Consequently, 
the number of fatalities from al Qa ida attacks provides a useful 

indicator of the group's activity. Other data, such as the number 

of attacks, are less useful, since they don't differentiate an opera

tion that fails to kill individuals from one that kills several hundred 

people. For al Qa'ida leaders, this difference is important. Figure 2 

illustrates al Qa'ida's waves using data from the Global Terrorism 

Database at the University of Maryland. The data include fatalities 

caused by al Qa'ida and its affiliates in Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iraq, 
Somalia, the Arabian Peninsula, and North Africa.62 
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The first wave began with the attacks against the u.s. embas

sies in Tanzania and Kenya in 1998, followed by the bombing of the 
USS Cole in Yemen in 2000. This wave crested with the September 

11 attacks and was followed by a reverse wave as allied forces cap

tured and killed al Qa'ida leaders and operatives in Afghanistan, 
Pakistan, the United States, and elsewhere. A second wave began 

in 2003 after the U.S. invasion of Iraq and was characterized by 

spectacular attacks across Iraq and in Casablanca, Madrid, Lon

don, and other cities. A second reverse wave began around 2006, 

as the Anbar Awakening severely undermined al Qa'ida in Iraq, 

British and American intelligence agencies foiled numerous plots, 

and U.S. and Pakistani strikes killed senior al Qa'ida operatives in 

Pakistan. A third wave surged between 2007 and 2009, following 
the rise of al Qa'ida in the Arabian Peninsula, and was again fol

lowed by a reverse wave as the United States targeted Osama bin 

Laden and other senior leaders in 2011. 

Wave Patterns 

In light of these patterns, this book asks two questions: What fac

tors have caused al Qa'ida waves and reverse waves? And what do 

the findings indicate about a fourth wave? 
At first glance, there are several possible answers to the initial 

question. Perhaps wave patterns reflect a decision by al Qa'ida's 

leaders to delay attacks and wait for an opportune moment to 

return to violence. But there is little evidence to support this argu

ment, since al Qa'ida leaders have pursued plots consistently over 

the past decade. Research on terrorism highlights several other 

possibilities: terrorist campaigns have sometimes declined or ended 
because the leader was killed, there was a negotiated settlement, 

groups imploded or became marginalized, they were crushed by 
military forces, or they made a transition to criminal or other 

activities.63 But these explanations fall short. Al Qa'ida became 
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increasingly decentralized over time, ensuring that the killing of its 

leader-Osama bin Laden-would not destroy the group. There 
have also been no settlements with any of al Qa'ida's affiliates, the 

group has not imploded, the use of conventional military forces has 

actually strengthened al Qa'ida, and the group has not transitioned 
to other activities. 

Instead, three factors help explain wave patterns: the counter~ 

terrorism strategy of America and its allies, al Qa'ida's own strat~ 

egy, and the competence of local governments where al Qa'ida has 
tried to establish a sanctuary. For all of these actors, the struggle has 

depended to a large degree on the precise use of violence.64 In many 

ways, it is a war in which the side that kills the most civilians loses. 

The first is variation in the counterterrorism strategy of America 
and its allies. As in most counterterrorism campaigns, the United 

States has utilized an assortment of strategies. One has been over~ 

whelming force-the deployment oflarge numbers of conventional 

forces overseas to destroy terrorist groups and their support net~ 

works. This strategy is best illustrated by the large buildup of U.S. 
and allied military forces in Iraq and Afghanistan after September 

11. Another has been a light-footprint approach characterized by a 
small military presence and a reliance on clandestine law enforce~ 

ment, intelligence, and special operations forces to help foreign gov~ 

ernments dismantle al Qa'ida and to conduct precision targeting.65 

As we shall see, a light~footprint approach has been more effective 

in weakening al Qa'ida and has minimized Muslim radicalization. 
But U.S. and allied counterterrorism efforts alone do not explain 

wave patterns. 

A second factor is variation in al Qa'ida's strategy. Terrorist 

groups have long used attacks to achieve their political goals. Al 

Qa'ida has sometimes adopted a punishment strategy that involves 

attacks on civilian populations-a strategy al Qa'ida in Iraq leaders 

embraced after the U.S. invasion. At other times al Qa'ida leaders 

have implemented a more selective strategy focused on killing govern~ 
ment officials and their collaborators. Over the past two and a half 



26 HUNTING IN THE SHADOWS 

decades, al Qa'ida has lost considerable support when it has adopted 

a punishment strategy, especially when it has killed Muslims. 
A third factor is the ability of local governments to establish 

basic law and order in their territory when faced with an al Qa'ida 

presence. Al Qa'ida has established safe havens in countries with 

a support base of sympathizers and financially, organizationally, 

and politically weak central governments. Some governments, such 

as the T aliban in Afghanistan, have actively supported al Qa'ida. 
Others have tried to counter the group, but their security forces 

have been too weak or corrupt, as in Yemen. Still others have been 

effective, as Pakistan was in the aftermath of September 11, when 

several al Qa'ida leaders were captured in Pakistani cities with the 

cooperation of the United States. The Arab Spring, popular upris

ings that led to the collapse of several North African and Middle 

Eastern regimes beginning in 2011, was a welcome sign for those 

fighting for democracy. But it also undermined stability and eroded 

the strength of several governments, providing an opportunity for 

al Qa'ida to establish a foothold. 

As the past two and a half decades illustrate, there is no single 

recipe for defeating al Qa'ida. Its organizational structure, strate

gies, and tactics have evolved over time and in different countries, 

indicating that counterterrorism efforts must adapt to changing 

conditions within al Qa'ida sanctuaries. Yet terrorism waves have 

frequently ebbed when the U.S. and other foreign powers have uti

lized a light-footprint strategy focusing on clandestine activity, al 

Qa'ida has embraced a punishment strategy that kills civilians and 
undermines its support base, and local governments have developed 

effective police and other security agencies. 

Our story begins on the front lines of Sudan, Afghanistan, and 
Pakistan, where individuals such as Osama bin Laden and Ayman 

al-Zawahiri prepared for their apocalyptic showdown with the 
West. From the beginning, however, they faced withering criticism 

from within the Islamic community about their support of violence. 

Khartoum would be their first test. 
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THE FIRST WAVE 



THE ORIGINS OF DISSENT 

THE HEAT IN Khartoum, Sudan, is oppressive. It creeps across the 

Libyan and Nubian deserts like a blanket, suffocating trees and 

shrubs, and set tles in Sudan's arid, windswept capital. Sun-baked, 

mud-brick buildings dot the city's landscape, caked in a layer of dirt 

and dust. The White Nile, which flows north from Lake Victoria 

into the city, and the Blue Nile, which flows west from Ethiopia, 

merge in Khartoum. The waters offer solace from the heat. But 

not for long. Khartoum is perhaps the hottest major city on the 

planet; temperatures can exceed 117 degrees Fahrenheit in mid

summer. For seven months of the year, the average monthly high 

hovers around a scalding 100 degrees. There is no rain for at least 
half the year. 

This furnace witnessed one of the most significant schisms 

among Islamic fundamentalists, a break that had lasting implica

tions for al Qa'ida well after the September 11 attacks. Tensions 

had been building among Egyptian Islamic Jihad members for sev
eral years.1 Egyptian Islamic Jihad, or aI-Jihad, was established in 

the late 1970s to overthrow the Egyptian government and replace it 
with an Islamic state. By 1992, when members had settled in rustic 
farms and guesthouses near Khartoum, the tensions had reached 

crisis point.2 Perhaps the most serious friction occurred between 

Sayyid Imam Abd al-Aziz al-Shari£ the chief ideologue and leader 

29 
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of the group, and Ayman al~Zawahiri, his deputy. Zawahiri would 

go on to become one of the world's most wanted terrorists and 

Osama bin Laden's right-hand man within al Qa'ida. 

Some members, including Zawahiri, were pushing to begin ter~ 

rorist operations in Egypt. But Sharif pushed back. "Fighting in 

Egypt will not bring any benefit, and there is a great deal of harm 
in it," he cautioned. 

He was met with a ferocious reply. "The time for words is over," 
one member said, "and it is time for action."3 

Faced with such dissent, Sharif resigned from the group in dis~ 

gust, handing the reins to Zawahiri. His parting shot was a warning 
that wanton violence would be counterproductive and ultimately 
un~Islamic. "Have the fear of God in your heart for the sake of the 

other brothers," he counseled Zawahiri. "Do not subject them to 

dangers that they should not have to face in the line of duty." 

Zawahiri retorted that he "committed himself in front of the 

Sudanese brothers to carry out 10 operations in Egypt" and that he 
"had received from them $100,000 as an initial payment for those 
operations." 

"You have studied the rules of guerrilla warfare and regular com~ 
bat," Sharif lectured. "What you are doing now ir. Egypt falls under 

neither heading. This is senseless activity that will bring no benefit." 

"You wish to turn us into a Salafi group," Zawahiri responded. 

"We are not that. We are a jihadist group. We will continue fighting 

in Egypt to the last man and to the last dollar we have."4 

Salafis believe that the early generations of Muslims set the 

model that all succeeding generations should follow, especially in 
their beliefs, understanding of the core Islamic texts, methods of 

worship, piety, and conduct. Many Salafis are opposed to armed 
jihad and advocate the da'wa, or "call" to Islam, through proselytiz~ 

ing and preaching. Zawahiri was pushing for both Salafism and 
armed jihad. 

The break between him and Sharif was significant in several 
respects. First, it indicated profound and irreconcilable differences 
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between two venerated Islamic fundamentalists about the role of 

jihad and the legitimacy of violence. Muhammad Hasan Khalil al
Hakim, who later became a senior member of al Qa'ida, showered 
Sharif with "love and respect" for his works, which were carefully 
studied "in the training camps of al Qa'ida."5 So did Zawahiri, who 
noted that "I have the greatest respect, appreciation, and amity" for 
Sharif.6 Yet Sharif was attacking the foundation of Egypt's bud
ding militancy, several of the leaders of which would playa key role 
in al Qa'ida. 

Second, the break marked the first of numerous battles between 

Sharif and Zawahiri. Over the next several decades, the two Egyp
tians waged a savage war of words in books, in newspapers, and on 
the Internet over the soul of Islam and Muslim youth. 

Third, it served as a microcosm for a broader and more signifi

cant debate within Islam that reemerged in the years following Sep
tember 11. The arguments first articulated by Sharif would prove 
an enduring challenge to al Qa'ida and precipitated counterwaves 
of anti-jihadist activity. "We are in a media battle," Zawahiri later 
wrote, "for the hearts and minds" of Muslims.? 

A Temporary Alliance 

Sharif and Zawahiri came from different molds. Sharif was born 
on August 8, 1950, in Bani Sue£ Egypt, a city 72 miles south of 
Cairo. Situated on the west bank of the Nile, it produces linen, 
refined sugar, and alabaster, which is quarried in the nearby hills. 
Islam had a profound childhood impact on Shari£ and he learned 
from his father to be conscientious about his religious studies.8 He 
was a voracious reader and an admirer of the Muslim Brotherhood, 
the Sunni movement established in Egypt in 1928 that is commit
ted to using the Qur'an and the hadith (the recorded traditions 
and sayings of the Prophet Muhammad) as guidelines for a mod

ern Islamic state. Sharif graduated with honors from the Faculty 
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of Medicine at Cairo University in 1974 and was appointed to the 
surgery department at Qasr al~Ayni hospital. 

By 1992, when his relationship with Zawahiri soured, Sharif 
sported a neatly trimmed graying beard. His skin was light, his 
cheeks were bony, and his ears were long and thin. But it was his 
thick eyebrows, which arched when he spoke, and his penetrating 
dark eyes that gave his face its vitality. Sharif was an introvert. Unlike 
Zawahiri, he was more interested in burying himself in stacks of 
religious and medical books than in deploying to a war zone. 

Zawahiri, on the other hand, came from revolutionary blood. 
He was the scion of two influential families. On his father's side, one 
of his relatives, Muhammad al~Ahmadi al~Zawahiri, was the imam 
of AI~Azhar Mosque in Cairo, a bastion of Sunni Islam, where his 
grandfather and great~grandfather also studied. His mother's side 
included a long list of respected individuals. One was Abdul Rah~ 
man Azzam, the first secretary~general of the Arab League, who 
was a passionate advocate of pan~Arabism and an active participant 
in the Libyan resistance against Italy from 1915 to 1923. Ayman 
al~Zawahiri was born in 1951 in Maadi.9 A chic suburb of Cairo, it 
is situated at the southern end of the Hod al~Bassatine basin, which 
is bounded to the west by the Nile River and to the east by wadis, 
or valleys, that come down from the Mokattam Hills. In past cen~ 
turies the area was populated by farmers and traders. At the end of 
each annual flood season, the farmers scuttled down from the hills 
to cultivate the lush, fertile land. The traders ferried goods, many of 
which came by desert caravan through the Sinai, across the Nile to 
the west bank and transported them to Upper Egypt.1o 

During Zawahiri's childhood, Maadi boasted many Western 
allurements. It was home to the annual Egyptian Open Tennis 
Championship, a nucleus of international schools, and the presti~ 
gious Maadi Sporting Club. Despite living in a stronghold ofWest~ 
ern culture, Zawahiri's parents, Rabi and Omayma, lived modestly 
and were more pious and socially conservative than many members 
of their generation,u Zawahiri shunned the Western temptations 



THE ORIGINS OF DISSENT 33 

in Maadi and turned toward religion. As a child, he had a sensitive 

and pious temperament. Intellectually precocious, he was a poor 
athlete and, by some accounts, believed that sports like boxing and 
wrestling were" inhumane."12 

By the time of his break with Sharif, Zawahiri had filled out 

considerably and was a slightly heavyset five feet, seven inches tall. 

His religious devotion was evident in his face. He sported a zebiba, 
which translates literally as "raisin" and refers to the patch of hard~ 

ened skin on a devout Muslim's forehead where it touches the mat 

during prayers. It gave Zawahiri an air of religious piety that com~ 
plemented his dark beard, round spectacles, and olive complexion. 

He was a gifted speaker. "His ideas are always organized," noted 

one colleague, "so when he speaks, he expresses himself very well. 
He is very cool~headed."13 

In his early teens, Zawahiri formed a secret cell committed to 

overthrowing the Egyptian government and replacing it with an 

Islamic regime. As he told Egyptian authorities several years later, 

the government was guilty of apostasy-of abandoning its fidelity 
to Islam. Zawahiri was particularly disturbed by the arrest ofMus~ 

lim Brotherhood members in 1965. Around 1966 or 1967, he began 

thinking of forming a cell.14 When the Egyptians later inquired 
about his objectives, he said simply, "We wanted to establish an 

Islamic government." 

His Egyptian government interrogator then followed up: 
"What does an Islamic government mean according to this cell?" 

"A government that rules according to the shari'a of God 

Almighty," Zawahiri responded. 
"What is the meaning of 'jihad' according to your cell?" he was 

asked. 
Zawahiri answered, "Jihad' means removing the current gov~ 

ernment through resisting it and changing the current regime to 

establish an Islamic government instead." 

The Egyptian official pressed him. "How would you replace the 

current government with an Islamic one?" 
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"Through a military coup," Zawahiri responded, unmoved. 

"We were convinced that civilians and the military should cooper~ 

ate to achieve this end." 

"Why did you want to remove the current governmentr" the 

official continued. 
Zawahiri repeated his mantra: "Because it does not rule accord~ 

ing to the shari'a of God, glorified be His name."15 

It was at this time that Sharif first met Zawahiri. Both attended 

Cairo University, where they were studying to become doctors. 
"I got to know Ayman al~Zawahiri in 1968," Sharif recalled. "He 

was a colleague in the Faculty of Medicine, and we together with 

other colleagues used to discuss various Islamic issues. I knew from 

another colleague that Ayman was involved with an Islamic group in 
which splits had occurred, but he did not broach the subject ofjoin~ 

ing that group" until the following decade.16 As Zawahiri explained, 

Sharif "joined the cell in 1975 or 1976 when he was training with 

me to be a practicing doctor at the Qasr al~Ayni Hospital, after fin~ 

ishing our last year of medical school. I was the one who recruited 
him as well."17 Not only did they forge a close working relationship, 

but they developed a tight personal bond as well. Their kids played 

together in the neighborhood streets and they attended many of the 
same wedding parties. IS 

Sharif soon became involved in Zawahiri's circle of collabora~ 

tors. The assassination of President Anwar Sadat on October 6, 

1981, however, changed everything. Although Sharif and Zawahiri 

did not appear to be directly involved, Egyptian security services 
threw a net around a wide range of militants. Perhaps the most 

damning connection was Zawahiri's relationship with Esam al~ 

Qamari, a decorated tank commander and major in the Egyptian 

army who smuggled weapons and ammunition from army strong~ 

holds for Egyptian Islamic Jihad. "Do you know why I joined the 
Military College?" Qamari once asked his father, who shook his 

head. ''To carry out a military coup," he answered.19 His father was 

speechless. 
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Both Zawahiri and Sharif were involved in supporting Qamari's 
efforts against the government, including stockpiling weapons, 
explosives, and ammunition. 20 Unsurprisingly, both were accused 
of participating in the assassination of Sadat. Sharif, who was later 
exonerated, managed to slip out of Egypt in 1982. He moved to the 
United Arab Emirates, then to Saudi Arabia, and finally landed in 
Pakistan in 1983. Zawahiri was not so fortunate. He was arrested 
and spent several years in prison, where he was tortured and humil~ 
iated. The experience had a searing impact on his psyche-so much 
so that he published a book on the subject, The Black Book: Tortur
ing Muslims Under President Hosni Mubarak. 21 

Zawahiri's experience in prison produced the first stirrings of 
his drive for leadership and power. While in prison he spoke openly 
on behalf of other prisoners. Talking to foreign journalists from his 
cramped jail cell, which he shared with dozens of other Egyptian 
militants, he chastised the Egyptian government for torturing pris
oners and declared his fidelity to Islam. "Now, we want to speak to 
the whole world. Who are we?" he asked rhetorically, his raspy voice 
shaking with rage. "We are Muslims. We are Muslims who believe 
in their religion, both in ideology and practice, and hence we tried 
our best to establish an Islamic state and an Islamic society." 

The prisoners responded in chorus: "There is no god but God." 
Zawahiri continued: "We are not sorry, we are not sorry for 

what we have done for our religion, and we have sacrificed, and we 
stand ready to make more sacrifices."22 

In 1984, Zawahiri was released from prison and left Egypt for 
Saudi Arabia. He too eventually ended up in Pakistan. Sharif was 
already there. 

The Afghan Jihad 

When Sharif arrived in the Pakistani city of Peshawar in 1983, it 
was a bustling frontier town 30 miles from the Afghanistan bor~ 
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der. He had trekked to Pakistan to assist the mujahideen against 
the Soviet Red Army and work for the Kuwaiti Red Crescent 
Hospital. An ancient stop on the Silk Road and the much~cov~ 

eted capital of successive Buddhist and Hindu kingdoms, Pesha~ 
war contained bazaars that had attracted visitors for centuries 
with their rich assortment of carpets, pottery, arms, and artwork. 
Bearded tribesmen walked the streets in their colorful native 
robes, crowding between garishly painted buses and taxis. One of 
the great bazaars, Qissa Khwani, or Market of the Storytellers, 
featured professional balladeers who recited tales of love and gal~ 
lantry. "Conspiracy, rebellion, spying, propaganda, arms sales, and 
smuggling," wrote one traveler, "those were the cottage industries 
of the storytellers' bazaar."23 

Following the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 
1979, Afghan refugees flooded into Peshawar. So did jihadists, who 
wanted to assist in the anti~Soviet campaign. Zawahiri arrived in 
Peshawar in 1986, though it was not his first trip to Pakistan.24 

He had visited in 1980 and worked in the Sayyida Zeinab Hospi~ 
tal, which belonged to the Muslim Brotherhood's Islamic Medical 
Society. He returned again the following year. The anti~Soviet jihad 
had an important symbolic meaning for Zawahiri. A Communist 
superpower that shunned religion had invaded a Muslim country. 
This was the essence of jihad-and an easy sell to young Muslim 
recruits from abroad. "In Afghanistan the picture was completely 
clear," Zawahiri wrote. "A Muslim nation carrying out jihad under 
the banner of Islam, versus a foreign enemy that was an infidel 
aggressor backed by a corrupt, apostate regime at home."25 

Zawahiri joined Sharif at the Kuwaiti Red Crescent Hospital 
to work as a surgeon. He had not served an internship in surgery 
at any hospital, so he asked Sharif for help.26 Zawahiri then floated 
an invitation to Sharif: Would he be interested in joining Egyptian 
Islamic Jihad? The organization's goal was to overthrow the Egyp~ 
tian government and replace it with an Islamic state. 

"The matter calls for exhaustive canon law study and is not as 
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simple as you imagine," Sharif mused, noting that it was critical to 
ground the group in a proper understanding of Islam. 

But Zawahiri insisted that Sharif join, pointing out "the impor
tance of exploiting the Afghan jihad and the importance of bring
ing young men from Egypt to participate in it." For Zawahiri, the 
Afghan war offered an extraordinary opportunity to train mem
bers of Egyptian Islamic Jihad, who could eventually use their skills 
to overthrow the Egyptian government. 

Sharif eventually caved in to Zawahiri and agreed to serve as 
leader of the group, saying, "That is all right, but I will have nothing 
to do with them administratively or with their living conditions."27 

From 1987 to 1993, Sharif was leader of Egyptian Islamic 
Jihad from his base in Pakistan, and Zawahiri served as his dep
uty. But Zawahiri still wielded significant power, and some who 
joined Egyptian Islamic Jihad and pledged allegiance to "the doctor" 
assumed they were swearing obedience to Zawahiri, r..ot Sharif.28 

Both used noms de guerre. Sharif went by Abd-al-Qadir Bin Abd
al-Aziz Fadl, or simply Dr. FadL Zawahiri adopted Dr. Abdel 
Mu'iz. According to some individuals close to Zawahiri, his deci
sion to hand over the reins of the organization to Sharif was signifi
cant. "A closer look at their relationship reveals that [Sharif] deeply 
influenced the way Zawahiri thinks," one of them said. 'The very 
length of their good relationship-from the 1960s until the sec
ond half of the 1990s-suggests its importance. Zawahiri priori
tized [Sharif] over himself by choosing him to be the first leader of 
Islamic Jihad."29 Sharif was also the chief ideologue and headed the 
group's sharia committee, which outlined the religious justification 
for its armed operations. 

One of Sharif's most important contributions was the 1988 
publication of a SOO-page book, AI-Umdah fi '[dad al-Uddah (The 
Primer in Preparing for Jihad). Originally written in Arabic, it was 
translated into nine languages and read by militants from Afghani
stan to Indonesia. The book's five chapters outline Egyptian Islamic 
Jihad's objectives, highlight its ideological underpinnings, and offer 
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strategic and operational tenets. Sharif argued that Muslims who 
did not join the fight against "apostate" rulers were" impious" and 
must be defeated.30 The book was used as justification for militants 
to commit atrocities against civilians, including women and chil
dren, under the fac;:ade of defending Islam.31 

Led by Shari£ Zawahiri, and others-most notably Osama bin 
Laden and Abdullah Azzam-the Afghan jihad brought Islamic 
radicals together. Muslim ulema (Islamic scholars) issued fatwas 
(legal rulings) interpreting the Soviet intervention as a sinful inva
sion of Islamic territory. This made it possible to proclaim a "defen
sive" jihad, which, according to Islamic law, not only exonerated 
those who committed violence but also obliged every Muslim to 
participate.32 These first-generation volunteers were mainly Arabs 
from the Middle East and North Africa. Once in Afghanistan, 
they were generally divided into small groups in the eastern part of 
the country, along the Pakistan border.33 

By the late 1980s, elite foreign fighters began to congregate in a 
camp near Khowst called AI-Maasada (the lion's den). Osama bin 
Laden was the leader of this group; he said he had been inspired 
to call the place AI-Maasada by lines of one of the Prophet's favor
ite poets, Hassan Ibn Thabit.34 In August 1988 a group gathered 
together in bin Laden's house in Peshawar to form a new organiza
tion, which they referred to as al Qa'ida al Askariya (the military 
base). They created an advisory council and membership require
ments.35 According to notes taken during the meeting by one of the 
participants, "al-Qa'ida is basically an organized Islamic faction, its 
goal is to live the word of God, to make His religion victorious." Al 
Qa'ida leaders separated foreign fighters involved in the Afghan war 
into two components: "limited duration" fighters would assist the 
Afghan mujahideen for the remainder of the war; "open duration" 
recruits would be sent to a separate training camp, and "the best 
brothers of them" would be chosen to join al Qa'ida.36 

Members were expected to pledge loyalty to the leadership: 
"The pledge of God and His covenant is upon me, to listen and 
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obey the superiors, who are doing this work, in energy, early-rising, 
difficulty, and easiness, and for His superiority upon us." Their goal 

would be "to lift the word of God, to make His religion victorious" 

across the Arab world through armed jihad. But members were 

urged to be patient, pious, and obedient, since the struggle would 

be long and challenging.37 

Cracks in the Foundation 

By 1992, with the departure of Soviet troops, Afghanistan had 

deteriorated into a frenzied civil war, and Pakistan began to arrest 

the foreign militants who stayed behind. Many, such as Shari£ were 

deported.38 Some dispersed to Bosnia, Algeria, Egypt, and other 
countries. In each location they attempted to transform domes

tic conflict into jihad. In some cases, as in Bosnia, they failed to 

make their radical interpretation of Islam a relevant component of 

the civil war. In others, ·such as Algeria, they were more successful. 

Most Arab states viewed the veterans of Afghanistan as a serious 

threat: a kind of decentralized army of several thousand radicalized 

warriors. Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and others established bor

der controls to keep them out.39 

In Sudan, however, a coup d'etat in 1989 had brought the mili

tary to power. The new leader, Omar al-Bashir, had the support 

of Islamic fundamentalists, which made the country palatable to 
Osama bin Laden's strict religious lifestyle. Sudanese authorities 

were seeking funds to develop the country, and bin Laden agreed to 

provide some financirig. In late 1991 he moved to Khartoum, along 

with several hundred veterans of the Afghan war, and resumed 
operations. As one CIA assessment concluded, "In addition to safe 

haven in Sudan, Bin Laden has provided financial support to mili

tants actively opposed to moderate Islamic governments and the 
West."40 The bin Laden family and some of their associates lived 

in several beige-colored homes in a well-to-do suburb of Khartoum 
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known as al~Riyadh Village. Bin Laden forbade the use of most 

modern amenities on the compound-including refrigerators, elec~ 

tric stoves, and air conditioning-arguing that Muslims must scorn 

modern conveniencesY 

About this time, Zawahiri and Sharif also arrived in Sudan. The 

country was supposed to provide a refuge from international intel~ 

ligence pressure, but fissures quickly developed between Zawahiri 

and Sharif about the legitimacy of violence, especially in Egypt.42 

"Do not become involved in a confrontation in Egypt," Sharif 

warned, discouraging his comrades from engaging in "excesses of 

Islamic action" in foreign countries. He prepared to leave the group. 

Members worried that Sharif's departure would fracture Egyp~ 

tian Islamic Jihad. "If you sever your ties with these brothers," one 
warned him, "they will split into several groups." 

But Sharif was insistent, noting that "they had no obligation to 

conduct jihad inside Egypt" and "that they would not be sinning if 
they did not carry out armed attacks."43 

Sharif's opposition to a violent campaign against the Egyptian 
government provoked radical members, who preferred an activist 

approach. "We did not join the group just to watch from the side~ 

lines," one member complained.44 Many revolted against Sharif and 

pushed for his dismissa1.45 

Quoting from the Qur'an, Sharif berated Zawahiri: "Who is 

further astray than the one who follows his own whims with no guid~ 
ance from God? Truly God does not guide those who do wrong."46 

But Zawahiri was not persuaded and argued that the Egyptian 
government was illegitimate. "An analysis of the political situation 

in Egypt would reveal that Egypt is struggling between two pow~ 
ers," he noted. "An official power and a popular power that has its 

roots deeply established in the ground, which is the Islamic move~ 

ment in general and the solid jihad nucleus in particular." This 

meant an all~out, violent war. "It is a battle of ideologies, a struggle 
for survival, and a war with no truce."47 

Zawahiri, who had a flair for the apocalyptic, won the argu~ 
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ment. Egyptian Islamic Jihad then joined with other violent groups 

and went on a killing spree. In 1992 they gunned down Farag 
Fodah, one of Egypt's best~known authors, who was a secularist 

and supported the Israeli~Egyptian peace process. The following 

year they attempted to kill the Egyptian interior minister, Hasan 
al~Alfi. Al~Alfi escaped, but five others died. In November 1993, 

Egyptian Islamic Jihad attempted to kill the Egyptian prime min~ 

ister, Aref Sidqi. They failed, but one bystander was killed and 

eighteen were injured. In June 1995 members of Egyptian Islamic 
Jihad and al~Gama'a al~Islamiyya, another Egyptian Islamist group 

dedicated to overthrowing the government and replacing it with an 

Islamic state, tried to kill Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak while 

he was in Ethiopia for a conference of the Organization of African 
Unity but botched the effort. Later that year the group bombed the 

Egyptian embassy in Islamabad, Pakistan, killing seventeen people 

and wounding sixty. 
For many, including Sharif, the wanton violence was proof 

that Zawahiri had overstepped the boundaries of human decency. 

More important, he had grossly misinterpreted Islam. A grow~ 

ing number of leaders from Egyptian Islamic Jihad and religious~ 

political groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood advocated a 
return to da'wa and a move away from violence. War against the 

Egyptian government had to end, they concluded.48 Rather than 

rush to armed confrontation, Sharif believed, Egyptian Islamic 

Jihad should focus on recruiting competent cadres-including 
some within the Egyptian military-and waiting until conditions 
ripened for a swift coup d'etat. Of course, Sharif had not sud~ 

denly become a pacifist. Rather, he had begun to question the 
efficacy of violence, especially when civilians were involved, and 

he wondered whether now was the appropriate time to attack the 

Egyptian government. 
Zawahiri was infuriated with Sharif and others, including the 

Muslim Brotherhood, for considering a truce with the Egyptian gov~ 

ernment. He devoted an entire book, Bitter Harvest, to accusing the 
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Muslim Brothers of transgressing Islam's fundamental principles by 
eschewing violence and supporting democracy.49 

Sharif had another, more personal reason for his break. Zawa~ 
hiri had edited Sharif's 1993 manuscript of AIJami' fi Talab al
'Ilm ai-Sharif (The Compendium for the Acquisition of the Noble 
Knowledge). The book expanded the definition of what constituted 
a nonbeliever. But Zawahiri altered it, rewriting portions of the doc~ 
ument before publication. He also removed Sharif's critiques of the 
jihadist movement, including specific organizations like al~Gama'a 
al~Islamiyya, for their overzealous reliance on violence. Sharif was 
bitter, and his loathing of Zawahiri became effusive and personal. 
"I do not know anyone in the history of Islam prior to Ayman al
Zawahiri," he lamented, "who engaged in such lying, cheating, forg
ery, and betrayal of trust by transgressing against someone else's 
book and distorting it."50 He was particularly incensed that Zawa~ 

hiri, who had no religious credentials, had altered a profoundly 
religious document. Nonetheless, Zawahiri's defenders within 
Egyptian Islamic Jihad welcomed the edits as a refinement of Shar
if's initial draft.51 

Sharif's and Zawahiri's divorce was anything but amicable. 

Sharif's departure from the group left Egyptian Islamic Jihad with~ 
out a serious religious voice on the sharia committee.52 Zawahiri 
remained in Sudan until 1994, when the government expelled him. 
After traveling widely, including to the United States and Europe, 
he returned to Afghanistan, in the late 1990s. 

Hardened Battle Lines 

For Zawahiri, the return to Afghanistan symbolized a rededica
tion to the pure form of jihad he had experienced in the 1980s. 
Even more appealing, however, was the T aliban and its leader, 
Mullah Muhammad Omar, whom Zawahiri warmly referred to 
as "Amir al-Mu'minin" (Commander of the Faithful). Operating 
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side by side with Osama bin Laden, Zawahiri underwent a major 

transformation. Not only did he continue to support violence, but 

he increasingly broadened his scope to include the United States, 
in accordance with bin Laden's more global views. Indeed, Zawa

hiri played the sycophant, often refraining to speak in front of bin 
Laden unless given permission. "Sheik Osama," he would ask, "may 
I please speak?"53 

Zawahiri was particularly enthused by the Egyptian scholar 

Sayyid Qutb, who had been executed on August 29, 1966, for plot
ting to overthrow the Egyptian government. In his iconic book 

Milestones, Qutb argued that Western values hindered humanity's 

progress. Modern-day Islam, he wrote, had also become corrupt, 

and he compared the modern Muslim states with jahiliyya.54 As 
used in the Qur'an, jahiliyya describes the state of ignorance in which 

Arabs were supposed to have lived before the revelation of Islam to 
the Prophet Muhammad at the beginning of the sevench century. 55 

In two of Qutb's key works, In the Shadow of the Qur'an and Sign
posts on the Road, he pleaded for contemporary Muslims to build a 

new Islamic community, much as the Prophet had done a thousand 

years earlier.56 One problem was that he never clearly specified what 
the Prophet's experience had been and how it should be replicated 

in the modern era.57 But building a new community would mean 

casting out Muslims who were not pious enough, which meant that 

most Muslims could not be viewed as true Muslims. 

In Islamic doctrine, denying a Muslim his faith is a serious 
accusation, referred to as takfir. The term derives from the word 

hifr (impiety) and means that one is impure and should therefore 

be excommunicated. For those who interpret Islamic law literally 

and rigorously, takfir is punishable by death. According to Qutb, 
the only just ruler is one who administers Islamic law "without any 

question and rejects all other laws in any shape or form."58 Qutb 

also sanctioned offensive jihad against governments that stand in 

the way of Islam. His work found an eager readership among some 

of the younger generation because of its stunning and drastic break 
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with the status quo. After his execution, Qutb's fiery ideology grad
ually emerged as the blueprint for Islamic radicals from Morocco 
to Indonesia. It was later taught at such places as King Abdul Aziz 
University in Jedda and Cairo's AI-Azhar University.59 

According to Qutb, most leaders of Islamic governments were 
not true Muslims. "The Muslim community has been extinct for 
a few centuries," he wrote. It was "crushed under the weight of 
those false laws and customs which are not even remotely related to 
the Islamic teachings."6o In the mind of Qutb-and subsequently 

Zawahiri-any regime that did not impose sharia on the country 

was guilty of apostasy. The Prophet Muhammad argued that the 
blood of Muslims cannot be shed except in three instances: as pun
ishment for murder, for marital infidelity, or for turning away from 
Islam. Zawahiri took this third line of argument to its extreme.· He 

accused regimes in Egypt and several other countries of departing 
from Islam and failing to establish sharia law, which opened them 
up to attack.61 Indeed, even Muslims could be punished if they did 
not obey conservative Islamic law.62 

Qutb's and Zawa.hiri's extreme interpretation of the Prophet's 
words explains why al Qa'ida leaders wanted to overthrow successive 
regimes in the Middle East (the near enemy, or ak4..dou al-Qareeb) to 
establish a pan-Islamic caliphate, as well as to fight the United States 
and its allies (the far enemy, or al-Adou al-Baeed) who supported 
them.63 As Zawahiri wrote, the "establishment of a Muslim state in 
the heart of the Islamic world is not an easy or close target. However, 
it is the hope of the Muslim nation to restore its fallen caliphate and 
regain its lost glory."64 Zawahiri argued that "the issue of unifica

tion in Islam is important and that the battle between Islam and its 
enemies is primarily an ideological one ... [It] is also a battle over 
to whom authority and power should belong-to God's course and 
sharia, to man-made laws and material principles, or to those who 
claim to be intermediaries between the Creator and mankind."65 

The United States was the most significant far enemy. "The 
white man" in America is the primary enemy, Qutb wrote. "The 
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white man crushes us underfoot while we teach our children about 

his civilization, his universal principles and noble objective ... We 

are endowing our children with amazement and respect for the 
master who tramples our honor and enslaves us." The response to 

this enslavement, Qutb argued, had to be anger and violence. "Let 

us instead plant the seeds of hatred, disgust, and revenge in the 
souls of these children. Let us teach these children from the time 

their nails are soft that the white man is the enemy of humanity, 
and that they should destroy him at the first opportunity."66 

Zawahiri picked up this theme, distancing himself from his 

earlier works, such as his 1995 essay "The Road to Jerusalem 

Goes Through Cairo," in which he had advocated attacking Arab 

regimes.67 For Zawahiri, the United States only knew "the language 

of interests backed by brute military force. Therefore, if we wish to 

have a dialogue with them and make them aware of our rights, we 
must talk to them in the language they understand."68 This lan~ 

guage was violence and force. Osama bin Laden repeated this mes~ 

sage regularly. 
The United States specifically, and the West more broadly, was 

a corrupting influence on Islam, they argued. Zawahiri also accused 

the United States of propping up apostate Arab countries. In order 

to reestablish the caliphate, al Qa'ida had to target these countries' 

primary backers. The conflict with the United States, then, was 

a "battle of ideologies, a struggle for survival, and a war with no 
truce."69 In his book Loyalty to Islam and Disavowal to Its Enemies, 
Zawahiri argued that Muslims must make a choice between their 

religion and those who opposed it.7° In Knights Under the Prophet's 
Banner, he similarly wrote that the overthrow of governments in 

such countries as Egypt would become a rallying point for the rest 
of the Islamic world. "Then history would make a new turn, God 

willing," he noted, "in the opposite direction against the empire 

of the United States and the world's Jewish government."71 In his 

mind, and in those of several of his followers, the United States was 

primarily interested in "removing Islam from power."n 
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In February 1998, bin Laden, Zawahiri, and others published 

a fatwa to kill Americans: "The ruling to kill the Americans and 

their allies-civilians and military-is an individual duty for every 

Muslim who can do it in any country in which it is possible to do 
it."73 The fatwa cited three main grievances against the United 

States. One was the presence of American troops in the Arabian 

Peninsula, the second was America's intention to destroy the Mus~ 

lim people of Iraq through sanctions, and the third was the U.S. 

goal of incapacitating the Arab states and ·propping up Israel. Bin 
Laden accused the United States of plundering Arab riches, dictat~ 

ing to Arab rulers, and humiliating Arab people. 

Meager Efforts 

With the publication of the fatwa, some U.S. government officials 

began to take notice. One was Henry "Hank" Crumpton. He had 

wanted to be a spy since childhood and wrote to the CIA. "And they 
responded-on letterhead," he said. "In a small rural community in 

Georgia, to get a letter from the CIA, that was pretty cool." After 

joining the CIA in 1981, Crumpton cut his teeth in Liberia. ''That 

was a good place to start, dealing with chaos and trying to under~ 

stand the different political and tribal tensions," he said. He learned 
more from African insurgents than he had learned during his initial 

training at home. ''They were people working with nothing."74 

Born in Georgia and soft~spoken, Crumpton can be deceiving in 
his demeanor. ''There's a twinkle in his eyes, and he's an aw~shucks 

guy, but he's one tough intelligence officer," said James Pavitt, former 
deputy director of operations, the CIA's clandestine wing. "He was 

not afraid to look people in the eye and say they were wrong. That 

was his great strength. And that's the kind of thing that started 

making things happen" after the September 11 attacks.?5 In 1998, 

Crumpton was reading CIA intelligence assessments and growing 

alarmed at the al Qa'ida threat. 
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So was Philip Mudd, then an intelligence analyst at the CIA. 

Mudd was a young, energetic, and notoriously intense man with 
shorHropped hair and a smattering of freckles on his face. He had 

graduated in 1984 from the University of Virginia with a master 

of arts in English literature, specializing in Victorian-era fiction. "I 

went into English literature, unfortunately, when the David Letter
man show was starting," he said. 'And Budweiser was $2.99 a case. 

That combination was lethal." He could speak French and was pas

sionate about fishing, but he wasn't entirely sure what to do after he 

got his degree. The CIA intrigued him. 
"My father called me one day," Mudd said. His dad had 

attended a Miami Dolphins football game-in those days Miami 

actually won football games-and had been sitting next to some

one who said the CIA was advertising for recruits. "It was in the 

'knowing nothing about foreign affairs and having even less interest' 

category," Mudd said. So he put together a resume anJ submitted 

it. "I had a degree from the University of Virginia, got in my Chevy 

Chevette-the worst car ever. And when I got there, the security 
guard looked at me as if I should be committed."76 

Mudd never looked back. He joined the Central Intelligence 

Agency in 1985 as an analyst specializing in South Asia and, later, 

the Middle East. In 1995 he became the deputy national intelligence 
officer for the Near East and South Asia, and by 1998 he had seen 

the growing number of intelligence reports on al Qa'ida plotting. 

At that time few in the United States government were listening, 

despite repeated warnings from the intelligence community. It took 

gruesome terrorist attacks to spur the government to move against 

bin Laden and Zawahiri: the beginning of al Qa'ida's initial wave, 

which peaked three years later, on September 11. At 5:35 a.m. on 
August 7, 1998, national security adviser Sandy Berger woke presi

dent Bill Clinton to inform him that simultaneous attacks had been 

carried out against the U.S. embassies in Nairobi, Kenya, and Dar 
es Salaam, Tanzania. The destruction was horrific. In Nairobi the 

blast leveled a three-story building, gutted the rear half of the U.S. 
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embassy next door, and incinerated dozens of people in their seats in 

nearby buses. The operatives had packed 400 to 500 cylinders (each 
about the size of a soda can) with TNT, aluminum nitrate, and 

aluminum powder and placed them in specially designed wooden 
crates, which were then sealed and put in the bed of a truck. The 

area around the U.S. embassy was a maze of narrow streets and 

alleys, which trapped and intensified the blast. Pedestrians, motor

ists, and embassy workers were battered from every side by shards of 
flying concrete, steel, glass, furniture, and other debris?7 

President Clinton settled on a straightforward, though ulti

mately ineffective, response: Tomahawk cruise missiles. The day 

after the embassy bombings, CIA director George Tenet informed 

policymakers at a White House meeting that the CIA had intel

ligence indicating an imminent terrorist meeting at al-Farouq 
training camp in Khowst Province in eastern Afghanistan. Sev

eral hundred leaders were expected to attend, including bin Laden. 

The officials quickly reached a consensus on attacking the gather
ing?8 On August 20, U.S. Navy vessels in the Arabian Sea fired 

cruise missiles. The bombs hit their intended targets. As one of bin 

Laden's sons explained, 'The air was suddenly full of menace, with 

bright flashes and crashes so loud that their eardrums were burst

ing ... Wherever the missiles hit, life was obliterated. Buildings 
evaporated and large craters opened in the earth:'79 

Though the attack achieved several direct hits, neither bin 

Laden nor any other senior terrorist leader was killed. Some clas

sified U.S. assessments suggested that the missile barrage actually 

brought al Qa ida and the T aliban closer together.80 One State 

Department cable reported, "Taliban leader Mullah Omar lashed 

out at the U.S., asserting that the Taliban will continue to provide 
a safe haven to bin Laden."81 After all, bin Laden sometimes stayed 
at Mullah Omar's residence in Kandahar.82 

Still, the embassy bombings had a profound impact on U.S. 
counterterrorism efforts. What is striking is not how little U.S. 

officials knew but how concerned many were about bin Laden and 
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Zawahiri. The CIA established a special unit of a dozen officers to 

assess intelligence on and plan operations against bin Laden. It also 

established a covert action team in Afghanistan, with presidential 
support to use lethal force if necessary.83 State Department cables 

echoed this theme, often warning that al Qa'ida might strike the 
homeland. "In our talks," one State Department report noted, "we 

have stressed that [Osama bin Laden) has murdered Americans and 

continues to plan attacks against Americans and others and that 
we cannot ignore this threat."84 A memo from Assistant Secretary 

of State Karl Inderfurth to Secretary of State Madeleine Albright 
warned that "bin Laden and his network continue to threaten U.S. 

interests. Our people remain in jeopardy. We cannot allow this to 
continue."8s A startlingly prescient daily brief to President Clinton 

on December 4, 1998, warned that intelligence reporting "suggests 

Bin Ladin and his allies are preparing for attacks in the US, includ

ing an aircraft hijacking."86 

In July 1999, Clinton issued Executive Order 13129, which 

blocked financial and other support to the T aliban. The order also 

concluded that "the actions and policies of the Taliban in Afghani

stan, in allowing territory under its control in Afghanistan to be 
used as a safe haven and base of operations for Usama bin Ladin 

and the AI-Qa'ida organization ... constitute an unusual and 

extraordinary threat to the national security and foreign policy of 

the United States."S7 

If many U.S. government officials recognized the magnitude of 

the threat, they were still guilty of a paltry response. They would 

not risk an attack on al Qa'ida, they did not always have enough 

good actionable intelligence, and there was virtually no strategy to 
counter al Qa'ida's ideology.8s Some plans to capture or kill Osama 

bin Laden were made, but they fell prey to excessive caution. In late 

1997 and early 1998, the CIA organized several rehearsals of a plan 

to capture bin Laden in Afghanistan with the aid oflocals. In a May 

1998 cable to headquarters, CIA officer Gary Schroen observed 

that planning was "almost as professional and detailed ... as would 
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be done by any U.S. special operations element."89 But senior CIA 

officials were concerned about the risk of civilian casualties and 

scrapped the plan. 
In September 1998, Richard Clarke, the president's national 

coordinator for security, infrastructure protection, and counter

terrorism, drew up a plan to capture bin Laden called Political

Military Plan Delenda. The goal was to "immediately eliminate 

any significant threat to Americans" from the bin Laden network 

through a campaign of rolling strikes against bin Laden's bases in 
Afghanistan and other countries.90 Again, however, u.s. policy

makers deferred action, with Deputy National Security Adviser 

James Steinberg pushing back against the plan because it offered 
"little benefit, lots of blowback against bomb-happy U.S."91 In early 

1999, another plot to assassinate bin Laden was scrapped because 

policymakers were concerned that a strike might kill a United Arab 

Emirates prince who was suspected of accompanying bin Laden at 

the time.92 Schroen, who was the CIA station chief in Pakistan, had 

vehemently pressed for a strike.93 But again he was overruled. 

The best chance to get bin Laden came in May 1999. Multiple 

CIA reports indicated that he was staying around Kandahar for 
several days.94 But senior military officials were concerned about 

the quality of the intelligence and worried about collateral damage. 

In a frustrated e-mail, the head of the CIA's bin Laden unit noted: 
"Having a chance to get [bin Laden] three times in 36 hours and 

foregoing the chance each time has made me a bit angry ... [The 
director of Central Intelligence] finds himself alone at the table, 

with the other princip[als] basically saying 'we'll go along with your 

decision Mr. Director,' and implicitly saying that the Agency will 
hang alone if the attack doesn't get Bin Ladin."95 

U.S. diplomatic attempts were equally feeble. The State 
Department pressed the T aliban to expel Osama bin Laden more 

than thirty times between 1996, when the Taliban took Kabul, 

and the summer of 2001.96 Hundreds of State Department memos 
and cables outlined U.S. government discussions with T aliban offi-
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cials to take this action.97 But the T aliban refused to budge. One 

National Security Council memo admitted that "frequent direct 

diplomatic contact with the T aliban by the US has failed to gain 
any cooperation on ending the al Qida presence in Afghanistan."98 

This should not have been a surprise. Despite occasional differ

ences, Osama bin Laden and Mullah Omar had developed a close 

relationship. Bin Laden provided money and other benefits. In 

return, al Qa'ida enjoyed a sanctuary. Its operatives could travel 

freely within Afghanistan, enter and leave without visas or immi
gration procedures, purchase and import vehicles and weapons, use 

official Afghan Ministry of Defense license plates, and establish 
training camps.99 

When the Bush administration took office, concerns about al 

Qa'ida reached a crescendo. In a desperate memorandum to the new 

national security adviser, Condoleezza Rice, Richard Clarke said 
that "we urgently need such a Principals level review on (he al Qida 

network" and bluntly warned that "we would make a major error if 

we underestimated the challenge al Qida poses, or overestimated 
the stability of the moderate, friendly regimes al Qida threatens."loo 

Deviating Paths 

Al Qiidis first wave, which crested with the September 11 attacks, 

was caused by several factors. One was the group's initial decision to 

adopt a strategy that focused on targeting government installations. 

In November 1995, al Qiida operatives packed a van with plastic 
explosives and attacked the office of the program manager of the 

Saudi Arabian National Guard, killing seven and wounding sixty. 

On August 7, 1998, al Qa'ida conducted attacks against the U.S. 
embassies in Nairobi and Dar es Salaam. In October 2000, al Qiida 

attacked the U.S. Navy destroyer USS Cole, which was docked in 

the Yemen port of Aden, killing seventeen U.S. Navy personnel 
and wounding thirty-nine others. And then came September 11. As 
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noted, al Qa'ida leaders benefited from a supportive T aliban govern
ment, and the United States failed to implement any systematic coun
terterrorism strategy, especially against al Qa'ida in Afghanistan. 

The United States also missed a chance to exploit divisions 
among radicals. As U.S. government officials debated a response 
to al Qa'ida after September 11, Sharif and Zawahiri were pursu
ing divergent pathways. A dediCated ideological campaign against 
Zawahiri's radical interpretation of Islam might have disrupted 
the support networks protecting al Qa'ida. Instead, u.s. officials 
allowed the more moderate leaders to be pushed to the side. Sharif 
had moved his family to Yemen in 1994 and begun working as a 
doctor in the General AI-Thawrah Hospital. In 1999 he divorced 
his wife, N abihah al-Tamimi, and married a Yemeni woman, Samah 
Muhammad Ghalib.101 Zawahiri had moved back to Afghanistan 
and continued to plot against the United States and write about al 
Qa'ida's religious doctrine. In the wake of the u.s. embassy bomb

ings and the attack against the USS Cole, Zawahiri and other al 
Qa'ida leaders anticipated U.S. military retaliation and developed 
countersurveillance techniques. Among a variety of tactics, they 
rotated between several residences in Nangarhar, Khowst, Kanda

har, and other provinces. And they frequently stayed in different 
locations so they couldn't be killed in the same strike. 

Afghanistan was now the hub of al Qa'ida's global terrorist enter
prise. The CIA and U.S. special operations forces had been among 
the American organizations most actively monitoring Osama bin 
Laden's activities and weighing a strike. They would now be called 
on to respond to the most significant attack on American soil. 
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THE CH-47 CHINOOK'S helicopter blades sliced through the frigid 

mountain air. The chopper was carrying nearly four dozen sol~ 

diers, with 80~pound rucksacks and weapons on board. They were 
headed to the Shah~i~Kot Valley of eastern Afghanistan. U.S. intel~ 

ligence intercepts in early 2002 had detected a large contingent of al 

Qa'ida and T aliban fighters taking shelter there after u.s. ground 

and aerial bombardment. In the Chinook, the dim cabin lights cast 

dancing shadows across the floor. Sergeant Major Frank Grippe 

and his crew felt a nervous tension. 

When they hit the ground, all hell broke loose. "We started 

taking fire," Grippe explained. Rocket~propelled grenades, small 

arms fire, heavy machine gun fire, and 82~millimeter mortar rounds 

rained down on the Americans. "We returned fire and we moved 
under some cover."l 

Grippe was the command sergeant maJor for the 1st Battalion, 
87th Infantry Regiment of the 10th Mountain Division. He had 

grown up in the Mohawk Valley of upstate New York, sandwiched 

between the Adirondack and Catskill Mountains. But rural New 

York was a distant memory. Grippe maneuvered his force to a small 

ridge that separated the landing zone from the al Qa'ida location. 

Lieutenant Brad Maroyka, commander of Charlie Company's 

First Platoon, was watching his two squads hit al Qa'ida targets 

53 
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from his position about 150 yards away. "We've got enemy mov~ 

ing up on the west side," he radioed to company commander Cap~ 

tain Nelson Kraft, who was back near the command post. "We are 
destroying them, but they are returning fire."z U.S. soldiers in the 

northern blocking position fired back with 7.62~millimeter sniper 

rifles, M4s, and squad automatic weapons. 
"Incoming fire!" screamed Sergeant First Class Robert Healy, 

the battalion operations sergeant. A mortar round landed nearby, 

spraying several of his soldiers with shrapnel. Ten seconds later 

another mortar round landed, wounding six more soldiers. 
''I'm hit," yelled Grippe. A piece of shrapnel the size of a quarter 

had lodged in the back of his thigh. Grippe continued fighting, but 
the shrapnel remained in his leg. "I guess you could say I'll be set~ 

ting off airport detectors, metal detectors, for the rest of my life," 

he said.3 

The fighting was intense. As the day progressed, the Ameri~ 

cans called in air support. A Predator controller observed a group of 

enemy fighters in the valley and reported, "They are coming down 
off the hills and it looks like they are saddling Up:'4 

The MQ~l Predator, a pilotless drone equipped with video 
cameras and forward~looking infrared sensors, had made its com~ 

bat debut in 1995 in the Balkans. But U.S. officials such as Rich~ 
ard Clarke, the president's counterterrorism czar, had foreseen its 

usefulness in targeting terrorists. In December 2000, Clarke wrote 

a White House memo announcing that "the CIA began covert 

flights into Afghanistan using the Predator [unmanned aerial vehi~ 

de] operating out of Uzbekistan." More important, he wrote of the 

new advantage the drones gave U.S. forces. "The Spring flights may 
be able to incorporate a new capability: Hellfire anti~tank missiles 

mounted aboard the Predators. This new capability would permit 
a 'see it/shoot it' option."5 

For the next several days after Grippe and his crew landed 

in the valley, U.S. planes and ground units unleashed withering 
firepower in the Shah~i~Kot. A~lO Thunderbolts strafed al Qa'ida 
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and T ali ban positions. "I put down about 250 rounds of 30mm," 

boasted an A~ 10 pilot from the 74th Expeditionary Fighter Squad~ 

ron, "and then another A~ 10 pilot put down another 200-250 

rounds of 30mm, right into the area, just to let them know that we 

were there, in case anybody was still alive at that point."6 

A US. special operations team in the valley described a scene 
of "unbelievable carnage" with "pink mist still in the air." "I mean, to 

put it bluntly, when you air~burst MK-82 against human flesh, it's 

got an amazing effectiveness," an A~ 10 pilot remarked. "The next 
morning," one Predator controller noted, they "were following a 

trail of dead up that valley."7 

The battle ofShah~i~Kot was one of the largest battles against 

al Qa'ida fighters at any point after September 11 and spurred on 
the first reverse wave against al Qa'ida. Americans were still reel~ 

ing from the attacks on the Twin Towers in New York City and 

the Pentagon in Washington and the downed United Airlines 

flight in Shanksville, Pennsylvania. Known as Operation Ana~ 
conda, the Shah~i~Kot attack was largely successful. US. intelli~ 

gence reports indicated that several hundred al Qi ida and T ali ban 

fighters were killed, and several hundred more fled to Pakistan. In 

general, US. operations against al Qa'ida in the immediate after~ 

math of September 11 were remarkably efficient in capturing or 

killing most fighters in Afghanistan-or forcing them to flee to 
Pakistan, Iran, and other countries. US. forces achieved this by 

effectively leveraging Afghan forces and orchestrating good coop~ 

eration between intelligence and military personnel, particularly 
special operations forces. Such elements would not always be 

present in future fights. 

Place of the King 

The landscape of eastern Afghanistan rises up to challenge foreign 
invaders. Its soft limestone caverns, majestic granite mountains, and 
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subterranean streams offer an ideal refuge for militants. The desic

cated earth boasts horizontal layers of rock-green shale, schist, 
sandstone, limestone, dark chert, and altered volcanic rocks

deposited over millions of years as an ocean evaporated. Soviet 

forces in the 1980s encountered a stunning network of cave com

plexes dug into the soft rock. Afghan rebels had built an under
ground mosque with an ornate brick fapde, a hospital with an 

ultrasound machine, a library stuffed with bound books, and living 

quarters furnished with plush chairs and carpets. Some cave com

plexes contained surprisingly modern ventilation and heating sys

tems, electricity generators, weapons and fuel depots, and a water 

supply. In the late 1990s, Osama bin Laden used hard-rock min

ing techniques to expand many of the caves and tunnels, reinforce 
rooms and corridors, and obfuscate cave entrances. 

The Shah-i-Kot Valley, or "place of the king," lies 30 miles 

from the Pakistan border in Paktia Province, in the foothills of the 

Hindu Kush. It is 5 miles long and nearly 3 miles wide, with an 
arrowhead-shaped ridgeline to the south, snowcapped mountains 

to the east, and a humpbacked set of peaks marching as high as 

9,000 feet to the west. The tallest mountain in the vicinity is T akur 

Ghar, which towers over 10,000 feet and casts a shadow over the 

valley. The terrain is rugged, with little vegetation except occasional 

clumps of juniper trees. In late winter the Shah-i-Kot is sprinkled 
with patches of snow and ice extending down from the solid snow 

line, which begins several hundred feet above the valley floor. In 

early March temperatures undergo huge swings, from 60 degrees 

during the day to minus 20 with wind chill at night-an 80-degree 

drop. There are a handful of villages in the valley, though most of 

the residents fled when the fighting began. 

Al Qa'ida and Taliban fighters took advantage of the valley's 
natural and manmade crevices for protection. "We mostly found 

holes or natural ravines that had been built over into large bun

kers," explained Frank Grippe. "The bunkers were not just set up 

randomly. They were interlocked. Whoever designed the scheme 
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for their defensive position, they knew what they were doing. They 
were well emplaced."B 

An al Qa'ida manual recovered from the Shah-i-Kot, titled 

The Black Book of Mountainous Operations and Training, explained 

how such terrain limits the effectiveness of conventional forces. It 
encouraged al Qa'ida and other fighters to break "into small units 

(platoon-size) that fight independently from each other" and to 

ensure "control of high elevations."9 More than one hundred caves 

were detected on the eastern ridge alone, and more than thirty caves 

on the western ridge. The largest cave was about 100 feet deep and 

was filled with weapons and ammunition. 
After the fall of Kabul in November 2001, U.S. military intel

ligence reports indicated that "thousands of vehicles leaving Kabul" 

were on the road to Khowst and Paktia Provinces. lO u.s. air strikes 
had to be curtailed because of concerns about civilian casualties. 

On January 1, 2002, a U.S. military assessment concluded that 
militants in the region were attempting to reconstitute a viable 

forceY Over the next several weeks, u.s. military and CIA reports 

indicated that a sizable contingent of Arab, Chechen, Uzbek, and 

Afghan fighters-perhaps several hundred-was gathering in the 

Shah-i-Kot Valley. 

The force was nominally led by Saifullah Rahman Mansour, 
a T aliban commander, with support from his brother, Abdul Latif 

Mansour, a future T aliban leader. Saifullah was an experienced, 

hardened warrior who considered American soldiers to be infidels. 

He also had close ties with the legendary mujahideen fighter Jalalud

din Haqqani, who provided him with a security belt around the val

ley. Haqqani had been described by the Soviet government, which 
had a high threshold for violence itself, as "a cruel and uncompro

mising person" who "displays exceptional brutality toward people 

suspected of loyalty to the ruling regime."12 This mixture of fight

ers was a good illustration of the close links the T aliban and other 

Afghan militant groups had with al Qa'ida. In the Shah-i-Kot, they 

communicated through couriers as well as on VHF and HF radios. 
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They also used more arcane ways to send messages, such as blan

kets and smoke and flares. 

The enemy, led by Mansour and supported by al Qa'ida fight
ers, planned to employ a "defense in depth" strategy if they were 

attacked, inflicting as many casualties as possible on American and 

allied soldiers instead of denying access. They would permit U.S. 

and allied forces to enter the lower Shah-i-Kot Valley, draw them 

in, and engage targets of opportunity. Enemy observation posts pro

vided early warning of approaching U.S. forces. Mansour's Taliban 
forces were arrayed in two outer security belts, where they manned 

checkpoints and lookout positions. Al Qa'ida fighters were dug in 

at higher elevations. 
"We found mortar base plates that were cemented in, allowing 

the al Qaeda to move tubes easily in and out of the caves," explained 

Major General Franklin L. "Buster" Hagenbeck, the ground tacti

cal commander of the operationP Hagenbeck was a tough soldier 

and a skilled athlete who had played defensive back on the West 
Point football team, was a Golden Gloves boxer, and had briefly 

served as an assistant football coach under the legendary Bobby 
Bowden at Florida State University.14 He organized Operation 

Anaconda as a brigade-sized operation. The initial concept of oper

ations, which was completed in early January 2002, emphasized the 
need to "destroy al Qa'ida" in the area and block escape routes to 

Pakistan.Is The plan came together in a two-week period in Feb

ruary. Special operations forces and CIA operatives met in a safe 
house in Kabul on February 6, and a small group of planners from 

Combined Force Land Component Commander (CFLCC), which 

was based in Kuwait and had tactical control of all ground forces 

operating in the theater except for a handful of units conducting 
clandestine operations, joined them on February 9. 

On February 17 the team briefed their plan to Hagenbeck. 

Special operations teams and two Afghan blocking forces would 
surround the valley while U.S.-trained Afghan forces under Gen

eral Zia Lodin moved in. At the same time air assault teams would 
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occupy blocking positions along the eastern ridge. Their ultimate 

objective was "the destruction of identified al Qaeda leadership, 

organization, and infrastructure and [the prevention of] their 
escape to Pakistan."16 It was hoped that effective blocking posi~ 

tions would solve the problem u.s. military and CIA operatives 

had encountered back in December, when al Qa'ida operatives had 

escaped across the border at T ora Bora. Combat operations were 
expected to take about seventy~two hoursP 

The concept of operations, a 126~slide PowerPoint briefing, 
indicated that "several hundred T aliban fighters" were in the area, 

along with al Qa'ida members "dedicated to [the] cause of Jihad; 
eager to fight to the death if confronted."18 New intelligence con~ 

tinued to arrive as the start date drew nearer. On February 25, U.S. 

Central Command reported, ''The T aliban and al~Qaeda groups 
know we're looking for them, and aren't moving. We did first good 

surveillance last night. Will refine shots now until the 28th. As 

usual, terrain in the area made taking good shots difficult (deep, 
narrow valleys)."19 The final plan for Operation Anaconda was 

briefed to the head of u.s. Central Command, General Tommy 

Franks, on February 26. 

Executing the Plan 

On March 1, Afghan forces and u.s. special operations forces from 

Task Force Anvil moved into blocking positions along enemy routes 

of retreat south and east of the valley. On March 2 the combat phase 
of Operation Anaconda began at 5:30 a.m., when several reconnais~ 

sance teams-Task Force Rakassan, Task Force 64, and Task Force 

K-Bar-moved into blocking positions. At the same time Afghan and 

special operations forces from Task Force Hammer drove south into 

the valley from the city of Gardez. Their mission was to attack along 
the western ridge and force the enemy into "kill zones" where 10th 

Mountain troops and more special operations forces were waiting.20 
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Figure 3: Plan for Operation Anaconda2
! 

Things did not start well. Unexpected fire, initially believed to 

be from al Qa'ida mortars but later determined to be accidental 

fire from a U.S. AC-130 gunship, turned back the Afghan force. 

AH-64 Apache helicopters did preliminary sweeps of the landing 

zones, but air assault forces came under immediate attack and were 

pinned down as they entered the valley by fire from al Qa'ida fight

ers on the mountain slopes above them. "Each group," chronicled an 

initial intelligence report, "poses a significant threat to our ground 

forces and helos."22 AH-64s made a pass through the valley floor to 

clear the way for additional air assault troops. In the Shah-i-Kot, 

they carried lethal weaponry, including a 30-millimeter M230 chain 
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gun and a mixture of AGM-114 Hellfire and Hydra 70 rocket pods. 

Enemy fire was intense nevertheless. "Flew in to [landing zone] ... 

Under fire when we stepped off the helicopter," one soldier wrote.23 

Several of the Apaches returned to base full of holes, and one took 

a rocket-propelled grenade in the nose. 

Another air assault wave, bringing in the 10th Mountain 

Division's 1-87 Infantry Battalion, headed for the three southern 

blocking positions. They took two blocking positions, but "a heavy 

concentration of fire" prevented them from taking the third. The 

soldiers landed "at the base of an al-Qaeda stronghold and literally 

within a minute of being dropped off began taking sporadic fires 
as they moved to cover."24 Mortar fire, rocket-propelled grenades, 

heavy machine-gun fire, and small arms fire emanated from the 

hills above the troops' positions. The soldiers took fire all morning. 

"I didn't really expect them to try and duke it out with us," said the 

1-87 Infantry Battalion commander. "I was just surprised at the 
intensity of what I saw on the valley floor."25 

The first major air strike came when a B-52 bombed a series of 

al Qa'ida and T aliban targets in the early morning. Within an hour 

a B-52 hit a building in the deserted town of Marzak, situated in 

the heart of the Shah-i-Kot. A few minutes later a B-S2 dropped a 

string of SaO-pound bombs on al Qa ida fighters in the open.26 

Air force documents tell the story in gripping fashion. "Enemy 

continues to control the high ground in [vicinity of] whaleback and 
small fortified pockets through the area of operations," one report 

declared. "Numerous bombing strikes were made against dug-in 

enemy forces [around] Babulkeyl," another deserted Shah-i-Kot 
town, "resulting in moderate to heavy enemy casualties."27 

CIA human intelligence reports, or HUMINT from individual 

sources, helped determine where the Taliban and al Qaida fighters 
were concentrated, though not necessarily their tactical positions. 

The mountain terrain discouraged reconnaissance and surveillance 

from military aircraft and satellites, as did the dispersal of enemy 
fighters in caves and crevices, and poor weather. Even signals intelli-
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gence, or SIGINT, which involved radio and other communications 

intercepts, was challenging, since T aliban and al Qi ida fighters had 

improved their communication discipline. They used cell phones 

and satellite phones infrequently and adopted code words. "The 
CIA nevertheless collected unique intelligence," Hank Crumpton 

explained, such as by deploying "unilateral Afghan assets with mod
ified GPS devices into the (Shah-i-Kot] area to mark key sites and 

routes." They illuminated enemy positions for U.S. strike aircraft.28 

Yet intelligence remained a problem during Operation Anaconda. 
Preliminary reports estimated that there were between 168 and well 

over 1,000 enemy fighters in the valley, but the smaller number had 

driven the operational plans. In addition, the intelligence analysis 

failed to identify where most of the fighters, especially al Qa'ida 
fighters placed in higher elevations, were located. 29 

Nowhere were these challenges more acute than on Takur Ghar 

mountain on March 4. Rocket-propelled grenades hit an MH-47 

Chinook helicopter attempting to deposit a special reconnaissance 
team on what turned out to be a position held by al Qa'ida. Machine

gun fire struck the Chinook, severing the hydraulic and oillines.30 It 

lifted off rapidly, causing Petty Officer First Class Neil C. Roberts, 
a u.s. Navy SEAL, to fall from the aircraft. Roberts activated his 

infrared strobe light and returned fire on the enemy with his squad 

automatic weapon, but he was soon captured and killed by al Qi ida 
forces. The lead Chinook from the rescue force, call sign Razor 01, 

was also hit by a rocket-propelled grenade.31 Close air support and 
ground combat continued throughout the battle on Takur Ghar. 

Al Qi ida and T aliban forces were clearly taking casualties. 

Reports on the number of enemy killed climbed to 353 after the 
first four days of Operation Anaconda.32 According to one report, 

enemy fighters were "staggering from three nights of airstrikes and 
facing new daylight strikes."33 A series of air strikes on al Qi ida 

reinforcements helped turn the tide on March 5. Late in the after

noon, an MQ-l Predator spotted vehicles and al Qa'ida fighters in 

a ravine on the southern cusp of the valley. Over the next several 
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hours, A-lOs, F/A-18s, and AC-130 gunships attacked al Qa'ida 
forces.34 The air support had a direct impact on the battle. "Due to 
increased bombing and [close air support) the enemy was unable to 
sustain any effective fires upon our forces," concluded a report on 
March 7.35 

Activity in Operation Anaconda tapered off after March 14. 
Two days later U.S. intelligence estimates indicated that there were 
fewer than fifteen enemy personnel in the valley.36 U.S. military 
and CIA estimates calculated that between two hundred and three 
hundred T aliban and al Qa'ida fighters had been killed, and several 
hundred more, including Saifullah Rahman Mansour, had fled to 
Pakistan. Specific numbers were impossible to confirm because the 
heavy bombardment, including 2,OOO-pound bombs, had obliter
ated bodies. Some fighters were trapped inside collapsed caves, and 
others had been buried by their comrades before nightfall, as Mus
lim custom dictates. There were some U.S. casualties as well. Five 

U.S. Army soldiers, two U.S. Air Force personnel, and one Navy 
SEAL died, and as many as eighty soldiers were wounded. 

Though it had inflicted casualties and fought viciously, al 
Qa'ida never made an attempt to face the U.S. military directly 
during Operation Anaconda. The Shah-i-Kot was largely cleared 
of al Qa'ida fighters, at least for the moment. 

Jawbreaker 

On September 11, Art Cummings, who was running the FBI's 
counterterrorism squad in the Richmond field office, received a 
phone call from Dale Watson, the assistant director for the Coun
terterrorism Divison at FBI Headquarters in Washington. We need 
you in Washington, Watson said. He gave Cummings until mid
night to get there. 

Cummings arrived shortly before midnight and dropped his 
bags at the Marriott Hotel at 9th and F Streets in Northwest 
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Washington. He would live there for three months. By this time 

Cummings had been in the FBI for nearly a decade and a half. 

After serving as a Navy SEAL, he spurned an offer from the Drug 
Enforcement Agency and chose the FBI, in part because the Bureau 

offered more money. He started as an agent in 1987 and worked 

virtually every type of FBI case, from counterintelligence to drugs, 

which gave him a wide~ranging appreciation of the threats faced by 

the United States as well as of the tactics and techniques necessary 

to collect information and arrest suspects. 

Cummings became increasingly valuable to the FBI after the 
September 11 attacks, when he was assigned to the Counterterror~ 

ism Division at FBI Headquarters and charged with the develop~ 

ment and oversight of the Bureau's operations in foreign theaters 

such as Afghanistan. He was later given responsibility for the 

development and management of FBI operations against al Qa'ida 
and other terrorist groups.37 Cummings stayed in Washington and 

returned to his wife and family in Richmond on the weekends. The 
war against al Qa'ida took over his life. 

As Cummings and the FBI tried to piece together the Sep~ 

tember 11 plot, the CIA and U.S. special operations forces were 

engaged in one of the most successful efforts to overthrow a gov~ 
ernment in modern U.S. history. "We're getting ready to do some~ 

thing that hasn't been done since World War II and the days of the 

aSS," Hank Crumpton explained. Crumpton, who had just been 

appointed to run the Afghan war within the CIA's Counterterror~ 

ism Center (CTC), was referring to the Office of Strategic Services, 
which was involved in a number of espionage and subversive activi~ 

ties behind enemy lines during World War II. "We here at CTC 

are assembling teams of case officers and paramilitary officers to 
drive the fight into Afghanistan. The rules have finally changed," 

Crumpton continued, "which means we get a full shot at bin Laden 
and al Qa'ida." 

Crumpton outlined how the CTC teams would work. Separate 

teams would deploy to different parts of Afghanistan and embed 
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with Afghan field commanders. A Farsi- or Dari-speaking case 

officer would lead each team, while a paramilitary officer from the 

Special Activities Division, the CIA's covert paramilitary opera
tions unit, would serve as his deputy. The CIA teams would pro

duce intelligence on enemy positions and capabilities, which CTC 

headquarters would use to help coordinate the war. Each CTC 

team on the ground would have a special operations team attached 

to it, with a combat air controller to coordinate close air support. 

Crumpton was an extraordinarily competent CIA officer. But 

he also had a sense of humor. When he took over the Afghan opera

tion, he posted a sign on his office door that borrowed the words 
of Antarctic explorer Ernest Shackleton: "Officers wanted for haz

ardous journey. Small wages. Bitter cold. Long months of com
plete darkness. Safe return doubtful."38 Crumpton's vision of the 

war was straightforward. Since power and politics in Afghanistan 
were very localized, success hinged on effectively cooperating with 

Afghanistan's tribes, subtribes, clans, and communities. Many were 
currently allied with the T aliban, so the CIA's and the U.S. mili

tary's task was to orchestrate widespread defection. The strategy, 

he said, depended on recognizing that "the center of gravity rested 

in the minds of those widespread tribal militia leaders, who were 

allied with the T ali ban and al-Qaeda out of political convenience or 
necessity," and "convincing potential allies that their future rested 
with the small CIA and U.S. military teams."39 

On September 13, 2001, George Tenet had briefed President 

Bush on the CIA's plan for conducting operations in Afghanistan. 
He took with him his counterterrorism chie£ Cofer Black, and 

together they outlined a strategy that merged CIA paramilitary 
teams, U.S. special operations forces, and air power to bring down 
the Taliban regime. "Mr. President," Black noted at the briefing, 

staring intently at Bush, "we can do this. No doubt in my mind. We 

do this the way that we've outlined it, we'll set this thing up so it's an 

unfair fight for the U.S. military. But you've got to understand," he 
continued, choosing his words carefully, "people are going to die."40 
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Two days later, at Camp David, Tenet explained that the plan 
"stressed one thing: we would be the insurgents. Working closely 
with military special forces, CIA teams would be the ones using 
speed and agility to dislodge an emplaced foe."41 

General Tommy Franks also began working on war plans. On 
September 20, Franks arrived at the Pentagon from Tampa, Flor
ida, to brief Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, Deputy Secre
tary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff on his 
plan for invading Afghanistan. Wolfowitz outlined his views in a 
classified September 23 paper for Rumsfeld entitled "Using Special 
Forces on 'Our Side' of the Line." He argued that U.S. Army special 
forces should be deployed on the ground with Northern Alliance 
forces to help direct U.S. air attacks, gather intelligence, and deliver 
humanitarian aid where needed. Wolfowitz was aware of the Soviet 
experience in Afghanistan in the 1980s and was concerned that the 
United States would suffer a similar fate.42 The thinking was that 
blending U.S. and Afghan forces would limit American exposure. 

A CIA team led by Gary Schroen, appropriately code-named 
Jawbreaker, landed in the Panjshir Valley in northeastern Afghani
stan on September 26, 2001, only two weeks after the September 
11 attacks. The team was part of the Special Activities Division, 
which had no more than a few hundred officers with classic intel

ligence and special operations backgrounds. Schroen and his team 
were soon joined on the ground by several special operations force 
A-teams, including Operational Detachment Alpha (ODA) 555, 
known as "Triple Nickel." These forces worked with local Afghan 
commanders and coordinated U.S. air strikes while providing arms, 
equipment, and military advice. They furnished money to buy
or at least rent-the loyalty of local commanders and their militia 
forces. As Schroen once noted, "Money is the lubricant that makes 
things happen in Afghanistan."43 

The U.S. bombing campaign began on the night of October 7. 
The objective was to destroy the Talibans limited air defense and 
communications. American and British special operations teams 
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had been conducting scouting missions in Afghanistan. Al Qa'ida 
played a limited, though still important, role in the T aliban's defense. 
Of particular note was al Qa'ida's 055 Arab Brigade, which included 
an influential group of foreign fighters. The group was commanded 

by Juma Namangani, a flamboyant Uzbek militant and founder of 
the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, who was killed the next month 
during a U.S. air strike in northern Afghanistan. Namangani was 
aided by Abd al-Hadi aI-Iraqi, who was born in Mosul, Iraq, in 1961 
and had served in the Iraqi military. The U.S. Defense Department 
considered Abd al-Hadi aI-Iraqi one of al Qa'ida's "key paramilitary 
commanders in Afghanistan" and said he "was known and trusted 
by Bin Ladin and Ayman al-Zawahiri."44 Prior to September 11 he 
had served on bin Laden's ten-person advisory board and al Qa'ida's 
military committee, which oversaw military operations and training. 
The 055 Brigade, which was believed to have between five hundred 
and a thousand fighters at its disposal-though some estimates pro
jected as many as twenty-five hundred-provided the Taliban with 
a cadre of elite, well-trained soldiers. They were integrated into the 
T aliban army and were used to conduct commando-style operations. 
Abd al-Hadi aI-Iraqi had also been involved in al Qa'ida's advanced 
training in chemical and explosives. 

Some of the first major combat actions of the war occurred 
in the mountains near Mazar-e-Sharif in northern Afghanistan. 
Special operations teams working with Northern Alliance gener
als Abdul Rashid Dostum and Atta Mohammed fought their way 
north up the Dar-ye Suf and Balkh River Valleys toward the north
ern capita1.45 The terrain and conditions were unlike anything the 
Americans had ever seen. They found themselves traversing steep 
mountain paths next to thousand-foot precipices. Since even four
wheel-drive vehicles couldn't effectively maneuver on the winding 
mountain trails, military and intelligence forces used Afghan horses 
to haul their equipment. Many of the Americans had never been on 
a horse before. Because of the sheer dropoffs, they were told to keep 
one foot out of the stirrup, so that if the horse stumbled, they could 
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fall onto the trail as the horse slid off the clif£ In especially steep 
areas, U.S. forces were prepared to shoot any horse that stumbled 
before it could drag its rider to his death.46 

The first forays against the T aliban were in northern Afghani
stan because Tajik and Uzbek opposition to the Pashtun Taliban 
was strongest there. In late October and early November, Dostum's 
forces took several villages near Mazar-e-Sharif, which they over
ran on November 10.47 Al Qa'ida's 055 Brigade sustained a m:yor 
blow in the north. When the Taliban commander Mullah Moham
mad Fazl surrendered to Dostum in late November, al Qa'ida 
fighters with him were detained and transported by truck to the 
Qala-e-Jangi fortress. The al Qa'ida fighters at Qala-e-Jangi rose up 
not long after, triggering a battle in which CIA operative Johnny 
"Mike" Spann, who was serving in the clandestine service's Special 
Activities Division, was killed. The uprising brought intense fight
ing. Some al Qa'ida fighters died during the U.S. aerial bombard
ment of Qala-e-Jangi. Others died when Northern Alliance forces 
poured oil into the basement of the prison and ignited it, and still 
others drowned when the basement was flooded with frigid water. 

Those who escaped u.s. bombardment, led by Abd al-Hadi 
aI-Iraqi, headed to Pakistan, where they fled across the border or 
regrouped in areas like the Shah-i-Kot Valley. The fall of Mazar-e
Sharif and the dispersal of the 055 Brigade unhinged the Taliban 
position in northern Afghanistan. T aliban defenders near Bamiyan 
in the central part of the country briefly resisted before surrender
ing on November 11, and Kabul fell without a fight on Novem
ber 13. The T aliban collapse was remarkable. Only two months 
after the September 11 attacks, the most strategically important 
city in Afghanistan-Kabul-had been conquered. American and 
Afghan forces then encircled a force of some five thousand T aliban 
and al Qa'ida survivors in the city of Kunduz; they surrendered fol
lowing a twelve-day siege on November 26.48 

One of al Qa'ida's most significant losses at the time was 
Muhammed Atef, better known to his friends as Abu Hafs al-
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Masri. He was killed outside Kabul when u.s. F-15s dropped 
bombs on his position, as identified by MQ-1 Predator drones.49 

Atef could almost have been Osama bin Laden's body double. He 
had a large nose, a slightly heavier build than bin Laden, and stood 
over six feet, four inches talL His olive complexion and dark brown 
hair gave away his Mediterranean heritage. The hair in his beard 
had a neat line of gray from the base of his neck to the lower portion 
of his cheeks and then sharply switched to dark brown on the upper 
part of his cheeks, his chin, and above his mouth. It made him look 
a bit like a skunk. 

Atef was born in Menoufya, Egypt, onJune 17,1944, and stud
ied at Asyut University. He had served in the Egyptian Air Force 
and then, beginning in the early 1980s, as a deputy and close confi
dante of bin Laden. In 1992, Atef personally selected a cadre of tal
ented individuals from al Qi ida training camps to attend advanced 

classes at bin Laden's home in the Hyatabad neighborhood of 
Peshawar.5o Several years later, the bin Ladens became indebted to 
Atef when he seized a grenade that one of Osama bin Laden's sons 
had accidentally armed and tossed it out of an airplane flying the 
family from Kabul to Kandahar. The grenade would have brought 
down the plane, killing bin Laden's wives, sons, and daughters.51 

Aref's relationship with bin Laden grew deeper in early 2001, 
when his daughter Khadija married bin Laden's son Muhammad. 
They celebrated at bin Laden's Tarnak Farms compound outside 
Kandahar City. Atef was a possible successor to bin Laden and 
argued that al Qa'ida should procure weapons of mass destruction. 
In an e-mail to Atef in April 1999, Ayman al-Zawahiri encouraged 
him to continue looking into using chemical and biological weapons 
against the United States. "The destructive power of these weap
ons is no less than that of nuclear weapons," he explained. "I would 
like to emphasize what we previously discussed-that looking for 
a specialist is the fastest, safest, and cheapest way" to embark on a 
biological and chemical weapons program.52 

Atef's death was a significant blow to bin Laden. As bin Laden's 
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son Omar confided in his memoir, "I believe that my father loved 
Mohammed Atef as much as one man can love another. Due to 
their indestructible friendship, Mohammed became like a favored 
uncle to my father's children."53 

With the fall of Kabul and Kunduz and the killing of such 
senior al Qa'ida leaders as Muhammed Atef, attention shifted to 
the Taliban's southern stronghold, Kandahar. Special operations 
forces in support of Hamid Karzai, a Popalzai tribal leader and 
the future president of Afghanistan, advanced on Kandahar from 
the north.54 In addition, special operations forces in support of 
Gul Agha Shirzai, who was nicknamed "Bulldozer" for his coer
cive tactics, advanced from the south. The first clashes occurred in 
late November at Tarin Kowt and Sayed Slim Kalay, which lay just 
north of the city. There were also several fights along Highway 4 
south of Kandahar from December 2 to December 6. On the night 
of December 6, Mullah Omar and the senior T aliban leadership 
fled the city and went into hiding, effectively ending T aliban rule 
in Afghanistan.55 

Allied forces subsequently tracked a group of al Qa'ida survi
vors thought to include Osama bin Laden to a series of caves in 
the White Mountains near Tora Bora. The caves were taken in 
a sixteen-day battle ending on December 17, but many al Qa'ida 
defenders, including bin Laden, escaped and fled across the border 
into Pakistan.56 

Picking Up the Pieces 

After the T aliban was overthrown, a small group of Americans, 
including Philip Mudd at the CIA, helped put together a govern
ment in Afghanistan. Early in November, Ambassador James Dob
bins, the Bush administration's envoy to Afghanistan, took a secure 
call from Hank Crumpton, who was still overseeing the CIA's oper-
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ations in Afghanistan. Crumpton offered to send over Mudd, who 

had just served on the White House staff. Dobbins gladly accepted. 

Mudd's job, as Dobbins envisioned, would be to connect the 

u.s. negotiating team to Afghan field commanders, Northern Alli~ 
ance officials, and CIA teams on the ground. "Phil was easy to get 

along with," said Dobbins, "very understated, and extremely compe~ 
tent." Mudd also earned a reputation for securing the best accom~ 

modations in Afghanistan, working his CIA contacts to find an 

aboveground bedroom, heat, light, plumbing, and hot meals. "After 
the first night," said Dobbins on one of their visits to Afghanistan, "I 

considered moving in with him, but my security team scotched the 
idea. I was living in a bunker in the old u.s. embassy in Kabul sur~ 

rounded by something like five hundred u.s. Marines, all guarding 

me. And Phil had prime real estate in a building that had once been 

a hotel. My security took one look at it and said, 'Forget it. It's too 
vulnerable to an attack: "57 

As the T aliban's power base collapsed, international and local 
attention turned to reconstruction. Dobbins, Mudd, and their team 

helped organize a meeting of Afghan and international political 

leaders in Bonn, Germany, late in November. On December 5, with 
coalition troops about to take Kandahar, Afghan leaders signed an 

agreement that established a timetable for the creation of a represen~ 

tative and freely elected government.58 Under the Bonn Agreement, 
the parties agreed to establish an interim authority comprising 

three main bodies: a thirty~member acting administration headed 

by Hamid Karzai, a Pashtun, which took power on December 22; 

a Supreme Court; and a Special Independent Commission for the 

Convening of the Emergency Loya Jirga, the name for a traditional 

meeting of Afghan tribal, political, and religious leaders. 

As Afghanistan began to recover from the shock of invasion, 
there was extraordinary upheaval across the Muslim world. Ameri~ 

can Muslim groups and most governments worldwide, includ~ 

ing several surprising leaders, had denounced the September 11 
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attacks. Mohammad Khatami, the Iranian president, said that he 

felt" deep regret and sympathy with the victims," and Libyan leader 
Moammar Gadhafi denounced the attacks as "horrifying."59 Yet 

there were jubilant crowds in some Palestinian areas, and Saddam 

Hussein's government in Iraq issued an immediate statement gloat

ing that "the American cowboys are reaping the fruit of their crimes 
against humanity." Under the headline "America Burns," the official 

newspaper AI-Iraq said that "what happened in the United States 
yesterday is a lesson for all tyrants, oppressors and criminals."60 

Still others across the Muslim world expressed skepticism that al 

Qa'ida, a fringe organization in Afghanistan, could have perpe

trated sophisticated multipronged attacks against the world's only 

superpower. Across the Middle East, conspiracy theories gained 
currency, including one that the CIA or the Israeli intelligence ser

vice, the Mossad, had orchestrated the attacks to justify a war in 

the region.61 

Yet beneath the surface there was a roiling debate among Mus
lims. Credible conservative voices denounced the attacks. Some 

had worked alongside Zawahiri and bin Laden over the years. For 

Sayyid Imam Abd al-Aziz al-Shari£ the former leader of Egyptian 

Islamic Jihad and friend ofZawahiri, the Septemher 11 attacks were 
barbaric and un-Islamic. He wrote that bin Laden had betrayed 

Mullah Omar and the Afghan people by orchestrating an inter

national terrorist attack while living on Afghan soil under Omar's 

protection. This left the T aliban vulnerable to America's military 
response. "Afghanistan and its people were the ones who paid the 
price," he wrote.62 

Sharif had an esoteric and historically grounded claim: the al 

Qa'ida hijackers had attacked a country that had allowed them on its 
soil. "They entered the United States with a visa," Sharif explained. 

"This is a contract of safety on which there is not dispute among 

the ulema." Sharif cited Muhammad ibn aI-Hasan al-Shaybani, a 
venerable Muslim scholar from what is now Iraq, who died in A.D. 

805. In his book Kitab al-Siyar al-Kabir, Shaybani argued that it is 
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un-Islamic to betray a country-in blood, honor, or money-which 
allows individuals to enter its territory.63 Bin Laden's and Zawa

hiri's punishment, Sharif said, would not be pleasant. "On the Day 
of Judgment," he noted, "every double-crosser will have a banner at 

his anus proportionate to his treachery."64 

Sharif also feared that the September 11 attacks would initi
ate violence against Muslims. "They were a disaster for Muslims," 

he acknowledged. "They have sown sedition within every house."65 

War and violence would proliferate across the Muslim world, he 

argued, affecting innocent women, children, men, and families. 

Though he had left al Qa'ida, Sharif was targeted by the gov

ernment in Yemen because of his past association with extremist 
groups. In late September 2001 he began to suspect that Yemeni 

intelligence agents were monitoring his movements, and he grew 

increasingly concerned about his security. On October 28, Yemeni 

authorities seized him while he was working at the AI-Shiffa Hospi
tal in Ibb governorate, south of Sanaa. His family was not informed 

of his arrest, and it took them three weeks to locate him. Sharif 

was initially held incommunicado, but eventually family members 

had irregular access to him. During his three years in detention 
in Yemen, he was held without charge, without trial, and without 

access to an attorney. According to a Human Rights Watch inves

tigation, his cell was dirty and his food substandard, though he was 

not physically abused.66 Despite the urgings of prominent Yemeni 
politicians, including parliamentary speaker Abdullah al-Ahmar, 

and tribal leaders, the Yemeni government refused to release Sharif. 

For many others, including conservative Muslims, the Septem
ber 11 attacks were barbaric. One was Salman al-Awdah, a SalaH 

cleric born in 1955 in the Saudi village of al-Basr. He had served five 

years in jail for taking part in the Sahway, or Awakening, a clerical 

movement that opposed the Saudi government's 1991 decision to 
allow U.S. military forces on its soil after Iraq invaded Kuwait. In 

1994, Osama bin Laden had praised Awdah in his "Open Letter 

to Shaykh Bin Baz on the Invalidity of His Fatwa on Peace with 
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the Jews."67 Yet Awdah denounced the September 11 attacks. In an 
open letter to bin Laden, he noted, "My brother Osama: How much 
blood has been spilt~ How many innocent people, children, elderly, 
and women have been killed, dispersed, or evicted in the name of 
al Qa'ida~" Referring to Judgment Day, he asked bin Laden, "Will 
you be happy to meet God Almighty carrying the burden of these 
hundreds of thousands or millions on your backt68 

Surprisingly, even some of al Qa'ida's leaders condemned the 
attacks. Perhaps the most intriguing was Saif al~Adel, who was 
Osama bin Laden's security chief in Sudan and continued to be a 

close confidant. Adel had served in the Egyptian military and had a 
long pedigree of violent jihad. He had worked as an instructor in the 
Sa'adah training camp in Lebanon in 1988 and 1989 before joining 
al Qa'ida. He also helped plan the 1998 U.S. embassy bombings in 

Tanzania and Kenya.69 

Adel stood five feet, five inches tall, weighed roughly 160 
pounds, and had a receding hairline. He wore glasses with heavy 
black frames and large square lenses and had a baby face that gave 
him a youthful appearance. His militant career, including actions 
with Egyptian Islamic Jihad, had left him with a noticeable scar on 
one of his arms and hands, and two of his fingers had been perma~ 
nently injured. But al Qa'ida leaders found him abrasive. "Other 
members of the organization did not want to work with or for Saif 
al~Adel," said one, "because he did not get along with people, nor 
did he trust people."7o Others accused him of being chauvinistic 
about his heritage and showing favoritism to Egyptians. "His nar~ 
row Asian eyes," another colleague claimed, "reflected malicious 
cleverness, and his lean and strong body was full of energy."7] 

Adel objected to the September 11 attacks. According to Kha~ 
lid Sheikh Mohammed, one of the masterminds of the attacks, 

Adel had not even been informed of the details during the planning 
stage.72 In one particularly blunt letter, dated June 13, 2002, Adel 
wrote to Khalid Sheikh Mohammed that bin Laden's actions would 
take al Qa'ida "from misfortune to disaster." He complained of bin 
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Laden's autocratic leadership, writing that "if someone opposes him, 

he immediately puts forward another person to render an opinion 
in his support; clinging to his opinion."73 

Others followed suit. One was Abu Mus'ab al-Suri, a Syrian 

whose writings on military strategy were widely read among al 
Qa'ida operatives and sympathizers,?4 He criticized the decision to 

engage in "the battle of Shah-i-Kot, which has the American name 
'Operation Anaconda,' where hundreds were killed." Al Qa'ida 

paid a "high strategic price," Suri concluded, which confirmed that 

"confronting the campaigns of American and allied forces in an 
overt way ... is still in its wrong time."75 Another was the Egyptian 

Islamic extremist and journalist Shaykh Abu al Walid aI-Masri, 
whose daughter was married to Saif al-Adel and who was a senior 

member of the al Qa'ida shura council, its leadership body. He had 

been involved in jihadist movements around the globe for over four 
decades, including against the Soviets in Afghanistan,?6 Shaykh 

Abu al Walid aI-Masri published a rare critical document about 

bin Laden titled "The Story of the Afghan Arabs: From the Entry 
to Afghanistan to the Final Exodus with the T aliban." Bin Laden's 

leadership, he argued, "encourages recklessness and causes disor

ganization, characteristics which are unsuitable for this existen

tial battle in which we confront the greatest force in the world, the 
USA:'77 He also discussed in colorful detail many of the debates 

and divisions within al Qa'ida and concluded that al Qa'ida "was a 

tragic example of an Islamic movement managed in an alarmingly 
meaningless way."78 

It is not entirely clear what Osama bin Laden's objectives were 

in conducting the September 11 attacks, in part since there is lit
tle primary-source evidence from bin Laden himself It is unlikely 

that he expected to chase the United States out of the Middle East 

with a single terrorist blow. Instead, he may have hoped that the 

United States would end its support of Arab regimes and pull its 

forces out of the Middle East, including Saudi Arabia, following a 

broader campaign of violence. What is more apparent, however, is 
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that bin Laden was not well prepared for the American response or 
the harsh reaction from some al Qi ida leaders. 

A Painful Lesson 

Al Qi ida had pulled off the most successful terrorist attack on 
u.s. soil up to that point, killing nearly three thousand people and 
wounding thousands more. Yet the American response was swift 
and decisive. Kabul had fallen; the T aliban and al Qa'ida were on 
the run. Now U.S. forces turned their attention to individual al 
Qi ida leaders. 

Senior al Qa'ida member Saif al~Adel described his trepidation: 
"On Sunday night, the third night of the blessed month and after 
0100 in the morning, I woke up feeling anxious and sensed there 
was a danger close to me," he recalled. "I woke up the brothers with 
me, Abu~Muhammad al~Abyad, Abd al~Rahman al~Masri, and 
Abu~Usamah al~Filastini, and told them of my anxiety." 

Suddenly they heard explosions in the distance from U.S. air 
strikes. The explosions came closer. 

"We heard a missile passing over our heads immediately before 
we had finished eating and it exploded 100 meters from the house," 
Adel noted. "We looked at the aircraft and saw it fire the second 
missile and we took cover. It fell in the middle of the road. When we 
finished removing the young men and Abd~al~Wahid [from under 
the debris], the brothers consulted each other and feared that their 
house was also being watched," he said. 

The U.S. attack took place on the morning of November 19, 
2001, at Adel's residence in Kandahar Province. Several al Qiida 
fighters were killed that day by U.S. strike aircraft and AH~64 
Apache helicopters. Asim al~Yamani, a trainer at al Qa' ida's al~ 

Farouq camp, and Abu~Ali al~Yafi'i, one of Adel's guards, were 

among the dead. 
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"We saw the tragedy on the road," Adel summed up, "and it was 
a story and lesson."79 

It had been a difficult few months for Adel and other senior 
al Qa'ida leaders. Around September 18, bin Laden had arrived at 
one of al Qa'ida's safe houses in Kabul with Ayman al~Zawahiri, 
Abu Hafs al~Masri, and several others to prepare for the imminent 
U.S. retaliation for September 11. He gave orders. Al Qa'ida would 
have an initial front line of fighters to defend Kabul, led by Abd al~ 
Hadi al~Iraqi and Abdul Wakil al~Masri. Abu Zubaydah and Ibn 
al~Shaykh al~Libi would organize the defense of Khowst Province, 
and others would defend key Afghan fronts. 

By December, however, the organization was in disarray. One 
quarter of Osama bin Laden's top commanders had been killed or 
captured.80 The situation was particularly troubling in southern 
Afghanistan, where al Qa'ida had been headquartered. Saif al~Adel 
told the remaining foreign fighters that he had no. more instruc
tions from bin Laden, who had not communicated with him, and 
there were no serious contingency plans for the loss of Afghanistan. 
To make matters worse, T aliban leaders were demanding that al 
Qa'ida and the rest of the Arabs leave the country. Adel said there 

was no choice but to try to save themselves by escaping and reorga~ 
nizing at some later point. It was one of al Qa'ida's darkest hours. 

Al Qa'ida's first wave began to ebb, in part because the orga~ 

nization had shifted to a punishment strategy, killing more than 
three thousand civilians and causing worldwide outrage on Sep~ 
tember 11. In addition, the United States adopted a light-footprint 
strategy, utilizing a small number of CIA and U.S. special opera~ 
tions forces to overthrow the T aliban government, undermining 
al Qa'ida's sanctuary. By 2002 al Qa'ida fighters had largely been 
eliminated from Afghanistan thanks to Operation Anaconda and 
other efforts, though bin Laden briefly trekked to Konar Province, 
undetected, before returning across the border to Pakistan. As 
the CIA's Hank Crumpton proudly announced, "Several teams of 
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CIA and US. Army Special Forces personnel, scores of clandestine 

US. military raiders, and US. airpower had destroyed the Taliban 

regime and disrupted al Qaeda, killing or capturing approximately 
25 percent of the enemy's leaders."Bl The United States had seized 

over twenty terrorist training camps, killed thousands of enemy 

fighters, and forced hundreds of al Qa'ida members and thousands 

of T aliban to flee across the border. 

The fight then moved to neighboring Pakistan. 



AL OA'IDA IN PAKISTAN 

THE MANHUNT FOR Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, one of the mas

terminds of the September 11 attacks, grew hot in Pakistan 

in 2003. U.S. intelligence agencies had been desperate to find the 

al Qa'ida leader, whom colleagues referred to by his code name, 

Mukhtar. Agents had been contacting every imaginable human 

source and culling through huge caches of signals intelligence. Just 

after the September 11 attacks, George Tenet had urged his staff 
to move outside their comfort zones. ''All the rules have changed," 

he warned in a memo titled "We're at War." "Each person must 

assume an unprecedented degree of personal responsibility."l U.S. 

and Pakistani intelligence agents had mapped out a network of 
contacts close to Khalid Sheikh Mohammad, yet they still lacked 

enough information to capture him. 
The situation changed early in 2003. The hunt centered on 

Rawalpindi, a bustling Pakistani city of nearly 1.7 million located 

on the Potwar Plateau, 9 miles southwest ofIslamabad, the nation's 

capital. Rawalpindi lies along the ancient trade routes that con
nected Persia and the Central Asian steppes to India. Sikhs settled 

the area in 1765 and invited nearby traders to take up residence as 

well. It became a strategic military outpost after the British occu

pied the Punjab in 1849. The old parts of Rawalpindi boast densely 
packed houses decorated with intricate woodwork and cut brick 

79 
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corbels, with narrow streets that open up into a series of bazaars. 
The City also has a tradition of sheltering fugitives. Early in the 
nineteenth century, Shah Shuja, the exiled king of Afghanistan, 
fled to Rawalpindi after he was deposed by Mahmud Shah. Rawal
pindi was an ideal place for al Qa'ida terrorists to hide. 

On February 28, 2003, Pakistani intelligence received a tip that 
an associate ofKhalid Sheikh Mohammed who was willing to assist 
in his capture was arriving at Islamabad International Airport. The 
informant was scheduled to meet Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, or 
KSM, as U.S. operatives referred to him, that night in a house on 
Peshawar Road. Khalid Sheikh Mohammed was the opposite of 
the pious al Qa'ida militant exemplified by Ayman al-Zawahiri 
and Osama bin Laden. He had thick black hair, brown eyes, and a 
plump physique, and he led a lavish lifestyle. While in the Philip
pines in late 1994 and early 1995, he apparently attended a number 
of parties where alcohol was consumed and he spent generously on 
women, frequenting go-go bars and karaoke clubs in Manila. He 
reportedly gave large tips. He also purportedly buzzed a tower with 
a rented helicopter to impress a female dentist he was dating. 

Yet Khalid Sheikh Mohammed was involved in some of al 
Qa'ida's most notorious terrorist attacks and plots, from the Sep
tember 11 attacks to the 2002 Bali bombings and the assassina
tion of the Wall Street Journal's Daniel Pearl. "I decapitated with 
my blessed right hand," he bragged, "the head of the American Jew, 
Daniel Pearl, in the city of Karachi, Pakistan."2 Some intelligence 
analysts dubbed him the Forrest Gump of terrorists. CIA report
ing had indicated that he was "the driving force behind the 11 Sep
tember attacks as well as several subsequent plots against U.S. and 
Western targets worldwide."3 

Sensing that the capture of Khalid Sheikh Mohammed was 
imminent, Marty Martin, who was at the CIA's Counterterrorist 
Center, pulled aside George Tenet late on the afternoon of Febru
ary 28. "Boss, where are you going to be this weekend?" he asked. 
"Stay in touch. I just might get some good news."4 
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Then came the information they needed. 

"I am with KSM," the informant said in a text message, after 

slipping into a bathroom in the squat two-story white house in 

Rawalpindi.s 

The Pakistanis and Americans shifted into overdrive. At 4:45 
a.m. on March 1, they surrounded the home of Ahmed Abdul 

Qudoos, a pale, white-bearded man who was a member of the 

Pakistani Islamic political party Jamaat-e-Islami. Pakistani forces 

broke down the front door and rushed in, brandishing weapons and 

shouting. In one of the rooms, a man on the ground floor pointed 

upward. "They are up there," he yelled.6 

Pakistani forces dashed upstairs and found Khalid Sheikh 

Mohammed and several accomplices, including Mustafa al-Hawsawi, 

a Saudi member of al Qa'ida who had helped organize and finance 

the September 11 attacks. KSM quickly grabbed his Kalashnikov; 

a Pakistani agent tried to wrestle it from him, but the gun went of£ 

shooting the agent in the foot. Before Khalid Sheikh Mohammed 
and Mustafa al-Hawsawi could do further damage, they were over

powered, hooded, bound, hustled from the house, placed in a vehicle, 

and quickly driven away, as was Ahmed Abdul Qudoos. 

Tenet's phone soon rang, waking him up. It was Marty Martin. 
"Boss," he said, "we got KSM."7 

The capture of Khalid Sheikh Mohammed was a major intel
ligence victory. Despite the billions of dollars the United States had 

spent on technical intelligence, it was old-fashioned human intel

ligence that secured the target. This is what Hank Crumpton had 

been preaching. "Distance and remote technology may reduce phys

ical risk and protect our consciences, but we lose the tactile sense of 
the human battlefield," he had warned.8 The informant, who was 

"a little guy who looked like a farmer," according to one American 

official who met him, was attracted by the $25 million bounty on 
Khalid Sheikh Mohammed's head.9 He was duly rewarded. 

Sometime later Tenet congratulated him in person. The infor

mant wore one of his best suits, which was neatly pressed, to the 
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meeting. "Do you think President Bush knows of my role in this 

capturet he asked Tenet, somewhat innocently. 
"Yes, he does," Tenet replied, "because I told him." 

"Does he know my name?" the informant asked. 

"No," Tenet answered. "Because that is a secret that he doesn't 
need to know."lo 

Movement into Pakistan 

After the T aliban was overthrown, al Qa ida operatives fled en 

masse to Pakistan. "The movement of al Qa'ida fighters into Paki

stan came in waves," noted Robert Grenier, the CIA's station chief 

in IslamabadY 

A polished operator, always impeccably dressed, Grenier was a 

passionate Boston Red Sox fan who had a bachelor's degree in philoso

phy from Dartmouth College. His aura in the CIA community grew 
after the September 11 attacks, when he engaged in face-to-face dis

cussions with Mullah Osmani, the deputy of T aliban leader Mullah 

Omar, in the mountains of Baluchistan Province in Pakistan. After 

Osmani declined to help the CIA by handing over bin Laden, Grenier 

had another idea. Would he help overthrow Mullah Omar? As Gre

nier explained, Osmani "could secure Kandahar with his corps, seize 

the radio station there, and put out a message that the al Qa ida Arabs 

were no friends of the Afghans and had brought nothing but harm 

to the country and that Bin Laden must be seized and turned over 
immediately:'12 It would have been a bold move, but Osmani declined. 

Fortunately, the Pakistani government was more supportive. 

On the morning after the September 11 attacks, the U.S. ambas
sador to Pakistan, Wendy Chamberlin, went to see Pakistan's presi

dent, Pervez Musharra£ She had been sent to pose a question asked 

by President Bush: "Are you with us or against us?" The meeting, 

which took place in one of Musharraf's Islamabad offices, was 

tense. America was reeling from the events of the preceding day, 
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and President Bush wanted a quick answer from Musharraf. After 

an hour, Musharraf appeared to be waffling on his commitment to 

the United States, so Chamberlin resorted to a bit of Hollywood 

drama. Sitting close to him, she half turned away and looked down 

at the floor in a display of exasperation. 
"What's wrong, Wendy?" he asked. 

"Frankly, General Musharra£" she responded, "you are not giv~ 

ing me the answer I need to give my president." 

Musharraf quickly replied, "We'll support you unstintingly."13 

They agreed to discuss more details on September 15. On that 

day, Chamberlin presented a series of discussion points. One of the 
most important was capturing al Qa'ida operatives streaming into 

Pakistan from Afghanistan. 

Musharrafhad his own negotiating points. "We want you to pres~ 

sure the Indians to tesolve the Kashmir dispute in our favor," he said. 
"We can't do that," Chamberlin responded. "This is about the 

terrorists who attacked America on our soil and not about Kashmir." 
Musharraf was not finished. "We'd also like you to ensure that 

U.S. aircraft do not use bases in India for operations in Afghani~ 
stan," he insisted.14 

His request was not altogether surprising. Pakistan and India 

had been involved in at least three major wars over the status of 

Kashmir-in 1947-1948, 1965, and 1971-as well as multiple 
skirmishes. The most recent border skirmish had, ironically, been 

initiated by Musharraf in 1999. Pakistani troops and Kashmiri 

insurgents crossed the Line of Control, which separates Indian~ and 

Pakistani~controlled parts of Jammu and Kashmir, and occupied 

Indian territory in Kargil. The incident sparked furious artillery 
clashes, air battles, and costly infantry assaults by Indian troops 

against dug~in Pakistani forces.1s 

"We can do that," Chamberlin told Mushartaf. The United 

States considered Indian bases militarily unnecessary and recog~ 

nized how provocative their use might be for Pakistan.16 

In the end, Musharraf agreed to many of America's requests. 
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He permitted overflight and landing rights for U.S. military and 
intelligence units, allowed access to some bases in Pakistan, pro' 

vided intelligence and immigration information, cut off most logis, 
tical support to the T aliban, and broke diplomatic relations with 

the TalibanP The United States used several bases (such as those 
near Jacobabad, Dalbandin, and Shamsi), set up a joint Pakistani, 

American facility in the U.S. embassy in Islamabad for coordinat, 

ing U.S. aircraft flying through Pakistan, and shared intelligence on 
key Taliban and al Qa'ida leaders. IS The U.S. military also installed 

radar facilities in Pakistan, which provided extensive coverage of 

Pakistani airspace.19 

Similarly, the United States agreed to many of Musharraf's 

requests. U.S. aircraft could not fly over Pakistani nuclear facilities, 

the U.S. military could not launch attacks into Afghanistan from 

Pakistan, and the United States would provide economic assistance 

to the country. These concessions provided a solid foundation for 

U.S. actions in the fall of 2001 against the Taliban and al Qa'ida. 
U.S. successes in Afghanistan in 2001, however, had an unpleas, 

ant consequence: al Qa'ida forces began to scatter. U.S. intelligence 

assessments indicated that the bulk of al Qa'ida fighters were flow, 

ing into Pakistan's tribal areas. But many went to such cities as 

Peshawar and Karachi, while others migrated to Iran. 

In December 2001 a U.S. government assessment examined 

possible al Qa'ida routes from Afghanistan to Pakistan and Iran 

through several Afghan locations: Konar, Jalalabad, Gardez, Kan, 
dahar, and Zaranj.20 

Al Qa'ida operatives ended up using all of them. In a meeting 

in Kandahar that month, al Qa'ida leaders who had remained in 

southern Afghanistan, led by Saif al,Adel, instructed a group of 

roughly five hundred fighters to go to Pakistan through Afghani, 

stan's eastern Paktia Province, near Gardez. They were mainly 

Arabs, although a smaller number were Uzbeks and T ajiks. Some 

were temporarily housed in the city of Zormat, while others fled to 

the Zormat Mountains and then continued into Pakistan. 
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Figure 4: U.S. Assessment of Potential al Qa'ida Routes 

The Management Council 

Others fled to Iran and formed al Qa'idas "Management Council," 

a group of senior officials who supported Osama bin Laden and 

other leaders in Pakistan. They included Abu al-Khayr aI-Masri, 

Abu Muhammad aI-Masri, Saif al-Adel, Sulayman Abu Ghayth, 

and Abu Hafs al-Mauritani. The exodus of some al Qa'ida mem

bers to Iran posed a particular problem for the United States. 

There was no U.S. military and intelligence presence in Iran, at 

least not overtly, and the United States had an openly adversar

ial relationship with the Iranian government. Grenier told CIA 



86 HUNTING IN THE SHADOWS 

headquarters, "Many al Qa'ida fighters were trying to get to Iran. 

They were interested in temporarily settling in Iran, or else mov

ing on to Gulf states or other sanctuaries. They didn't want to 

stay in Pakistan because the government was cooperating with the 
United States."2l While the Shi'ite Iranian leadership was gener

ally opposed to Sunni al Qa'ida militants, Iranian officials, moti

vated by the old adage "my enemy's enemy is my friend," provided 

some aid to anti-American groups. 

The Iranian government considered the u.s. presence in neigh

boring Afghanistan a threat to its security. Iranian intelligence 

officials soon initiated a meeting with al Qa'ida leaders. Ramzi bin 

al-Shibh, who was at a December 2001 meeting, reported that Ira
nian officials expressed their willingness to allow transit and give 

shelter to some members of al Qa'ida, though under tight scrutiny.22 

Beginning in late 2001, Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps 
Qods Force, whose mission is to organize, train, equip; and finance 

foreign Islamic revolutionary movements, sheltered over two dozen 

al Qa'ida members in hotels and private residences. 

But in 2002, Iran's intelligence agency, the Ministry of Intel

ligence and Security, took charge of relations with al Qa'ida and 

began rounding up operatives and their families in such cities as 
Zahedan. Early in 2003, Iran seized members of the Management 

Council and as many as sixty leaders and associates who had sought 
refuge there after September 11. Most al Qa'ida leaders and their 

families were placed under house arrest in crowded conditions. In 

several instances al Qa'ida prisoners, including women and chil

dren, complained to Iranian officials about their conditions and 

staged protests. In 2003, Osama bin Laden apparently sent a let
ter to Tehran threatening attacks if al Qa'ida leaders and his own 

family members were not released. But Iran did not comply and bin 

Laden did not follow through with the attacks. 

Saif al-Adel, who was a member of al Qa'ida's inner shura, had 

escaped to Iran through Afghanistan's western borderY Like most 

other al Qa'ida leaders in Iran, Adel was placed under house arrest, 
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though he retained access to the Internet and telephones. Using 
money provided by wealthy donors from the United Arab Emir~ 
ates, Saudi Arabia, and Kuwait, Adel rented apartments in Iran for 
some al Qa'ida members and their families. He also reestablished 
contact with the al Qi ida leadership and began to organize groups 
of fighters to return to Afghanistan and support the overthrow of 
the Karzai regime. In 2003, according to Saudi and U.S. officials, 
Adel was in communication with the al Qa'ida cell in Saudi Arabia 
that carried out bombings in Riyadh on May 12.24 He was also in 

touch with the Arabic~language newspaper Al-Sharq al-Awsat and 
told it that he believed around 350 "Afghan Arabs" had been killed 
in Afghanistan since the U.S. invasion and around 180 had been 
captured. He contributed articles to Mu'askar al-Battar, a jihadist 
magazine published under the auspices of al Qa'ida's affiliate in the 
Arabian Peninsula.25 

Siad bin Laden, the third of bin Laden's sons, and Abu Mus'ab 
al-Zarqawi, the future leader of al Qiida in Iraq, also fled to Iran, 
as did a handful of other al Qi ida fighters. Sa'ad bin Laden had 
developed a close relationship with his father. From Iran he contin~ 
ued to assist al Qa'ida, apparently helping with the truck bombing 
of a synagogue in Djerba, Tunisia. 26 

Back at the CIXs Counterterrorism Center, Philip Mudd and 
other senior officials were concerned that al Qi ida leaders were in 
Iran. Al Qi ida and Iran did not like each other, Mudd believed, 
and they certainly didn't share a common ideological view. But 
their mutual support did not help the United States. Al Qiida 
leaders didn't like the situation either, but they didn't have a better 
option. If they staged an attack against Iran, some of their leaders 
might be executed. For Iranian officials such as Ahmad Vahidi, a 
commander in the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps and later 
minister of defense, holding and monitoring several al Qi ida lead~ 
ers was a wild card.27 Iran could provide them with a safe haven 
from their bitter enemy, the United States. British Prime Minis~ 
ter Winston Churchill had used similar logic when he declared to 
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his personal secretary, John Colville, that "if Hitler invaded Hell, I 

would make at least a favorable reference to the devil in the House 
of Commons:'28 

Pakistan's Struggles 

Most al Qa'ida leaders, however, went to Pakistan. In cooperation 

with the United States, the Pakistani government deployed units 

from the regular army, Special Services Group, Frontier Corps, 

and Directorate for Inter-Services Intelligence to conduct opera
tions along routes from Afghanistan to Pakistan. Two brigades 

of infantry forces from the Ninth Division of the XI Corps were 

deployed for border and internal security operations for much of 
2001 and 2002. Pakistan also established two quick reaction forces 

from the Special Services Group to provide local commanders with 

the ability to deploy troops quickly. In addition, approximately four 
thousand Frontier Corps forces were used to conduct operations in 

Pakistan's Federally Administered Tribal Areas.29 

In October 2001, Frontier Corps forces clashed with militants 

crossing the border around Nawa Pass in Bajaur Agency, one of 
the tribal districts. In December 2001, Pakistan deployed a mix

ture offorces to Khyber and Kurram Agencies during U.S. opera
tions at Tora Bora and helped capture a small number of al Qa'ida 

and other foreign fighters.3o Early in 2002, Pakistan increased force 

levels in North and South Waziristan to target militants during 

Operation Anaconda. In May, Pakistani forces raided a suspected 

weapons cache in North Waziristan, netting mortar rounds, anti
personnel mines, and ammunition. The next month soldiers from 

the Special Services Group, Frontier Corps, and Pakistan's regu

lar army conducted an assault against al Qa'ida operatives during 

Operation Kazha Punga in South Waziristan. Pakistani troops 

entered Khyber and Kurram Agencies to capture al Qa'ida fighters 

coming from Afghanistan.3
! 
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The United States viewed these initial Pakistani military oper~ 

ations as a limited success, even though Pakistan allowed T aliban 
leaders to establish a sanctuary in Baluchistan Province. Over the 

course of 2002, Pakistan's security agencies picked up thousands 

of militants, though many were eventually released.32 In some cases 

the militants were released at the cutoff period for detention under 
the Maintenance of Public Order law or by the relevant courts on 

bail. Despite these drawbacks, Pakistan played a role in achieving 

one of the most significant objectives: the overthrow of the T ali~ 
ban regime. "Musharraf became an international hero," remarked 

Ambassador Chamberlin. "Money was flowing into Pakistan. And 

Pakistan was no longer a pariah state. The situation was euphoric. 
Musharraf was on the cover of every magazine and newspaper."33 

Yet these large conventional operations netted few major al 

Qa'ida figures. As President Musharraflater acknowledged, Paki~ 
stan's military forces could not "control a border belt which is so 

mountainous, treacherous," and facilitated al Qa'ida's movement 

into Pakistan. "They went in unnoticed," he remarked, "and they 

went into the cities."H The challenge was clear. Large numbers of 

conventional military forces like those deployed by Pakistan could 

not win this shadow war. Instead the hunt required lethal clandes~ 

tine operations from agencies that could operate with speed and 
stealth in rural and urban areas. It was a mission better suited for 

police, intelligence units, and special operations forces. 

The Manhunt Begins 

While al Qa'ida fighters slipped into Pakistan, a clandestine man~ 

hunt began across the country's settled areas. One of the first major 
captures was Abu Zubaydah, who was born on March 12, 1971, to 

Palestinian parents in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia.35 His six-volume diary, 

which was seized when he was captured in 2002, revealed a trou~ 

bled childhood. Zubaydah was rejected by colleges in Saudi Arabia, 
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Egypt, the Philippines, and the United States before he entered a 
program in New Delhi. Homesick and dejected, he struggled to 
find direction, writing that "a Palestinian is born in a country not 
his [and] has to coexist in a country whose citizens first look toward 
him as one of a displaced people. Their looks sometimes speak out 
and hurt yoU."36 Zubaydah recounted painful experiences of preju
dice and rejection associated with his Palestinian heritage. He also 
suffered from bouts of loneliness. 

His biggest struggle was with his father, a schoolteacher and 
administrator. Zubaydah wanted to please his father but also 
wanted to establish his own identity. "I simply believe in my inde
pendence from everything, even from my father," he wrote. "Aren't 
you going to finish your medical school to please your Dad?" he 
queried, somewhat rhetorically, in another entry. "Well, I decided 
to get my martyrdom certificate instead. I do not think my father 
will be happy about it."37 

Zubaydah turned to jihad. With a neatly trimmed black beard 
and spectacles, he looked more like a graduate student than a ter
rorist. He first traveled to Afghanistan to participate in the anti
Soviet war in 1990, feeling that this would bring him closer to God. 
After mingling with the radicalized contingent of foreign fighters, 
he became obsessed with destroying Israel and the United States. 
His initial request to join al Qa'ida in 1993 was rejected, apparently 
because he was a "generalist" and al Qa ida leaders were looking for 
someone with "niche skills."38 But he was obstinate. He received a 

shrapnel wound to the head in the early 1990s while fighting on the 
front lines in Afghanistan, a testament to his commitment to jihad. 

Over the next decade Zubaydah became one of the most ruth
less international terrorists, with a close connection to senior al 
Qa'ida officials. Though not a formal member of al Qa'ida, he 
developed a personal relationship with Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, 
Ayman al-Zawahiri, Abu Mus'ab al-Zarqawi, and even Osama bin 
Laden. In the late 1990s he played a role in the millennium plots, 
including the plans to bomb Radisson hotels in Amman, Jordan, 
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and three other sites. On November 30, 1999, Jordanian intelli~ 

gence intercepted a call between Abu Zubaydah and Khadr Abu 
Hoshar, a Palestinian militant, and determined that an attack was 

imminent; Jordanian police arrested twenty~two conspirators and 

foiled the attack. Abu Zubaydah was sentenced to death in absentia 

by a Jordanian court for his role in the plots. He also developed a 
relationship with Ahmed Ressam, who was captured in December 

1999 at the U.S.~Canadian border in Port Angeles, Washington, 

and later convicted of planning to bomb the Los Angeles Interna~ 

tional Airport on New Year's Eve. Ressam had stayed at Zubay~ 

dah's guesthouse in Islamabad in January of that year.39 

By 2001, Zubaydah was running several training camps and 
guesthouses for foreign fighters in Afghanistan, including the 

Khaldan training camp near Khowst Province, as well as a series 

of guesthouses in Pakistan, primarily in Islamabad.40 The guest~ 

houses were used as temporary residences by foreign fighters on 
their way to-or back from-the Khaldan camp. Khaldan was not 

under the control of al Qa'ida, though Zubaydah knew many of the 

members. He pulled the plug around April 2000, not long after bin 
Laden told him that" it would be better if Khaldan camp remains 
closed."41 Bin Laden wanted to unify the unwieldy network of for~ 

eign fighters operating in Afghanistan under his umbrella. 

But Zubaydah kept popping up in U.S. and British intelligence 
reports. On May 30, 2001, senior CIA officials, led by George 

Tenet, briefed Condoleezza Rice that Zubaydah was working 

on a number of attack plans, some of which appeared to be close 

to execution. In June, British intelligence briefed the CIA that 

Zubaydah was planning suicide car bomb attacks against U.S. 
military targets in Saudi Arabia.42 In August a Presidential Daily 

Brief entitled "Bin Laden Determined to Strike in U.S." stated 

that Zubaydah was in touch with the millennium bomber Ahmed 

Ressam. "Convicted plotter Ahmed Ressam has told the PBt" the 
brief noted, "that he conceived the idea to attack Los Angeles Inter~ 

national Airport himsel£ but that in [REDACTED], Laden lieu~ 
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tenant Abu Zubaydah encouraged him and helped facilitate the 
operation. Ressam also said that in 1998 Abu Zubaydah was plan~ 
ning his own U.S. attack."43 

On September 11, 2001, Zubaydah was in a safe house in 
Kabul with a group of foreign fighters watching video footage of 
the twin towers burning. The group slaughtered several sheep to 
celebrate the attacks. He went into hiding soon after, as the man~ 
hunt for al Qa'ida fighters began. In December he escaped to Kara~ 
chi, Pakistan, through Afghanistan's eastern Paktika Province, 
moving among safe houses and using more than thirty~five aliases. 
Pakistani and U.S. intelligence agencies began to piece together his 
movements based on human sources, signals intelligence, interro~ 
gations of lower~level operatives, and the clandestine monitoring of 
e~mails. U.S. intelligence agencies, including the National Security 

Agency and the Central Intelligence Agency, provided much of the 
signals intelligence and other technical intelligence by tracking cell 
and satellite conversations.44 

In February 2002, CIA station chief Robert Grenier learned 
that Zubaydah had frequented thirteen safe houses in three cities: 
nine in Faisalabad, one in Karachi, and three in Lahore. Armed with 
one of Zubaydah's cell phone numbers, the CIA and FBI began 

tracking his movements. But Zubaydah was careful about security. 
He turned on his phone only briefly, to collect messages. On a wall 
at the U.S. embassy in Islamabad, U.S. intelligence officials posted 
a large blank piece of paper with Abu Zubaydah's phone number at 
the center. Over the next several weeks they linked phone numbers 
and data points from U.S. and Pakistani intelligence files, creating 

a map of Zubaydah's soc~al network.45 

In the early morning hours of March 28, 2002, Pakistani and 
American security officials raided all thirteen sites simultaneously. 
The site in Faisalabad, an industrial city in Punjab Province, was 
a sizable coffee~colored, two~story building with large pillars at 
the front door, white trim around the outside windows, and razor 
wire atop the outer wall-not exactly a rustic cave. The Pakistanis 
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took the lead, breaching the perimeter fence and breaking the rein
forced front door with a ramrod. A soldier confronted Zubaydah 
with an AK-47.46 

"The first thing the guy does is, he grabs the barrel of it and 
tries to wrestle the gun away," said an FBI official. 'This turns out 
to be Abu Zubaydah. So he is at the other end of the gun. The 
Pakistani soldier, judging the path of least resistance, he pulls the 
trigger. So Abu Zubaydah's pulling the gun, which shoots him in 
the stomach and groin and puts numerous rounds through him, 
and he goes down."47 

The CIA suddenly had a bizarre situation. Deciding that 
Zubaydah could provide useful information on past and future ter

rorist attacks, the CIA leadership moved to keep him alive. Alvin 
Bernard "Buzzy" Krongard, the CIA's executive director, was on the 

board of directors at Johns Hopkins Medical Center. He arranged 
for a doctor to fly a CIA-chartered aircraft to Pakistan and save 
Zubaydah's life.48 

The raid on Zubaydah's house and the attempt to save his life 

were both successful. Pakistani authorities captured roughly two 
dozen al Qa'ida members. The raid-and eventually Zubaydah
provided a wealth of information. First, Zubaydah was captured 
at a safe house operated by Lashkar-e-T aiba, or Army of the Righ
teous, a terrorist group established in the 1980s to liberate Indian
controlled Kashmir through violence. Zubaydah's presence at the 
safe house indicated that Lashkar members were facilitating the 
movement of some al Qa'ida members in Pakistan. This discovery 
was disturbing to some U.S. officials, since Lashkar-e-Taiba had 
close links with Pakistan's spy agency, the lSI. Zubaydah frequently 
used a computer that belonged to Lashkar-e-Taiba in Faisalabad 
from late 2001 until early 2002.49 

Second, several key pieces ofintelligence captured at the Faisala
bad safe house led to other al Qa'ida operatives. These included two 
bank cards, one from a bank in Kuwait and another from a bank 
in Saudi Arabia, as well as Zubaydah's diary, computer disks, note-
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books, and phone numbers. The diary was particularly illuminating 

and became a rich source of information. In one entry, for example, 

Zubaydah noted that he was preparing for follow-on attacks within 
days after September ·11. A diary entry in 2002 described plans to 

wage war in the United States by instigating racial wars, initiating 

timed explosive devices, attacking gas stations and fuel trucks, and 

starting timed fires.50 A Saudi captured with Zubaydah, Ghassan 
al-Sharbi (also known as Abdullah aI-Muslim), who was in his early 

twenties, was planning to hack the New York Stock Exchange.51 

Third, Zubaydah provided considerable detail to his FBI and 

CIA interrogators about al Qa'ida.52 As one CIA report concluded, 
"Within months of his arrest, Abu Zubaydah provided details about 

al Qaidas organizational structure, key operatives, and modus 

operandi. It was also Abu Zubaydah, early in his detention, who 
identified KSM as the mastermind of the 11 September attacks."53 

Zubaydah provided more intelligence than almost any other opera

tive, telling his interrogators that "brothers who are captured and 

interrogated are permitted by Allah to provide information when 
they believe they have 'reached the limit of their ability to withhold 

it' in the face of psychological and physical hardships."54 

"Take Me on Your Journey" 

In early 2002, Art Cummings traveled to Guantinamo Bay, Cuba. 

Located at the southeastern end of the island, Guantinamo Bay 

boasts a spacious harbor surrounded by verdant hills. In 2002 the 

U.S. military constructed a detainment camp there for captured al 
Qa ida and other terrorists. Cummings had been sent by the FBI to 

interview U.S. citizens and others involved in plots against the U.S. 

homeland. He wanted to know why these individuals were radical

izing and fighting the United States. 
"Take me on your journey," he said to one young detainee, "on 
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how you went from college in the United States to the battlefield of 

Afghanistan." 

The reply stopped Cummings short. 
"Well," the detainee explained, "I had a choice of doing what my 

parents told me to do: go to college and get a job. Or I could go to 

Mindanao, shoot rocket~propelled grenades, and blow things up." 

Joining a militant group was exhilarating for a young man. The 
detainee suddenly had the opportunity to travel to exotic places and 

take courses in weapons training, learn intelligence skills, and bond 

with other youths committed to a common cause. Cummings could 
relate; he had joined the Navy SEALs for similar reasons. Still, he 

was perplexed. 
"What about Islam?" he asked. 

"Couching this whole thing in terms of Islam," the detainee 

answered, "was what made my parents happy." 

Religion was a secondary motivation for joining the fight. 
"But once I joined," the detainee explained, "I couldn't get out. 

IfI returned to my native country, they would have arrested me and 
thrown me into prison."55 

Cummings wanted to understand the detainees' motivations, 

but he also needed to collect information on terrorist plots and 

the al Qa'ida network. His interviews with captured al Qa'ida 

fighters reinforced his conviction that coercive techniques were 

generally unnecessary and often counterproductive. He argued 

that what drove some terrorists to talk was forcing them to pon~ 

der their future. 
"You understand, you're going to die in this steel box," Cum~ 

mings told several of them. "And when you're dead, your life is 

nothing. You will die, and you will be nothing to anyone. When 

you die, you will be in an unmarked grave, and no one will know 
how you died, when you died, or where you're buried." 

For others, it was manipulating basic human needs. "Eventually 

these guys just get tired of living in austere conditions, and the gov~ 



96 HUNTING IN THE SHADOWS 

ernment offers them different accommodations based on different 

levels of cooperation," said Cummings. 
One detainee was blunt. "He saw a little snuff on my lip," 

explained Cummings. "He asked for some, so I said, 'Sure: I gave 

him some." 

The doctors at Guantanamo Bay were outraged. 
"Okay," Cummings replied, "enlighten me here. What's the 

problem?" 
"Well, it's not healthy," one doctor lectured him. 

"The only reason he's talking to me is because I'm supplying 

him with snuff' Cummings retorted. "So I'm going to be bringing 
a tin of Copenhagen every time I interrogate this guy. And I guar

antee you that every time before he starts talking, he's going to put 

a big or mighty healthy dip in his lip."56 
Cummings's concern about coercive techniques spoke to a much 

broader debate within the U.S. government and across the Ameri

can public. In a letter to President Bush in December 2002, for 
example, Human Rights Watch executive director Kenneth Roth 

said that he was "deeply concerned by allegations of torture and 
other mistreatment of suspected al-Qaeda detainees."57 Human 

Rights Watch reported that eleven suspects, including Khalid 

Sheikh Mohammed, had" disappeared" in secret prisons and might 
have been tortured under the direction of the CIA.58 A 2005 U.S. 

Justice Department memo stated that Khalid Sheikh Mohammed 

had been waterboarded 183 times and Abu Zubaydah 83 times. 
The memo concluded that the "CIA used the waterboard exten

sively in the interrogation of KSM and Zubaydah, but did so only 
after it became clear that standard interrogation techniques were 
not working."59 

The reality was complicated. In a few instances, as with Khalid 
Sheikh Mohammed, coercive measures appeared to provide some 

information on homeland plots. But whether these techniques were 

necessary is unclear, and determining that would require proving the 

counterfactual argument that more traditional techniques could 
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have been as effective. The divide was particularly acute between 

some CIA officials, who insisted that coercive measures were neces

sary and effective, and many FBI officials, who asserted that they 

were counterproductive.6o In the vast majority of cases, coercive 

techniques appeared to be unnecessary and al Qa'ida operatives 

provided information in response to more traditional interrogation 

techniques. 

Despite the controversy, the interrogation of al Qa'ida detain

ees and, more important, the capture of millions of documents and 
other information from raids led to additional arrests. "High and 

medium value detainees have given us a wealth of useful ... infor

mation on al-Qa ida members and associates," concluded one CIA 
assessment, "including new details on the personalities and activi
ties of known terrorists."61 The CIA took pride in the fact that "the 

intelligence acquired from these interrogations has been a key rea

son why al Qa'ida has failed to launch a spectacular attack in the 
West since 11 September 2001."62 Detainee interrogations were a 

critical source of human intelligence. In 2004, for instance, the CIA 

counted a total of 6,600 human intelligence reports on al Qa ida, 

half of which were from detainee reporting.63 

As the debate raged on, however, al Qa'ida members continued 

to fall. 

Falling Dominoes 

Born on May 1, 1972, in Yemen, Ramzi bin al-Shibh grew up in 

a working-class neighborhood in Sanaa, the capital city. Sanaa is 

situated at the foot of Mount Nuqum, at an elevation of more than 
7,200 feet above sea level, in the western part of the country. For cen

turies it has been the chief economic, political, and religious center 

of the Yemen Highlands. In 1987, bin al-Shibh's father died and his 

mother and older brother, Ahmed, looked after him. In 1987, while 

still in high school, he worked as a part-time clerk for the Interna-
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tional Bank of Yemen. While he first became a devoted Muslim, 
at the age of twelve, he did not appear to be radica1.64 A childhood 
friend described him as "religious, but not too religious."65 

Bin al~Shibh first attempted to leave Yemen in 1995, when 
he submitted an application for a U.S. visa but was rejected. He 
then went to Germany, applying for asylum under the name Ramzi 
Omar. In Hamburg he met Mohammed Atta, who became the lead 
al Qa'ida operative in the United States, coordinating the attacks 
with bin al~Shibh. 66 The two became close friends, and bin al~ 

Shibh began to show signs of radicalization. He increasingly com
plained about a 'Jewish world conspiracy" and argued that the most 
important duty of every Muslim was to pursue jihad.67 By 1998, bin 
al-Shibh and Atta shared an apartment in the Harburg section of 
Hamburg and had begun to associate with two other September 11 
hijackers, Marwan al~Shehhi and ZiadJarrah. By that time bin al~ 
Shibh was wiry, with recessed eye sockets, black hair, and a scraggly 
beard. He often wore a white and red kaffiyeh, or headscar£ typical 
of Yemeni men. Friends and acquaintances described him as char
ismatic and self~confident. 

"His philosophy, even his vocabulary, is very much like bin 
Laden's," remarked Yosri Fouda, an Al Jazeera r~porter who inter
viewed him. "He also has the sheikh's serene charm, zest, and reli~ 
gious knowledge."68 

In late 1999, bin al~Shibh traveled with Atta, al~Shehhi, and 

Jarrah to Kandahar, where they were trained at al Qa'ida camps. 
The four met Osama bin Laden and pledged bayat, or loyalty, to 
him. They also accepted his proposal to martyr themselves in an 
operation against the United States.69 "I swear allegiance to you," 
they repeated, "to listen and obey, in good times and bad, and to 
accept the consequences myself. I swear allegiance to you, for jihad 
and hijrah, and to listen and obey. I swear allegiance to you, to listen 
and obey, and to die in the cause of God."70 

As bin al~Shibh later acknowledged, bin Laden was an allur
ing figure, revered by al Qa'ida members. He generally had a calm 
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demeanor, even during stressful situations, and was viewed as a 

pious Muslim. Bin Laden was humble and talked to those around 
him with a sincere and respectful demeanor. He rarely talked down 
to people, and he interacted with fighters from all levels of al Qa'ida, 
sharing meals with the lowest~level foot soldiers. He listened care~ 
fully. When discussing the tactics of an operation, for example, 
bin Laden would consider the opinions of everyone involved, giv~ 
ing each person his attention.71 But when he made up his mind, he 
could be myopic and bullheaded. As his son Omar recalled, "His 
stubbornness had brought him many problems. Once he wished for 
something, he never gave Up."72 

Bin al~Shibh was apparently chosen to be one of the Septem~ 
ber 11 hijackers and traveled with Atta to Karachi at the end of 
1999 to meet with Khalid Sheikh Mohammed and discuss the 
plot in more detail.73 He returned to Germany early in 2000. Bin 
al~Shibh attempted to obtain a U.S. visa to attend flight school on 
four occasions from May to November of that year. But the U.S. 
Department of State rejected each application.74 He was appar~ 
ently so desperate to get into the United States that he e~mailed 
a U.S. citizen in San Diego and asked her to marry him, but that 
failed as wel175 

In the eight months before the attacks, bin al~Shibh was the 
primary intermediary between the hijackers in the United States 
and al Qa'ida leaders in Afghanistan. He relayed orders from al 
Qa'ida operatives to Atta via e~mail or phone and met with Atta 
in Germany in January 2001 and in Spain in July 2001 to discuss 
the operation's progress?6 The CIA made it clear that "Ramzi Bin 
al~Shibh, not KSM, was in direct contact with the 11 September 
hijackers once they were in the United States."77 

In August 2001, Mohammed Atta and bin al~Shibh discussed 
the impending attacks via e~mail. Atta pretended that he was a young 
man in the United States talking to Jenny, his girlfriend in Germany. 

'The first semester starts in three weeks," he wrote to bin al~ 

Shibh. "Nothing has changed. Everything is fine. There are good 
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signs and encouraging ideas. Two high schools and two universities. 

Everything is going according to plan. This summer will surely be 
hot. I would like to talk to you about a few details. Nineteen cer

tificates for private study and four exams. Regards to the professor. 
Goodbye."78 

As US. intelligence officials later realized, the four schools 
meant the intended targets in the United States and the "nine
teen certificates" indicated the nineteen hijackers. A week before 

the attacks, bin al-Shibh left Germany and arrived in Afghanistan, 
where he soon celebrated what he called the "Holy Tuesday Opera
tion." After the US. bombing campaign began in. the wake of the 
attack, he fled Afghanistan and spent about six weeks in Iran. In 
early 2002, bin al-Shibh traveled to Karachi and began working with 
Khalid Sheikh Mohammed on follow-on plots against the West, 
including an attack against London's Heathrow Airport.79 The plot 

involved hijacking two aircraft from Heathrow and crashing them 
into the terminal buildings. He also worked on a manuscript justi
fying the September 11 attacks, titled 'The Truth About the New 
Crusade: A Ruling on the Killing of Women and Children of the 
Non-Believers." It was a rambling document that tried to justify 
civilian casualties. 

"Someone might say that it is the innocent, the elderly, the 
women, and the children who are victims, so how can these opera
tions be legitimate according to sharia?" bin al-Shibh asked rhetori
cally. "They are legally legitimate," he answered, "because they are 
committed against a country at war with us, and the people in that 
country are combatants."8o 

As the manhunt for al Qi ida leaders in Pakistan intensified 
in 2002, bin al-Shibh grew increasingly wary about personal secu
rity. During an interview with journalist Yosri Fouda, he became 
incensed when he discovered that Fouda had brought along his 
mobile phone. Bin al-Shibh grabbed the phone from him, removed 
the SIM card and battery, and placed it in another room to ensure 
that US. and Pakistani officials couldn't track it.81 
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He was right to be worried. Much as with Khalid Sheikh 
Mohammed and Abu Zubaydah, patient intelligence analysis by 
Pakistani and American operatives-using human sources, inter
cepts, and information collected from other raids-paid off The 
U.S. interrogation of Abu Zubaydah provided critical information 
on bin al-Shibh's travel patterns and associates.82 But the biggest 
break came on September 10, 2002, when lSI officers detained 
Mohammad Ahmad Ghulum Rabanni, an al Qa'ida operative and 
Pakistani citizen, along with his driver. During interrogations that 
day, they provided information about al Qi ida safe houses in Kara
chi, including the one where bin al-Shibh was hiding. 

Pakistani forces moved quickly. In the early morning hours of 

September 11, 2002-one year after the attacks in New York City 
and Washington-Pakistani lSI officers, Army Rangers, and police 
conducted raids of three suspected al Qa'ida residences in two sec
tions of Karachi. The first safe house was located on Tariq Road in 
the Pakistan Employees Cooperative Housing Society area, an afflu
ent section of the city, home to nearly one million people. When 
Pakistani forces began the raid, three individuals present, including 
Ramzi bin al-Shibh, held knives to their throats and threatened to 
kill themselves rather than be taken into custody. The standofflasted 
four hours before Pakistani officers overpowered and seized them.83 

Pakistani and U.S. officials discovered a wealth of information when 
they combed through the safe house, including high explosives, nearly 
two dozen remote radio detonators, individually wrapped documents 
belonging to various members of Osama bin Laden's family, a hand
written note to a senior al Qi ida operative, identification cards for 
Ahmad Ibrahim al-Haznawi (a September 11 hijacker), and contact 
information for several known al Qi ida operatives.84 

The two other safe houses were located in the defense II com
mercial area of Karachi. lSI officers had information that six to 
eight al Qi ida operatives who were part of a special terrorist team 
deployed to attack targets in the city were staying there. Preparing for 
the worst, the lSI called in backup. The raid began around 10 a.m. on 
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September 11, and a two~and~a~half~hour firefight ensued between 
al Qa'ida fighters and Pakistani security forces. The terrorists, who 
were mostly Arabs, threw four hand grenades and fired hundreds of 
rounds at Pakistani forces, who returned fire. Two Arabs were killed, 
five were captured, and several lSI operatives, police, and Rangers 
were injured. During a search of the safe houses in this area, Paki~ 
stani authorities seized a laptop computer that contained a variety of 
manuals and files describing al Qa'ida ideology and tactics.8s 

As with other captures, intelligence collected at the three safe 
houses was critical in tracking down al Qa'ida operatives. Bin 
al~Shibh led to Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, who was seized on 
March 1, 2003. Not all Pakistanis supported their government's 
decision to deliver him, or any al Qa'ida fighters, to the United 
States, however. One Pakistani newspaper published an article 
called "FBIistan," complaining about the raid and saying that if 
"any foreign person has committed a crime in Pakistan, he should 
be tried under the law of the land. But we have been playing the 
role of a mercenary for the United States."86 Musharraf's govern~ 

ment ignored these objections, however, and continued to cooper~ 
ate with the United States, receiving millions of dollars in reward 
money. The press continued to prove nettlesome to counterterror~ 
ism operatives: on March 2, 2003, some media outlets showed pho~ 
tos of Khalid Sheikh Mohammed as a suave and dashing fighter, 
painting him as al Qa'ida's James Bond. Marty Martin from the 
Counterterrorism Center phoned George Tenet. "Boss," Martin 
noted in palpable disgust, "this ain't right. The media are making 
the bum look like a hero. That ain't right. You should see the way 
this bird looked when we took him down. I want to show the world 
what terrorists look like."87 

CIA officers on the scene of Khalid Sheikh Mohammed's 

arrest had taken digital pictures of him and sent them back to CIA 
headquarters. Tenet suggested that Martin and Bill Harlow, the 
CIA's spokesman, look through the photos. They found the most 
evocative dne, and Bill called an Associated Press reporter and told 
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him, "I'm about to make your day."ss The photo showed a dishev~ 
eled Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, moments after the capture, still 

groggy from being awakened in the middle of the night and dragged 
out of his house. It was not a good hair day. He had bloodshot eyes, 
day~old stubble, and a sizable mat of chest hair showing under his 

grimy white T-shirt. 
His capture produced a trove of new intelligence. U.S. and Pak

istani officials seized a hard drive that had information about the 
four airplanes hijacked on September 11, including code names, air~ 
line companies, flight numbers, and names of the hijackers. It also 
had transcripts of chat sessions belonging to at least one of the Sep~ 
tember 11 hijackers, three letters from Osama bin Laden, spread~ 
sheets that described financial assistance to families of known al 
Qa'ida operatives, a letter to the United Arab Emirates threatening 
attack if that country's government continued to help the United 
States, and a document summarizing operational procedures and 
training requirements of an al Qa'ida cell. S9 The CIA's interroga~ 
tion of Khalid Sheikh Mohammed was also useful, shedding light 
on al Qa'ida's strategic doctrine, plots, key operatives, and probable 
methods of attacks on the U.S. homeland.90 

Other dominoes began to fall. Khalid Sheikh Mohammed 
provided critical information that aided in the 2003 capture of 
Majid Khan, an al Qa'ida official who was involved in planning 
multiple attacks in the United States.91 In an example of how infor~ 
mation from one detainee can be used in debriefing another, Kha~ 
lid Sheikh Mohammed detailed Majid Khan's role in delivering 
$50,000 in December 2002 to operatives associated with Ham~ 
bali, the military leader of the Indonesian terrorist organization 
Jemaah Islamiyah. U.S. officials then confronted Majid Khan with 
this information, and he acknowledged that he had delivered the 
money to an al Qa'ida and J emaah Islamiya operative named Mohd 
Farik bin Amin, better known as Zubair.92 Khan provided Zubair's 
physical description and contact number.93 Because of that infor~ 
mation, Zubair was captured in June 2003.94 In addition, Khalid 
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Sheikh Mohammed led the CIA and FBI in August 2003 to Ham~ 
bali, who was hiding in Thailand. Hambali had developed a close 
relationship with al Qa'ida operatives and was intimately involved 
in the 2002 terrorist attack in Bali, which killed more than two 
hundred tourists.95 

A Laughingstock 

Al Qa'ida leaders were now under intense pressure in Pakistan. U.S. 
intelligence agencies, including the CIA and the FBI, were sharing 
information and coordinating efforts better than they had before 
September 11. The relationship wasn't perfect, but it had improved. 
The director of the Counterterrorist Center chaired a meeting each 
evening that included CIA officers and representatives from other 
agencies across the U.S. government.96 

In this season of success for U.S. and Pakistani forces, al Qa'ida 
suffered a staggering number of losses. In addition to Abu Zubay~ 
dah, Ramzi bin al~Shibh, and Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, dozens 
of leaders were captured: Abdu Ali al Haji Sharqawi in Karachi in 
February 2002; Yassir al~Jazeeri in Lahore in March 2003; Mustafa 
al~Hawsawi in Raw:alpindi in March 2003; Walid bin Attash and 
Ammar al~Baluchi in Karachi in April 2003. Key al Qa'ida leaders 
were also captured or killed in other countries, including in Thailand, 
Yemen, Saudi Arabia, and Morocco. Most of these operations, such 
as the capture of Abd al~Rahim al~Nashiri in 2002, were the result 
of careful intelligence work, not the use of large~scale military force. 

The United States now possessed a more nuanced understand~ 
ing of its enemies. Al Qa'ida was composed of a shura council and 
several core committees: military, media, finance, religious, families, 
documents, radio communications, and external support. It was 
hierarchically structured, much like a multinational corporation. 
The shura council was the most powerful committee and served 
as an advisory body to Osama bin Laden, who acted as its chair~ 
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man, asking questions and listening to the discussions at hand. The 

council met regularly, sometimes once a week, to discuss important 

issues. Key members included Ayman al-Zawahiri, Abu al-Khayr 
aI-Masri, Abu Ghayth aI-Kuwaiti, Saif al-Adel, Abu Muhammad 

aI-Masri, Abd al-Hadi aI-Iraqi, and Shaykh Sa'id aI-Masri. 
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Figure 5: Al Qiida Organizational Structure, 2001 
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As leader, bin Laden was primarily concerned with the shura 
council and the military committee, especially its external opera
tions subcommittee. By 2003 some of the shura members, such as 
Muhammed Ate£ had been killed. The rest had fled to Pakistan, 
Iran, and other locations. 

Al Qa'ida's difficulties were captured in a letter from Saif al
Adel to Khalid Sheikh Mohammed on June 13, 2002. "Today, we 
are experiencing one setback after another and have gone from mis
fortune to misfortune," he wrote. It was embarrassing and made al 
Qa'ida a "laughingstock of the world."97 

Part of the problem, Adel explained, was bin Laden, who had 
failed to develop a cogent strategy for what would happen after the 
September 11 attacks, beyond a general commitment to fight the 
Americans. On October 2001, bin Laden made at least two public 
appearances in Khowst Province, noting that while al Qa'ida might 
lose part of northern Afghanistan, it would surely hold southern 
Afghanistan. In a message to Mullah Omar on October 3, he 
remarked that U.S. military operations in Afghanistan would fail. 
"A campaign against Afghanistan," bin Laden wrote, "will impose 
great long-term economic burdens, leading to further economic 
collapse, which will force America, God willing, to resort to the 
former Soviet Unions only option: withdrawal from Afghanistan, 
disintegration, and contraction."98 

But by 2003 he appeared to have been wrong. Al Qa'ida lost its 
sanctuary in Afghanistan, and a growing number of members were 
captured or killed because of clandestine U.S. operators. The reverse 
wave against al Qa'ida had gained momentum as the United States 
continued to execute an effective light-footprint strategy led by the 
CIA, FBI, and special operations forces. Senior al Qa'ida leaders had 
not planned far enough ahead. They had no real plans for additional 
attacks against the United States. Bin Laden, Adel complained, con
tinued to pressure other leaders to "attack, attack, attack." But there 
was no clear organization, and security concerns made it almost 
impossible for al Qa'ida leaders to communicate with each other. It 
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was time, he argued, to pull back and reconsider the group's goals and 

missions. "1 say today we must completely halt all external actions 
until we sit down and consider the disaster we caused," he concluded. 

"My beloved brother, stop all foreign actions, stop sending people to 

captivity, stop devising new operations, regardless of whether orders 
come or do not come from [bin LadenJ."99 

Al Qa'ida leaders had hoped to attack the United States again. 

But the FBI and other U.S. government agencies, working desper
ately to prevent another attack on the homeland, now faced their 

most significant test in the United States. 



COMING TO AMERICA 

MAY 8, 2002, was a typical spring day in Chicago. A blustery east 

wind swept across Lake Michigan and into the city, snatch

ing empty soda cans and candy wrappers on Michigan Avenue and 

swaying the burr oak and sugar maple trees along Lake Shore Drive. 

The Chicago Cubs had lost-again-in a lazy afternoon game to 
the St. Louis Cardinals, 3-2. The Cubs hadn't won a World Series 

since 1945, the last year of Franklin D. Roosevelt's presidency, and 

they were off to another discouraging start. An intermittent haze 
and drizzle began in the afternoon. The temperature crept above 

60 degrees, though it felt much colder to FBI agents at O 'Hare 

International Airport. They were tracking an inbound flight from 

Zurich, Switzerland. On board, they believed, was an operative 

named Jose Padilla. 
Padilla was born in Brooklyn on October ·18, 1970, to Puerto 

Rican immigrants. As a child he had been known as "Pucho" 

because of his plump cheeks. He now stood five feet, ten inches 

tall and weighed 170 pounds, and he had Jose tattooed on his right 
arm.1 With olive skin, a fleshy face, and a patchy mustache, he had 

a tendency to tighten his lips and slightly push up the corners of his 
mouth in a look of defiance. His body language betrayed contempt 
for others. As a child in Chicago, he had joined the Latin Disciples 

street gang and been arrested several times for criminal trespassing, 

108 
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battery, attempted theft, and resisting arrest. What brought him to 
the attention of U.S. government officials, however, was his connec.
tion to senior al Qa'ida officials. 

Nearly eight months after September 11, CIA and FBI intel

ligence reports were still blinking red about another terrorist attack 
in the United States. In a December 2001 statement, Osama bin 

Laden had warned of future operations in the United States: 

When the darkness comes upon us and we are bit by a 
Sharp tooth, I say, 

"Our homes are flooded with blood and the tyrant 

Is freely wandering in our homes." 

And from the battlefield vanished 

The brightness of swords and the horses 

And over weeping sounds now 

We hear the beats of drums and rhythm 

They are storming his forts 

And shouting: "We will not stop our raids 
Until you free our lands."2 

U.S. officials such as Art Cummings believed that bin Laden 

was planning an attack on public transportation targets. The CIA 

concluded that al Qa'ida was targeting "railways and subways as 
a means to hurt the U.S. economy and incite mass hysteria." Al 

Qa ida had chosen these targets "after observing the economic 

impact of the 11 September attacks on the U.S. airline industry."3 

But a second attack in the United States would require substan

tial planning. 

Partly in response to widespread criticism of intelligence failures 

leading up to September 11, the Bush administration had created 

the Department of Homeland Security, merging unconnected agen
cies such as the Coast Guard and Immigration and Naturalization 

Service and placing them under a common umbrella. Screening at 

airports had increased, and government agencies now reviewed the 



110 HUNTING IN THE SHADOWS 

names of travelers coming into the United States, looking for poten

tial terrorists. Senior al Qi ida officials, including Khalid Sheikh 

Mohammed, knew that American intelligence agencies would be 
on the lookout for Arabs.4 So a second wave of operatives, they fig

ured, should be people holding passports from non-Arab countries, 
and their eventual targets would be in the central or western United 

States.s The CIA and FBI had anticipated this step. A CIA report 

warned that al Qi ida might be recruiting people "who possess visa

waiver status in the United States and Canada and have a non-Arab 
appearance."6 

Over the next several years, al Qa'ida pursued a robust offensive 

campaign in the United States, attempting to blow up apartment 
buildings and bridges, detonate bombs on public transportation, 

and recruit American citizens in New York, Ohio, Oregon, and 

other states. In 2004, al Qi ida thought it had access to a nuclear 
device-which later turned out to be a hoax-and approached an 

associate who claimed he could move illicit substances via Iran, 

Turkey, and Europe to the United States? Art Cummings saw 
an FBI assessment that counted at least fifty-two al Qa'ida or al 

Qiida-affiliated operatives in the United States between 1998 and 

2007. Approximately twenty-two were detected by the FBI in the 

early stages of their plots. Another thirty, including the nineteen 

September 11 hijackers, went undetected until they carried out an 
attack or intelligence gathered after their departure revealed that 

they had been in the United States.8 

As early as 1997, Jose Padilla had been ruminating about an 

attack. He had discussed training at an al Qi ida camp in Afghani
stan with Adham Hassoun, a computer programmer in Broward 

County, Florida. Hassoun volunteered to pay for the excursion. It 
would be a good way to meet "some nice, uh, brothers," he said. "We 

take the whole family and have a blast. We go to, uh, our Busch 
Gardens, you know. You won't regret it. Money-back guarantee." 

Padilla chuckled but suggested they stop discussing the issue on 

an open phone line. 
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"Whyt Hassoun said. "We're going to Busch Gardens. What's 

the big dealt9 

Padilla was right to be worried. Even in 1997 the FBI was lis

tening to his phone calls, suspicious about his activities and his con
nections to extremist groups overseas. 

After several years of networking and training at an al Qi ida 
camp in Afghanistan, Padilla eventually met with Abu Zubaydah, 

Muhammed Ate£ and ultimately Khalid Sheikh Mohammed while 

they were planning follow-on attacks. Khalid Sheikh Mohammed 

offered to support Padilla and provide guidance for an attack. The 

CIA, FBI, and other U.S. intelligence agencies had confirmed that 

there was a plot. Now it was up to a small group of intelligence oper

atives to find out what the plot entailed, understand what Padilla's 

role was, and hunt him down before the attack occurred. American 
lives were at stake. Much like the raids on al Qa'ida targets in Paki

stan, success would hinge on patient, clandestine, and coordinated 

operations from U.S. intelligence and law enforcement agencies. 
But it would also require help from increasingly alert American citi

zens who were willing to risk their lives to stop an attack. 

A Sordid Past 

For al Qiida, Jose Padilla was an adequate candidate for an attack, 

though perhaps not ideal. He had grown up in the United States, 
so he understood American culture and could blend in better than 

a foreigner. He was also a U.S. citizen, making it easy for him to 

enter the country and move around undetected. But as an operative, 

Padilla was raw. As a recent convert from Catholicism to Islam, he 

had to prove his dedication to violent jihad. He had spent part of 
his troubled youth in prison. Moreover, he lacked the community 

and kinship networks in the Arab world to verify his credentials 

and commitment. Still, he was eager to conduct an attack and had 
valuable attributes. 
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Padilla had been raised in a small gray stone building in Chica~ 
go's Logan Square neighborhood. He played baseball in the school~ 
yard across the street and attended nearby St. Sylvester Church 
with his mother, brother, and two sisters. 

"You always got the feeling that he wasn't looking for trouble," 
said Art Ryder, a school counselor at Darwin Elementary School, 
which Padilla attended. "But if you starred it, he'd finish it. He had 
eyes that could stare right through yoU."lO 

Padilla joined a local street gang when he was thirteen years old. 
During his gang years he maintained several aliases, including Jose 
Rivera, Jose Alicea, Jose Hernandez, and Jose Ortiz. In 1985, in his 
midteens, he began to show signs of savage violence, not just every~ 
day criminality. On August 15, 1985, Padilla and a colleague, Andre 
Boulrece, were arrested by Chicago police after attacking and rob~ 
bing three youths. One of the victims, Elio Evangelista, chased them 
down, but Boulrece turned and stabbed him in the abdomen during 
the ensuing struggle. Boulrece and Padilla then knocked Evange~ 
lista to the ground, took $107 from his wallet, and repeatedly kicked 
him in the head, eventually killing him. Boulrece was convicted of 
murder. Padilla was convicted as a juvenile of aggravated battery and 
armed robbery and spent the next several years in a juvenile deten~ 
tion center. In 1989, after he was released, he was arrested for punch~ 
ing a clerk who tried to stop him from stealing a doughnutY 

Padilla moved to southern Florida in 1991. In October he bran~ 

dished a .38 revolver at another driver during a traffic encounter. 
When the other driver followed him to a gas station, Padilla fired 
a shot. No one was hurt. Police traced Padilla's license plate and 
staked out his home at 2315 NW 55th Way in Lauderhill, Florida. 
When the officers moved in to arrest him, Padilla reached into his 
waistband for his revolver, but he was disarmed by the officers.12 

"That was the first time I thought I was going to have to shoot 
someone," remarked police officer Charles Vitale, who wrestled 
Padilla to the ground. "He was just turning 21 when I arrested him, 
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and he had no fear of pulling a gun on a police officer. You just 

knew he was going to turn out really bad."l3 

Padilla was convicted and sent to a Broward County prison, 

where he converted to Islam.14 Broward County court records show 

that on July I, 1994, he changed his name to Ibrahim. After his 
release he attended several mosques in the Broward County area, 
the Darul Uloom Islamic Institute in Pembroke Pines, and the Al

lman Mosque in Fort Lauderdale, which he joined in 1994. The 

imam at the AI-Iman Mosque, Raed Awad, was a fundraiser for the 
Holy Land Foundation, which had links to the Palestinian mili

tant group Hamas. Padilla and his girlfriend, Cherie Maria Stultz, 

found jobs at a Taco Bell in Davie, Florida. They also found a men

tor in the restaurant's manager, Mohammad Javed. "They were poor 

but trying to make something of their lives," recalled Javed. "Buy a 
car, establish a good credit rating, things like that."15 

After Padilla's conversion to Islam, he began to wear a red-and

white-checked kaffiyeh and met several individuals who had a pro

found impact on his life. Two of them, Adham Hassoun and Kifah 

WaelJayyousi, were associates ofUmar Abd aI-Rahman, the "blind 
sheikh," who had been involved in several terrorist plots, including 

the 1993 World Trade Center bombing.16 Along with other mem

bers, including Mohammed Hesham Youseff and Kassem Daher, 

this loose network sent money, equipment, and individuals to over

seas conflicts to wage violent jihad and support terrorist groups. 

Jayyousi also edited a magazine, Islam Report, which urged readers 

to resist Arab regimes and send donations to those involved in jihad. 
In one article he preached, "May Allah help the mujahideen topple 

these un-Islamic and illegal puppet regimes in our Muslim lands."17 

For Padilla, associating with this social network was critical 

to radicalization. The formation of a cell among friends has often 

been pivotal in the incubation of al Qa'ida terrorists.ls Indeed, 

Padilla was never subjected to a top-down al Qa'ida recruitment 

and brainwashing campaign. Instead, he gradually became radical 
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through his association with Hassoun, Jayyousi, Yousef£ Daher, 

and their broader network. When he left prison in 1994, he had 

just become interested in Islam and was particularly vulnerable to 
new ideas. Because of the social bonds he developed, Padilla even~ 

tually accepted the global Salafi ideology preached by Sayyid Qutb 
and supported by Osama bin Laden and Ayman al~Zawahiri. 

Padilla's new friends also put him on the FBI's radar. The 

Bureau had begun monitoring the group in 1993. They were part 

of a wave of new cells forming across North America to fundraise 
for-and recruit-individuals to train and fight in Bosnia, Chech~ 

nya, Somalia, and other locations.19 Padilla's network supported 
the Benevolence International Foundation (BIF), a nongovernmen~ 

tal organization that provided financial aid to al Qa'ida and other 

Islamic extremist groups. On February 4, 1995, FBI officials lis~ 

tened to Jayyousi and Daher discussing their plans. 

"This business, the profit generated from this business, will be 

for the brothers," said Daher. "I mean we have to support the muja~ 
hideen brothers." 

Daher then described his organization, the Canadian Islamic 
Association, as a "cover-I mean it's very good."20 

Aware of current counterterrorism techniques, the group used 

coded language when talking on the phone to disguise their plan~ 
ning, such as "getting some fresh air," "participating in tourism," 

"opening up a market," and "playing football." Their clandestine 

efforts led to humorous and sometimes bizarre conversations in 

which they discussed going on "picnics" in Afghanistan or Chech~ 
nya "to smell fresh air and to eat cheese," or using $3,500 to buy 

"zucchini." Still, FBI officials monitored their phone calls, col~ 

lecting information and trying to understand their intentions. As 

Hassoun explained, coordination was critical among those in the 

network: "The important thing is that each one of us completes the 
other ... so if you can't finish something your brother will complete 

it for you, and the other brother will complete it for him, and so on 

... so we are all a connected link ... if someone splits from this link, 
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the link is no longer connected, and each one is on their own. We 

don't want to get to that point ... especially that tourism work is 

a good work, because there are a lot of tourists and a lot of people 
who would like to go do tourism ... so we work toward, of course, 

to always inform them of the nice places for tourism and so on ... 
and 'resort places' and so on."21 

Over the next several years the group provided assistance to 

fighters conducting violent jihad overseas. They envisioned them~ 

selves as modern~day versions of Abdullah Azzam and Osama bin 

Laden, who had helped mujahideen trek to Afghanistan in the 

1980s to fight the Soviets. By 1998, however, Padilla had grown 

restless in the United States and was pressing the group to let him 
travel abroad. In a June 25 phone conversation overheard by the 

FBI, Hassoun and Youssef discussed sending another individual 

overseas to commence training. 
Youseff suggested sending "Doctor Ibrahim. Ibrahim Padilla." 

"I understand what you mean," Hassoun responded. "He is a 
good surgeon."22 

A few days later, on July 18, Youssef and Hassoun spoke again. 
Youssef was on a satellite phone in Kosovo, where he was "under 
bombing from the Serbs, and ,we have casualties."23 Hassoun stated 

that he would send Padilla to Egypt but first had to find a donor 

willing to fund the trip. 
On September 5, 1998, after securing the funds, Padilla flew 

from Florida to Cairo, where he studied Arabic, earned a subsistence 

income as a handyman, and agreed to an arranged marriage with an 

Egyptian woman named Shamia'a. In February 2000 he traveled 

to Saudi Arabia to perform the hajj, the traditional pilgrimage to 
Mecca-a sign of his growing dedication to Islam and a demonstra~ 

tion of his solidarity with other Muslims. The trip, however, had a 

double purpose. During his travels, Padilla met a Yemeni al Qa'ida 

recruiter to discuss training opportunities in Afghanistan.24 On 

April 10, Hassoun spoke to Padilla by phone as the FBI continued 
to monitor. Padilla said he wanted to travel to Yemen. "But I need a 
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recommendation to connect with the good brothers, with the right 

faith," he explained.25 

After establishing a contact, Padilla traveled to Yemen in May 

and stayed with the al Qa'ida recruiter he had met in Saudi Ara
bia.26 In Sana'a the recruiter turned him over to an associate, who 

helped organize Padilla's trip to Afghanistan. Padilla entered Paki

stan on June 26, 2000, traveled from Karachi to Quetta, and then 

drove to Kandahar, Afghanistan, on Highway 4. To prepare for his 
training, he filled out a "Mujahideen Data Form." He wrote that 

he had traveled to Egypt to study Islam, Saudi Arabia for the hajj, 
and Yemen "as a way to go through for Jihad."27 The application 

was later recovered by the FBI in Pakistan in a box containing more 

than a hundred similar applications.28 

On September 3, Hassoun spoke to Yousse£ who was in Egypt, 
and indicated that Padilla had traveled to Kandahar and "entered 
into the area of Osama."29 

FBI officials listening to the conversation felt chills. Padilla was 

an American citizen headed to training camps run by the world's 

preeminent terrorist. On October 1S, FBI officials heard Hassoun 

tell a colleague in the Republic of Georgia that Padilla was still" in 
Afghanistan."3o 

In fact, Padilla had entered the al Qa'ida-affiliated al-Farouq 

training camp in Kandahar Province under the name Abdulla 

al-Espani. He went to al-Farouq with the understanding that he 

"would go to Chechnya afterwards" to fight against the Russians.31 

Padilla received training on Kalashnikovs, AK-47s, G-3 rifles, 

M16s, Uzis, and submachine guns. He also learned key skills of an 

al Qa'ida operative, such as clandestine communications, camou

flage, surveillance, countersurveillance, and explosives using C-4, 

dynamite, and improvised devices. In his spare time, he and his fel

low recruits engaged in rigorous physical fitness training and reli

gious indoctrination.32 
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From Training to Operations 

Padilla's American citizenship made him particularly useful for al 
Qa'ida leaders, who were looking for Americans to recruit other 
radicals and conduct attacks in the United States. Senior al Qa'ida 
operative Muhammed Atef approached him at the al-Farouq camp 
and asked about his faith. Padilla believed that Atef was "evaluat
ing his commitment and suitability for al Qa'ida operations," and 
he was excited about the prospects.33 He had several meetings with 
Atef, who gave him $1,400 in late 2000 to travel to Egypt, with the 
understanding that Padilla would later return to Afghanistan. 

Under Atef's tutelage, Padilla began the final stage of his tran
sition from juvenile miscreant to violent terrorist and changed 
his name to Abdullah al-Mujahir. He had started to radicalize 
through his network, but his association with senior al Qi ida lead
ers cemented his transformation.34 In preparation for his role as 
an al Qa'ida operative, Padilla was ordered to get a new passport. 
The purpose, he was told, was to erase the trail of visas and stamps 
that showed he had traveled to Afghanistan, Pakistan, Yemen, 
and Egypt, all destinations that would elicit suspicion from for
eign intelligence agencies. On February 16, 2001, Padilla sought 

a replacement passport from the U.S. consulate in Karachi, stat
ing that his passport had been lost in a market. He obtained the 
replacement on March 21.35 

Padilla returned to Afghanistan two months later and tracked 
down Atef, who met him at a safe house in Kandahar. Over the next 
several months they discussed the possibility of a terrorist attack in 
the United States. In the summer of 2001, Atef asked him to blow 
up apartment buildings in the United States. Padilla accepted the 
mission. Atef then sent him to a site near the Kandahar airport 
where he trained with an al Qa'ida explosives expert and another 
operative, Adnan el-Shukrijumah. Also known as Jafar al-Tayyar, 
Shukrijumah had lived in Florida and would eventually resurface in 
several plots against the U.S. homeland. Padilla and Shukrijumah 
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trained at the Kandahar airport site on switches, circuits, and tim

ers and learned how to prepare and seal an apartment to obtain the 

highest explosive yield. Their mission was eventually abandoned, 

however, because they did not get along.36 

I cannot do the operation on my own, Padilla told Atef.37 Then 
came the upheaval of September 11. 

After the attacks Padilla stayed at a number of safe houses in 

Afghanistan with Atef, including the site where Atef was killed by 

U.S. aircraft in November 2001. Padilla was there that day. After 

running for cover, he returned to help dig Atef's body out of the 

rubble. Armed with an assault rifle, he then fled to Khowst Prov

ince with other al Qa'ida operatives seeking to avoid capture by 
U.S. forces. At the Afghanistan-Pakistan border in January 2002, 

Padilla met Abu Zubaydah for the first time.38 He also linked up 

with Binyam Ahmed Muhammad, whose nom de guerre was Talha 
al-Kini. He was a tall, lanky Ethiopian national and a trained elec

trical engineer who had attended the al-Farouq camp with Padilla.39 

Padilla and Binyam Muhammad approached Abu Zubaydah and 

proposed an operation that involved traveling to the United States 

and detonating a nuclear bomb. Zubaydah was skeptical of the idea. 
It is not feasible, he said, noting that Padilla didn't have the physics 

background to pull it off. 

Their other idea, an explosive wrapped in uranium-a "dirty 
bomb" -was intriguing, Zubaydah remarked. But ultimately "the 

dirty bomb plan would not work either, could cause too much of 

a problem for al Qa ida," and "Khalid Sheikh Mohammed would 
not think it viable."40 Plus, Zubaydah noted, the U.S. government 

would probably discover that radioactive material was missing from 
American laboratories before Padilla and Binyam Muhammad 

could execute the operation. 

Zubaydah inquired how they planned to enter the United 

States. It was simple, Padilla explained. They would go through 

Mexico. 

Zubaydah was puzzled. Why wouldn't Padilla go directly into 
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the United States, since he had a valid U.S. passport? Putting that 

aside, he then turned to specifics about the plot. How would they 

obtain the necessary materials? 

We will steal the ingredients, Padilla responded, to make con

ventional explosives from stores in the United States. And we can 

acquire the radioactive materials, he continued, from" factories that 
use uranium" or from laboratories at U.S. universities. 

Zubaydah was again incredulous and said that it would not be 

as easy as they believed.41 

They continued to discuss the idea of an attack inside Amer

ica. Maybe blowing up gas tankers? Or spraying people with cya

nide in nightclubs? In mid-February 2002, Zubaydah telephoned 

a colleague and asked for $20,000 to support their operations. On 
February 16, an associate of Khalid Sheikh Mohammed arrived in 

Lahore and delivered $30,000 to Zubaydah.42 At the time, al Qa'ida 

operatives in Pakistan had noted the extensive discussion in the 

American press about the danger of a dirty bomb and were research

ing the possibility. Though al Qa'ida leaders were under enormous 

pressure in Pakistan, they remained resilient and adaptable. 

"The dirty bomb concept was receiving speculative coverage in 
the international media," noted Zubaydah. "As a result, many other 

al Qa'ida brothers said openly that this was a very good idea and that 
such an attack would be very effective if conducted in a subway."43 

Still, Zubaydah continued to have reservations and wanted al 

Qa'ida's most competent operative, Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, to 

evaluate both Padilla and the plot. He wrote a reference letter for 

Padilla, explaining the dirty bomb project and arguing that it was 

impractical. But he asked Khalid Sheikh Mohammed to assess it 
anyway. Padilla traveled to Karachi in mid-March 2002 with Bin

yam Muhammad.44 They were taken to a safe house by Ammar al

Baluchi, Khalid Sheik Mohammed's nephew, and presented their 
plans.45 Khalid Sheikh Mohammed was skeptical of the dirty bomb 

plot and suggested that Padilla and Binyam Muhammad undertake 

the apartment operation originally conceived by Muhammed Atef. 
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"Once in the U.S.," he explained, Padilla and Binyam Muham~ 

mad were "to locate as many as three high~rise apartment buildings 
which had natural gas supplied to the floors. They would rent two 
apartments in each building," he continued, "seal all the openings, 
turn on the gas, and set timers to detonate the buildings simultane~ 
ously at a later time."46 

The selection of the target city in the United States would be 
left to Padilla, who accepted the mission. Ramzi bin al~Shibh pro~ 
vided some last~minute tips on telephone and e~mail securityY In 
April 2002, Khalid Sheikh Mohammed gave Padilla over $10,000, 
travel documentation, a cell phone, and an e~mail address so he 
could be notified when Padilla arrived in the United States. Binyam 
Muhammad was given approximately $6,000.48 

The night before their departure, Padilla and Binyam Muham~ 
mad attended a dinner with Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, Ammar 
al~Baluchi, and Ramzi bin al~Shibh. They went over the plot again 
and reinforced careful communications practices and countersur~ 
veillance techniques. Once in Chicago, Padilla was to conduct an 
Internet search on buildings that had natural gas heating, open a 
bank account, and rent an apartment. Binyam Muhammad was to 
return to the United Kingdom, obtain valid travel documents, and 
then fly to the United States to link up with Padilla.49 

FBI and CIA officials had been aware of Padilla and his net~ 

work for several years, though they had periodically lost track of 
him during his travels in Afghanistan and Pakistan. But the cap~ 
ture of Abu Zubaydah on March 28, 2002, revealed to investiga~ 
tors exactly how far along the plot had gotten. U.S. interrogators 
showed Zubaydah two photographs, one of which was from Jose 
Padilla's passport. The other photograph was from a fake pass~ 
port of Binyam Muhammad, whom Abu Zubaydah identified as 
Padilla's accomplice. According to CIA and FBI reports, Zubaydah 
was pivotal in identifying Padilla.50 CIA officials like Philip Mudd 
had now realized that a "plot" was bigger than one operation. Their 
job was to understand-and ultimately destroy-the "spiderweb." 
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There were operatives involved in executing the plot, like Padilla 
and Binyam Muhammad, as well as networks involved in train
ing, money, weapons and explosives, radicalization, targeting, and 
communications. 

"The big question," said Mudd, "is can we find anything else? 
Do they have co-conspiratorsr"51 

The FBI then caught a break. On April 4, Binyam Muhammad 

and Jose Padilla were both stopped at passport control in Karachi. 
Binyam Muhammad was detained for a forged passport and Jose 
Padilla for multiple visa violations. They were released the next 
morning, but Pakistani intelligence officials alerted the United 
States.52 Padilla left Pakistan on AprilS. After spending a month in 
Egypt, he went to Zurich, Switzerland, and boarded a flight bound 
for Chicago's O'Hare International Airport. Binyam Muham
mad, who had remained in Pakistan to acquire a new passport, was 
arrested at the Karachi airport on April 10 on his way to London.53 

On May 8, Padilla landed in Chicago. He was carrying $10,526 
in U.S. currency that he had received from al Qa'ida, but he 
declared only $8,000.54 He had the cell phone provided by Ammar 
al-Baluchi, the names and telephone numbers of his training camp 
recruiter and sponsor, and e-mail addresses for Ammar al-Baluchi 
and Binyam Muhammad.55 Several minutes before his flight landed, 
U.S. District Court judge Michael Mukasey signed a material wit
ness warrant authorizing Padilla's arrest. In August 2007 a federal 
jury in the Southern District of Florida convicted Jose Padilla of 
conspiracy to murder, kidnap, and maim individuals in a foreign 
country, conspiracy to provide material support to terrorists, and 
providing material support to terrorists.56 

The capture of Jose Padilla was significant. His personal rela
tionship with senior al Qa'ida leaders such as Muhammed Atef, 
Abu Zubaydah, and Khalid Sheikh Mohammed indicated that he 

was not a lone wolf. What made him particularly dangerous was 
his access to a radicalized social network in the United States and 
his success in coordinating with al Qa'ida leaders. U.S. government 
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agencies, including the FBI, had been aware of him through his 

involvement in his North American jihadist network. He did not 

appear to be an imminent threat, however, especially in the context 

of numerous other extremists operating in the United States. It 

took actionable intelligence from captured al Qa'ida leaders, includ

ing Abu Zubaydah, to comprehend the significance of the threat 

that Padilla posed. 

A Narrow Miss 

In the first year after September 11, the FBI struggled to adapt 
to a changing environment. For decades a "successful" case for an 

FBI agent meant prosecuting and ultimately convicting the crimi
nals or terrorists he or she was tracking. But for FBI agents like 

Art Cummings, this strategy was no longer sufficient. The FBI had 

been working on terrorism for decades and had successfully dis

mantled a range of terrorist organizations, from right-wing groups 

like the Aryan Nations to left-wing groups like the Black Panthers. 

However, several senior FBI officials believed that the September 

11 attacks provided indisputable evidence that the Bureau needed 

to focus more aggressively on uncovering cells and plots, collect

ing additional intelligence, and letting go of the obsession with 

convictions. 
"We began to shift from a disruption to a prevention strategy 

by early 2003," Cummings explained. Being familiar with so many 

FBI activities-he had worked counterintelligence, violent crime, 

drug, child molestation, and finally terrorism cases-Cummings 
knew what would have to change. But nothing came easily. "It took 

so long because we focused so heavily after September 11 on cap

turing additional terrorists, including disrupting the early Khalid 
Sheikh Mohammed plots," he said. 

Part of the new paradigm meant rethinking intelligence collec

tion and analysis. It wasn't good enough anymore to disregard a sus-
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pect simply because there was little or no reporting from the CIA, 

National Security Agency, or other intelligence agencies. "We had 

to dig deeper," Cummings explained. "Who were their contacts? 

Where were they traveling? What were they doing? Did it make 

sense that they were an operative? After walking down this road 
and still finding nothing, we could at least say, 'Either this indi~ 
vidual is damn good, or he's not a terrorist."'57 

In addition, Cummings observed that the United States gener~ 

ally denied entry to suspected terrorists trying to enter the country 

at the borders. But this was unhelpful in some cases, since it would 

actually be useful, if not critical occasionally, to track and collect 

intelligence on the subjects. Who were theyr What were they 
doing? To whom were they talking? Where were they going? Sev~ 

eral FBI officials, including Cummings, proposed approaches that 

were virtually unthinkable for some Department ofJustice officials 

and members of Congress. 
"We need to let some of them into the country," Cummings 

argued, "and watch where they go, who they talk to, and what they 
talk about."s8 Such a strategy would require around~the~clock cov~ 

erage of the suspects and faith that the FBI would not lose them 
while they traveled in the United States. Members of Congress 

told Cummings that such activity was reckless. It was cert~inly 
risky. But if the FBI was careful and meticulous in conducting sur~ 
veillance, it would have the opportunity to collect priceless intel~ 

ligence leads. 
Cummings eventually got his way, but not before a narrow miss. 

Padilla was not the first serious threat to the U.S. homeland after 

the September 11 attacks. That distinction belongs to Richard Col~ 

vin Reid, who nearly pulled off a successful airplane bombing. Born 
on August 12, 1973, in South London, Reid was a peculiar figure. 

He stood six feet, four inches tall and weighed over 200 pounds but 

was hardly imposing. What stuck with people who met him was his 

disheveled physical appearance and disregard for personal hygiene. 

He had thick, scraggly brown hair that he wore in a ponytail and 
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irregular patches of facial hair. French airport security officials, 
who had temporarily detained him in late 2001, described him as 
"filthy, very unkempt, emotionless."59 

Reid had trouble with authority. Even while attending al 
Qa'ida training camps in the late 1990s, he revolted against leader
ship. As he acknowledged, his "inability to get along with people 
in positions of authority was problematic" during his "entire time 
in Afghanistan," especially with those younger or with less experi
ence in jihad. Reid was also an introvert, preferring to spend time 
alone reading when he wasn't taking classes in Afghanistan. He 
was frustrated in love and never married. He considered it heart
less that his Arab and Afghan contacts with female relatives were 
reluctant to offer them as prospective wives to him. He believed 
that this was because he was not an Arab and did not come from 
an established family.6o 

Reid was the product of a marriage between a lower-class, black, 
Protestant father and a middle-class, white, Catholic mother. He 
didn't fit in from birth. Protestants hated Catholics. Whites hated 

blacks. The middle class hated the working class. And Reid was 
caught in the middle. Much like Jose Padilla, he had a troubled 
youth. His father was serving jail time for stealing a car when Reid 
was born. Reid followed in his father's footsteps, serving sentences 
at Feltham Young Offenders Institution and the Blundeston Prison 
for a series of crimes. At Feltham, at age nineteen, Reid converted to 

Islam under the tutelage of the radical imam Abdul Ghani Qureshi. 
Upon his release in 1996, he joined the Brixton Mosque in London, 
where an acquaintance provided him with a letter of introduction 
to attend a training camp in Afghanistan.61 

In 1999, Reid went to the Khaldan training camp, which Abu 
Zubaydah eventually ran. He obtained a few donations but funded 
the trip by selling incense and saving his welfare payments. At 
Khaldan he worked with one of al Qiidis preeminent bomb mak
ers, Midhat Mursi, also known as Abu Khabab aI-Masri. Reid also 

met several individuals involved in plotting terrorist attacks in the 
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United States, such as the millennium bomber, Ahmed Ressam, 

who was arrested in December 1999, and Zacarias Moussaoui, an 

al Qa'ida operative who had attended several flight schools in the 

United States and who was arrested in August 2001.62 After Khal

dan, Reid joined T aliban field units in Afghanistan as they fought 

the Northern Alliance between April 1999 and March 2001, alter
nating between the front lines and al Qa'ida training camps.63 He 

believed that fighting with the T aliban was a way to demonstrate 

his devotion to al Qa'ida, since he understood that individuals who 
fought for the T aliban "earned Osama bin Laden's respect."64 

Al Qa'ida's chief of operations, Muhammed Ate£ helped con

ceptualize the shoe bomb plot and provided initial training to Reid. 

Late in 2001, Reid was given a shoe bomb in Afghanistan to smug
gle onto an aircraft and detonate in midair.65 Reid believed that a 

shoe bomb was perfect. Before the attack he took numerous flights 
and observed security procedures, noting that even on Israel's EI 

Al Airlines security officers did not check inside his shoes.66 He 

also continued to receive guidance from Ammar al-Baluchi, Khalid 

Sheik Mohammed's nephew, on the airline bombing.67 

On December 5, 2001, Reid applied for a new passport, al 

Qa'ida's standard method for erasing travel history-a strong indica

tion that he was getting ready to execute the operation. "I was drunk 

and washed my passport," Reid told a British consulate officia1.68 

During the final weeks before his suicide attack. Reid wrote an 
e-mail to his mother justifying the operation. "What I am doing is 

part of the ongoing war between Islam and disbelief' he told her. 
"I didn't do this act out of ignorance nor did I do [it] just because 

I want to die, but rather I see it as a duty upon me to help remove 

the oppressive American forces from the Muslim lands. We do not 

have other means to fight them. We are ready to die defending 
the true Islam rather than just sit back and allow the American 

government to dictate to us what we should believe and how we 
should behave. This is a war," he concluded, "between Islam and 
democracy."69 
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It was a passionate e-mail. But it was also deeply troubling. 

Reid's rhetoric reflected a common charge that the u.s. govern

ment was "oppressing" Muslims and" dictating" what they should 
believe. The u.s. military had, of course, come to the aid of belea

guered Muslims in Afghanistan in the 1980s, Somalia in the early 
1990s, Bosnia in the 1990s, and Kosovo in 1999. But this reality 

did not fit with the al Qiida worldview, especially as it was mani

fested in Reid. 

On December 21, 2001, Reid attempted to board an Ameri
can Airlines flight bound for Miami at Charles de Gaulle Airport. 

But French security personnel were suspicious of him, and extra 

searches and questioning caused him to miss his flight.7° Security 

officials searched his luggage and found a Walkman, a cassette tape 
with recordings of the Qur'an, anti-Israel propaganda, a copy of a 

Time magazine tided "Islam in Europe," and an issue of Newsweek 
with a picture of Osama bin Laden.71 But they failed to detect his 
shoe bomb. After a final pat-down the next day, Reid was allowed 

to board an American Airlines flight to Miami. 

Three days before Christmas, on December 22, Richard Reid 

left Charles de Gaulle Airport on American Airlines Flight 63, a 
Boeing 767-300, with 183 passengers and a crew of 14.72 He was 

seated in 29J, a window seat. Several hours after the flight left 

Paris, the passenger in seat 29H got up to use the bathroom.73 Reid 

quickly removed his ankle-high Aspen hiking shoes, each of which 

was rigged to explode. A chemical analysis later indicated that he 
used a pentaerythritol tetranitrate-based plastic bonded explosive 

as the main charge.74 Both the right and left shoes contained a black 

safety fuse. One end of the fuse was taped to an improvised detona
tor, which consisted of a piece of paper rolled into a tube measuring 

approximately 2 inches in length. The tubes contained one and a 

half grams of the explosive triacetone triperoxide (T ATP), a white 

crystalline material commonly produced from hydrogen peroxide, 

acetone, and sulfuric acid.75 

Reid took offhis right shoe, pulled the free end of the safety fuse 
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out of the shoe, and attempted to ignite the fuse using matches he 
had brought onto the aircraft.76 Flight attendant Hermis Moutar

dier, who was picking up trays after the meal service, cruised the 

aisles searching for the burning smell. A passenger pointed to Reid. 

Smoking is not allowed on the airplane, she said to Reid. 

I promise to stop, responded Reid. 
A few minutes later, Moutardier saw Reid bend over in his 

seat. "Excuse me," she said, furious that he was apparently trying to 
smoke again. "What are you doing:''' 

What she saw made her stomach churn. Reid was frantically 

trying to light one of his shoes, and she could see the wires protrud

ing from it. Moutardier grabbed at the shoe, but Reid shoved her 

into the bulkhead. She made a second attempt, and he pushed her 
to the floor. "Get him! Go!" she screamed, alerting another flight 

attendant, Cristina Jones, who came running over. 
"Stop it!" Jones yelled and grabbed Reid's upper body.77 But he 

bit her finger. When she screamed, several passengers came to her 
aid and tackled Reid. They restrained him for the rest of the flight 

with a makeshift combination of plastic cuffs for his hands, a seat

belt extension for his feet, and an odd assortment of belts, head

phone cords, and other makeshift items to tie up his body. A doctor 

on board gave him Valium, which was kept in the flight kit.78 

The FBI was alerted to the disturbance and the flight was 

diverted to Boston, landing at 12:53 p.m. FBI special agent Mar

garet Cronin, FBI special agent Charles Gianturco, and Massa

chusetts State Police troopers boarded the aircraft. The captain 

outlined the struggle on board and provided the FBI with Reid's 

British passport, which he had confiscated after the altercation. 
Cronin and Gianturco then took Reid into custody. 

A small group of vigilant flight attendants and passengers had 
preempted certain catastrophe. The FBI conducted a series of tests 

to assess the viability of Reid's shoe bombs and determined that 

they "were functioning explosive devices capable of exploding if 

the safety fuse had been properly ignited." The FBI also reported 
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that "if either device had been placed near or against the interior 

wall of the aircraft at seat 29J ... the resulting explosion would 
have breached the outside skin of the aircraft."79 Boeing conducted 

a series of tests and concluded that Reid's bomb would have been 

lethal in a pressurized cabin at 32,000 feet, and would probably 

have destroyed the plane in midair. 
Reid expressed no remorse for his failed attack and unleashed 

a chilling diatribe during his sentencing: "I admit my allegiance 

to Osama bin Laden, to Islam, and to the religion of Allah. With 

regards to what you said about killing innocent people, I will say 

one thing. Your government has killed two million children in 
Iraq. If you want to think about something, against two million, 

I don't see no comparison. So, for this reason, I think I ought not 

apologize for my actions. I am at war with your country. I'm at war 
with them not for personal reasons but because they have mur

dered so many children and they have oppressed my religion and 

they have oppressed people for no reason except that they say we 
believe in Allah."80 

The presiding judge, William Young, shot back: "We are not 
afraid of any of your terrorist co-conspirators, Mr. Reid. We are 

Americans. We have been through the fire before. You are not an 

enemy combatant. You are a terrorist. You are not a soldier in any 
" war. 
In a firm tone, Judge Young then delivered his summation: 

''You're a big fellow. But you're not that big. You're no warrior. I 

know warriors. You are a terrorist. A species of criminal guilty of 

multiple attempted murders. It seems to me you hate the one thing 
that to us is most precious. You hate our freedom. Our individual 

freedom. Our individual freedom to live as we choose, to come and 

go as we choose, to believe or not believe as we individually choose. 

Here, in this society, the very winds carry freedom. They carry it 
everywhere from sea to shining sea. It is because we prize individual 

freedom so much that you are here in this beautiful courtroom. So 



COMING TO AMERICA 129 

that everyone can see, truly see tha~ justice is administered fairly, 
individually, and discreetly:' 

Young wasn't finished. "See that flag, Mr. Reid? That's the flag 
of the United States of America. That flag will fly there long after 
this is all forgotten. That flag still stands for freedom. You know 
it always will. Custody, Mr. Officer," he said, ending his speech. 
"Stand him down." 

But Reid had more to say. "That flag will be brought down on 
the day of judgment," he said, "and you will see in front of your Lord 
and my Lord and then we will know."81 

Reid was then removed from the courtroom. Though the vic~ 
tory did not belong to the government agencies, the result was a 
triumph. French, American, and even British officials had failed to 

identify Reid and stop him from blowing up an airplane. Instead, 
brave citizens steeled by the September 11 attacks had done so. 

"I don't believe I would have grabbed him the way I did had I 
not known about September 11," said Hermis Moutardier. "I don't 

know that the passengers would have come to my aid so quickly had 
they not known about September 11."82 

The Lackawanna Threat 

Reid had been arrested in Boston. The drowsy, blue~collar city of 
Lackawanna could not be more different. Lackawanna rests on 
the eastern shore of Lake Erie in upstate New York, just south of 
Buffalo, with a mostly white population of 20,000. Vacant grain 
elevators and dormant railroad tracks line the shore, interspersed 
with fields overgrown with gnarled shrubbery. Test wells that 
monitor decades of buried industrial waste dot the landscape. The 
area was a steel manufacturing hub for much of the twentieth cen~ 
tury, beginning in 1899, when the Lackawanna Steel Company 
purchased land along the West Seneca shore of the lake. In 1909 
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residents split off from West Seneca and formed their own city. 
By 2002, Lackawanna was home to an amalgam of Protestant and 
Roman Catholic churches, along with the Masjid Alhuda Guid~ 
ance Mosque, the largest mosque in the Buffalo area. It was situated 
among rows of dilapidated apartments on Wilkes Barre Avenue, a 
narrow thoroughfare running between razed steel mills to the west 
and railroad tracks to the east. 

Like the case of Jose Padilla, the threat in Lackawanna emerged 
from a close network of friends. In this instance they were Yemeni~ 
Americans, all of them U.S. citizens. Unlike with Padilla, however, 
top~down al Qa'ida recruitment contributed to their radicalization. 
The focal point was Lackawanna native Kamal Derwish, a char~ 
ismatic preacher and al Qa'ida recruiter. Sahim Alwan, who came 
under Derwish's mentorship, described him as "very articulate, very 
impressive, very knowledgeable of the religion ... he was very lil<.-
able."83 Other friends described him as friendly and alluring. 

Derwish was born at Mercy Hospital in southern Buffalo, 
raised in Saudi Arabia, and conducted training in Afghanistan and 
Bosnia in the 1990s. He served as both a catalyst and a spiritual 
adviser for a small cell of impressionable individuals: Faysal Galab, 
Sahim Alwan, Yahya Goba, Shafal Mosed, Yasein Taher, and Jaber 
Elbaneh.84 Several members of the network were second~generation 
children of immigrants who had come to work at Lackawanna's 
steel plants in the 1970s. None were particularly religious. Six were 
graduates of Lackawanna High School, known by their peers and 
family as being more interested in playing soccer and ice hockey 
than conducting jihad. 

When Derwish returned to Lackawanna from overseas around 
1998, he had developed a close relationship with several al Qa'ida 
operatives and was on a dedicated mission to motivate young Mus~ 
lims to participate in violent jihad. He held private meetings in 
several venues. "Sometimes at his apartment, or sometimes in the 

mosque, like after the prayers and stuf£ we'll just hang out there, 
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just come," said Sahim Alwan. "He also taught the Qur'an to the 
kids in the mosque."85 

The location was important. For Derwish, recruitment and 
incitement were better in private, informal settings where opera~ 

tional security could be maintained, rather than at public mosque 

services which law enforcement agencies could be monitor~ 

ing. These clandestine meetings drew as many as twenty regular 
attendees, most of whom were in their late teens and early twen~ 

ties. Lackawanna's young Muslims were captivated by Derwish. 
Since few Yemenis in the Lackawanna community practiced Salafi 

Islam, they were awestruck by Derwish, whom one follower called 
a "music man of religion."86 

According to a member of the network, "I really was, you know, 

starting to learn my religion, and I didn't see, I never really saw the 
mujahideen part of it."87 

To aid in recruitment, Derwish introduced his network to 

Juma al~Dosari, an imam from Indiana who had connections with 

al Qa'ida and had fought in Bosnia. According to one parricipant 
at the meetings, Dosari was brought in to "close the deal" on their 

recruitment.88 In April 2001, Dosari delivered a heavily politicized 

sermon at the Lackawanna mosque, stressing the need to help Mus~ 

lims suffering in Kosovo, Chechnya, and Kashmir. According to 

an FBI profile of their recruitment strategy, Derwish and Dosari 
would develop a friendship with each individual and identify his 

interests, 'emotional state, strengths, and weaknesses. They then 

repeated a common theme: Muslims are being persecuted across 
the globe, and "true" Muslims fight for their faith. It was a mesmer~ 

izing message. Both Derwish and Dosari also argued that Lacka~ 

wanna's young Muslims were not leading a proper Islamic lifestyle 

and suggested that they attend a four~month training program in 

Afghanistan.89 

"I was hungry for knowledge of the religion itself," noted Sahim 
Alwan. "It was a religious quest."90 
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Derwish's and Dosari's recruits began to withdraw from Lacka

wanna and its secular community. The travel was the first major step. 
They left in two groups. The first departed in April 2001 and con
sisted ofShafal Mosed, Yasein Taher, and Faysal Galab; the second 

left in May 2001 and included Sahim Alwan, Yahya Goba, Mukhtar 
al-Bakri, andJaber Elbaneh. Alwan's group traveled through Toronto 
to the United Arab Emirates and finally landed in Karachi. They 
were met by Derwish, who arranged their transportation to Afghan
istan. After about six days they traveled to Quetta, where they stayed 
at a guesthouse and listened to lectures on jihad and sermons on 
suicide operations. After several days they departed for al-Farouq 
training camp in a bus crammed with ten other individuals.91 

T aher, Galab, and Mosed arrived in Pakistan on April 29 and 

also traveled to Quetta, where they stayed at a guesthouse. They 
then drove to al-Farouq camp, where they received training and 

instruction in the use of Kalashnikovs, 9-millimeter handguns, 
M16 automatic rifles, and rocket-propelled grenade launchers.92 
The group took classes on combat tactics and explosives, including 
plastic explosives, TNT, detonators, landmines, and Molotov cock
tails.93 There were approximately two hundred others at the camp, 
divided into groups of twenty. All of the individuals had-or were 
assigned-code names.94 Osama bin Laden visited the camp during 
their stay and spoke about the importance of targeting the United 
States and Israel, as well as the need for patience.95 

But al Qa'ida training did not convince the entire Lackawanna 
contingent to become involved in terrorism. Yasein T aher did not 
complete the training and left shortly after bin Laden's speech. 
According to one member of the network, they discussed the 
importance of keeping their experience quiet when they reunited 
in Lackawanna later that summer. After September 11 they low
ered their profile in the community out of concern that U.S. law 
enforcement and intelligence agencies would discover their Afghan 
travels. Still, some members of the group remained committed to 
violent jihad. As one individual noted, "[Elbaneh] was planning on 
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going to the fighting against the Northern Alliance, and stuff like 
that. Basically his mindset was 'I want to be a martyr. I want to 
die: "96 Elbaneh just needed to be patient. 

One of the FBI's first indications of a potential terrorist threat 
came in June 2001, when a "concerned Yemenite" sent an anony
mous letter to the FBI's Buffalo field office noting that Derwish 
and several others were connected to al Qaida and had traveled 
to Afghanistan.97 On September 10, 2002, Mukhtar al-Bakri was 
arrested in Bahrain after sending two e-mails to an associate in 

New York State suggesting that a suicide operation was imminent. 
The FBI and CIA scrambled to piece together information on the 
Lackawanna network. On July 8, 2002, the FBI had interviewed 
Shafal Mosed, and on July 26 FBI agents had interviewed Yas
ein T aher. Both acknowledged that they had been in Pakistan for 
three months between April and July 2001.98 But the FBI had not 
appreciated the extent of their travels in Afghanistan, including al
Farouq.99 September 2002 searches of the Lackawanna residences 
of Goba, Alwan, Mosed, and Bakri turned up U.S. passports used 

for travel to Afghanistan in 2001. 
On September 13, 2002, the FBI arrested five of the suspects. 

In 2003 six members of the network were sentenced to prison terms 
ranging from seven to ten years for providing material resources to 
a foreign terrorist organization. While they had trained at an al 
Qa ida camp, their experiences had not transferred into an opera
tion-at least not yet. Unlike the Padilla and Reid cases, there was 
no evidence of an imminent attack. 

Following his time at al-Farouq, Elbaneh never returned to 
the United States, traveling instead to Yemen and participating in 
extremist operations overseas. Kamal Derwish was killed in Yemen 
by a Hellfire missile from a CIA drone in November 2002, along 
with five other al Qa ida operatives traveling in a vehicle. Dosari 
was captured by Pakistani authorities in January 2002, fleeing 
from Afghanistan, and was turned over to U.S. custody and sent to 
Guantanamo Bay. 
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Gas Stations and Bridges 

Back at FBI Headquarters in Washington in 2002, Robert Muel
ler and his senior staf£ including Art Cummings, were bracing for 
another attack. So was the CIA. "Recent information," read one 
CIA assessment, "demonstrates al-Qaidas ongoing interest to enter 
the United States over land borders with Mexico and Canada."lOo 

In October 2002 a cell of American Muslims from the Portland, 
Oregon, area were arrested for attempting to join al Qaida. InJune 
2003, eleven individuals were indicted in northern Virginia for 
inciting terrorism. 

Perhaps the most serious U.S. homeland plot, however, was led 
by Majid Khan. In 1996, Khan had moved with his family to the 
United States from Pakistan and settled in Baltimore, but he had 
never obtained U.S. citizenship. After graduating from high school 
in 1999, he became involved in a local Islamic organization, and in 
early 2002 he traveled to Pakistan. Khan's uncle and cousin intro
duced him to Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, who selected Khan as an 
operative for a possible attack inside the United States. 

Khan spoke excellent English, had extensive knowledge of the 
United States, and had worked at his family's gas station. The latter 
detail was particularly useful for Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, who 
asked Khan to return to the United States and collect information 
on gas station operations, including fuel delivery schedules, tanker 
routes, and procedures for filling underground tanks. Khan was to 
assume the role of a businessman interested in buying a gas station. 
The ultimate goal was to blow one Up.IOI In support of the plot, 

Khan attended a training course where he learned how to construct 
explosive timing devices. Khalid Sheikh Mohammed also asked 
Khan to conduct research on poisoning U.S. water reservoirs and 
considered Khan for an operation to assassinate Pakistan's presi
dent, Pervez Musharra£102 

Early in 2003, Khan tapped Uzair Paracha, a U.S. perma
nent resident alien he met in Pakistan, to impersonate him in the 
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United States. His goal was to make it appear that he had never 
left the country and enable him to gain immigration documents 
that would facilitate reentry.103 Khan also recommended to Kha
lid Sheikh Mohammed that lyman Faris, an Ohio-based truck 
driver and naturalized U.S. citizen, be tasked with conducting an 
al Qa'ida operation. At Khalid Sheikh Mohammed's request, Faris 
researched suspension bridges in New York and looked into obtain
ing the tools that would be necessary to cut the suspension cables. \04 

But again patient intelligence work paid off. A significant break 
came from the March 2003 capture of Khalid Sheikh Moham
med. As the CIA reported, KSM "provided information about an 
al-Qa'ida operative, Majid Khan," and admitted to having "tasked 
Majid with delivering a large sum of money to individuals work
ing for another senior al-Qa'ida associate."105 In addition, the FBI 

pulled off a coup with lyman Faris, which highlighted the paradigm 
shift that officials like Art Cummings had led at the Bureau. Cum
mings went to Attorney General John Ashcroft with a pitch. 

"Faris is a militant with the capability and intent to kill Ameri
cans. But he would be perfect to recruit," Cummings said. "In fact, 
I can't do my job if we take Faris off the streets now." Cummings 
needed more time. He wanted Faris to lead him to the "spider
web"-the broader network. 

"What's the chance he'll get away from us if we don't capture 
him right now?" Ashcroft asked. 

"Probably fifteen percent," responded Cummings. But he was 
willing to take the chance and attempt to flip Faris in return for a 
reduced sentence. 

Cummings and other FBI agents felt that one of Faris's biggest 
weaknesses was his ego-his desire to be important. They worked 
to exploit this vulnerability. "We told him that because of his unpar
alleled relations with senior al Qa'ida leaders," said Cummings, "he 
would be an extraordinary asset to the U.S. government. He'd be a 
star. I think he even believed he'd be an FBI agent one day." 

In March the FBI approached Faris with information newly 
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gleaned from Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, implicating him in ter
rorist activity. They dangled an offer to move his extended fam
ily from Pakistan to reduce the risk of al Qa'ida retaliation. Faris 
agreed. Soon afterward the FBI took him to a safe house in Vir
ginia. With agents directing and monitoring his communications, 
Faris served as a double agent and sent messages to his bosses via cell 
phone and e-mail. "Our focus was not to prosecute Faris," explained 

Cummings, "it was to stop individuals from killing Americans. 
With Faris, this meant trying to convince him to work with US."106 

With the help of Faris, the FBI arrested Majid Khan and Uzair 
Paracha in March 2003, as well as several others, including Uzair's 
father, Saifullah. The arrests were a severe blow to al Qa'ida leaders, 
including Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, who had desperately tried 
to conduct follow-on attacks in the United States. Khalid Sheikh 
Mohammed's arrest had also disrupted plots to hijack aircraft to 
attack the Library Tower in Los Angeles and other targets on the 
West Coast. U.S. intelligence and law enforcement agencies had 
information on virtually every major terrorist targeting the U.S. 
homeland. The problem, it turned out, was deciding which ones 
were most significant. They received a cluttered mass of raw intel
ligence every day. Agents had to connect the dots but also weigh 
which dots were most important and focus on them. The triggering 
event that led to arrests was different in each case. Abu Zubaydah's 
capture led to Jose Padilla, vigilant passengers neutralized Richard 
Reid, a concerned community member upended the Lackawanna 
cell, and Khalid Sheikh Mohammed's capture undermined Majid 

Khan and his network. 
"Since the security situation in the United States was strong and 

al Qa'ida's capabilities had weakened," remarked senior al Qa'ida 
leader Abu Faraj al-Libi, "al Qa'ida had to return to easier ideas and 
methods in order to execute an attack in the United States."107 

The first al Qa'ida wave was now over. U.S. intelligence agen
cies and special operations forces had delivered major setbacks to 
al Qa'ida in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and now the United States. 
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After September 11, al Qi ida had failed to launch a successful 

attack against the United States despite several attempts by Khalid 
Sheikh Mohammed, and it had lost its sanctuary in Afghanistan. 
The organization's punishment strategy, which involved targeting 
civilians, had also backfired and created major fissures within even 
conservative Islamic circles. Al Qi ida had crippled itself. Nothing 
seemed to be going well. But it would now get a break from Iraq, 
where the u.s. invasion provided an opportunity for redemption. 



PART II 

THE SECOND"WAVE 



AL OA'IDA IN IRAO 

IN JULY 2003, militants loyal to Abu Mus'ab al-Zarqawi congregated 

at a house in the Al Qahira district of Baghdad to discuss clan

destine operations against U.S. and other international targets. Al 

Qahira is a busy neighborhood east of the Tigris River, home to 

both Sunnis and Shi'ites. The cell met again several days later. 
"We should perform jihad and attack the occupier," one of the 

members, Abu Azzam al-Filistani, suggested. l 

The cell then turned to a key question: Which target2 

Discussions continued over the next several days and zeroed in 

on the United Nations headquarters at the Canal Hotel in Bagh

dad. Most senior UN officials had opposed the March 2003 U.S. 
invasion of Iraq, though the UN had reluctantly established a pres

ence in Iraq to assist in reconstruction efforts after the overthrow 

of Saddam Hussein. This was enough to draw Iraqi ire. Iraqis also 

resented the UN for imposing an economic embargo in the 1990s 

in response to Saddam's program of weapons of mass destruction. 

To repay these grievances, cell members prepared an attack. Opera

tional planning for the UN plot was led by Ali Hussein al-Azzawi, 

a former pilot for Iraqi Airways, and Thamir Mubarak Atrouz al

Rishawi, whose family eventually became a major supporter of al 
Qaida in Iraq.2 Most important, the operation had the backing of 

Abu Mus'ab al-Zarqawi. 

141 
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Zarqawi was a rock star. When he walked into a room, he 

didn't just meet people, he engulfed them. Forget his security detail 
and his high,profile status as a senior commander. He shouldered 

past his aura, built on fame and reputation, and connected with the 

10wesHanking fighters, the grunts who had trekked from Libya, 
Saudi Arabia, and Yemen to fight the Americans. He was "kind in 

dealing with his driver and those around him, treating them like 

his brothers," explained one of his colleagues. Take his obsession 

with Kraft cheese: he carefully unwrapped each piece from its plas, 

tic packaging and placed it in his mouth, savoring every bite. As 
one of his admirers pointed out, however, he "refused to take any 

until his fighters could have some."3 To preserve this "man of the 

people" image, Zarqawi participated in grisly actions, bragging that 
he had beheaded Nicholas Berg, a kidnapped American business, 

man, with his own blade in 2004. Through such exploits Zarqawi 

became legendary among al Qa ida operatives. 
"Had I known of all of Zarqawi's activities and capabilities 

when he first came to al Qaida with a desire to pledge bayat to 

Osama bin Laden," joked senior al Qa'ida leader Abu Faraj al,Libi, 

"I would have written a letter to bin Laden advising that the sheikh 
pledge bayat to Abu Mus'ab instead."4 

By mid,August 2003, Zarqawi's terrorist cell was ready to 

execute the operation against UN headquarters. Members of the 
cell planned the attack in a Pepsi factory in the Al Mashtal area 

of Baghdad. They recruited several informants who provided a 

blueprint of the UN compound and accessed the daily calendars 
of some UN officials. "We brought in a suicide bomber from the 

Arab Maghreb," one cell member explained, "and my role was to 

help them in giving them the mortars and the rockets."5 

They carefully packed a large cement truck with plastic 

explosives, artillery shells, and other ammunition. Cell members, 
several of whom were North African, conducted rehearsals and 

finalized preparations. "Hajj Ali drove the vehicle," another cell 
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member noted. "They went to the UN headquarters and carried 

out the operation."6 

The truck drove through the barrier at the main entrance of 

the UN headquarters at 4:30 p.m. on August 19, 2003, pulled 

up to the security wall under the corner office of Sergio Vieira de 

Mello, the UN secretary~general's special representative to Iraq, 

and detonated. 
"There was a huge, shattering explosion," remarked Salim Lone, 

the UN's spokesman, who was in his office. "I was working on the 

computer. The glass in the window blew-the woodwork, every~ 

thing came out of the roof. I ran into the corridor," he continued. 

"Everybody was very severely wounded, very badly hurt, bleeding, 
people with blood on their face:'? 

The bomb shredded the fac;:ade of the UN headquarters. Little 

was left of the truck except for a rear axle at the bottom of a deep 

crater. The blast killed twenty~two people and injured hundreds.8 

American forces had blocked off the road with a five~ton truck, but 
UN officials had asked that it be removed, along with an observa~ 

tion post on the roof and armored vehicles in front of the compound, 

because they were uncomfortable with a heavy U.S. military presence. 
Vieira de Mello was sitting at a table with several staff mem~ 

bers when the bomb exploded, leaving a six~foot~deep crater in the 

ground. His office collapsed into a smoking pile of concrete slabs, 

shredded steel, and shattered glass. 
"Sergio, courage," screamed Ghassam Salame, his political 

adviser. "We're coming to help you." A ray of sunlight illuminated 

Vieira de Mello, and Salame could see him waving his right hand. 

He was trapped upside~down, wedged under several enormous 

slabs of concrete. 
"Sergio, answer me," Salame said. "Are you alive?" 

"Qui, Ghassan," he replied.9 

But rescue workers couldn't get to Vieira de Mello in time. 

That evening, when U.S. and Iraqi soldiers finally cleared away the 
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debris, Salame identified his body. His last words, according to a 
U.S. soldier who was furiously trying to dig him out, were "Don't 
let them pull the UN out."lO 

Vieira de Mello's death was a devastating blow for the UN and 
those who knew him. In a poignant letter to his widow, U.S. ambas~ 
sador Paul Bremer wrote that "like you, I will miss his buoyancy, his 
optimism, his refined intellect and his sense of humor." 11 

The attack had wide~ranging repercussions. The UN withdrew 
most of its staff because of security concerns, relocating many of 
them to the nearby country of Oman. Several international monetary 
agencies, including the World Bank and the International Monetary 
Fund, refused to set up shop in Iraq until the situation improved. And 
the ability of development agencies, such as the United Kingdom's 
Department for International Development and the U.S. Agency for 
International Development, to go "outside the wire"-to leave their 
compounds-was so severely restricted that work virtually haltedP 

The attack symbolized the beginning of a second wave of ter~ 
rorism. Al Qa ida was headquartered in Afghanistan when it tar~ 
geted the United States on September 11, but it had no serious 
presence in Iraq. Americas invasion galvanized numerous Muslims 
and became a superb rectuitment tool for al Qa ida. Opinion of 
the United States plummeted in polls across the Muslim world. 
U.S. intelligence and law enforcement agencies, including the CIA 
and the FBI, saw that Iraq was becoming an incubator of interna~ 
tional terrorism. Instead of decreasing the terrorism problem, as 
many U.S. policymakers had hoped, the Iraq war exacerbated it. 
The steady gains made by small numbers of covert U.S. intelligence 
operatives, special operations forces, and law enforcement officials 
in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and even the U.S. homeland were now in 

jeopardy. Many al Qaida leaders had hoped for a large conventional 
U.S. army in Iraq; the U.S. invasion delivered it. Before the 2003 
invasion, al Qaida had failed to secure a foothold in Iraq. Now the 
gates had swung open. Zarqawi would be the Trojan horse. 
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A Growing Vacuum 

Zarqawi was born on October 20, 1966, in Zarqa, Jordan. His 

house was located in a squalid area near the town cemetery and an 

abandoned quarry. After his father died, in 1984, Zarqawi dropped 
out of school, and his life degenerated into drug abuse and violent 

crime. He then drifted into Palestinian refugee camps, where he 

became interested in Salafism, eventually trekking to Afghanistan 

in 1989 to fight against the Soviet army. In 1992 he returned to 

Jordan, and in March 1994 he was arrested for plotting to over

throw the government. During the trial, Zarqawi heaped scorn on 
the judge and King Hussein, illustrating his voluble and frequent 

defiance of Middle Eastern rulers. He was given fifteen years of 

hard labor. But in 1999 Jordan's new king, Abdullah II, granted a 

general amnesty and released Zarqawi. He returned to Afghani
stan to establish a terrorist organization called Tawhid wa'l Jihad 

(Monotheism and Struggle) in the western province of HeratY 

In November 2001, two months after the September 11 attacks, 

Abu Zubaydah helped smuggle Zarqawi and roughly seventy other 

Arabs out of Kandahar into Iran.14 But Zarqawi didn't stay there 

long. In the summer of 2002 he settled in northern Iraq, with help 

from the terrorist group Ansar al-Islam.ls He was proudly not a 
member of al Qa'ida, preferring to run his own group, though he 
had contacts with several senior al Qa'ida members.16 When the 

United States invaded Iraq, Zarqawi was well positioned to run 

operations targeting American and UN infrastructure, and he had 

established relationships with sheikhs such as Thamir Mubarak 

Atrouz al-Rishawi and Abdullah al-Janabi. 

Zarqawi explained to al Qa'ida leaders that setting up an orga

nization in Iraq would provide an opportunity to expand his power 
and influence. "Then the mujahidin will have assured themselves land 

from which to set forth," he wrote, and achieve "strategic depth and 
reach among the brothers outside [Iraq] and the mujahidin within."17 

Zarqawi even made an impression on senior American officials, 
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including John Negroponte, who became u.s. ambassador to Iraq 

and later the first director of national intelligence. "He was a phe~ 

nomenon," said Negroponte. "I felt like Inspector Clouseau trying 

to understand him. He was a fascinating guy, and built an entire 
enterprise almost entirely around himself."18 

For Zarqawi, the March 20, 2003, U.S. invasion of Iraq and 

the resulting insurgency created an opportunity. By the summer of 
2003, CIA officials in Iraq had become concerned about growing 

violence. According to U.S. government estimates, insurgent activ~ 

ity was "centered on U.S.!Coalition targets, ranging from check

points, and increasingly, to higher profile targets such as helicopters 

and tactical level military headquarters. These are still locally orga~ 

nized, indigenous attacks. However, all current indicators point to 

ingress of experienced external forces ... that may be planning for 
more intensified attacks or for organization of disparate groupS."19 

While U.S. government officials publicly assured Americans 

that the security situation was not as bad as press reports indicated, 
internal U.S. documents showed alarm. In a memo to Secretary 

Rumsfeld, Ambassador Bremer, head of the Coalition Provisional 

Authority (CPA), identified several threats to U.S. forces. The first 

included elements of the former regime, such as Ba'athists, Fedayeen 

Saddam, and intelligence agencies. They attacked coalition forces, 

infrastructure targets, and Iraqi employees of the coalition. "To 

date," Bremer wrote, "these elements do not appear to be subject 

to central command and control. But there are signs of coordina~ 
tion among them."20 Former officers from the Mukhabarat, Iraq's 

intelligence service, specialized in making radio~detonated Kaneen 
bombs. They used money channeled through radical Islamic cler~ 

ics, who had been funded by wealthy donors in the United Arab 
Emirates and other Gulf countries. 21 

The second threat included groups like Zarqawi's Tawhid wa'l 

Jihad, which incorporated foreign fighters from Saudi Arabia, Syria, 

Yemen, and other countries. The third threat was foreign subver~ 
sion. Iran was a particular worry: "Elements of the Tehran govern~ 
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ment are actively arming, training and directing militia in Iraq. To 

date, these armed forces have not been directly involved in attacks on 

the Coalition. But they pose a longer term threat to law and order in 
Iraq."22 In a May 29 briefing to President Bush, Bremer noted that 

he faced emerging threats that included "Iranian~sponsored Islamic 
extremism:'23 The United States tracked the movement of Iranian 

intelligence officials into and out of Iraq. 24 

Syria also provided support to insurgent groups and helped 
funnel al Qa'ida and other foreign fighters into Iraq. "I was actu

ally more concerned about the Syrians than the Iranians," Bremer 

recalled, "because of the transit of foreign fighters coming into 
Iraq from Yemen, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, and other countries, who 

came through Damascus:'25 An assessment produced for Iraq's 

Ministerial Committee for National Security, which was chaired 

by Bremer, pointed to "a substantial body of evidence that Syrian 

nationals, and possibly agents of the Syrian government, are provid

ing aid to insurgents in Iraq. This assistance is coming in a number 
of forms including weapons, cash, aid and refuge, and training:'26 

Syrian intelligence agents also operated front companies in Iraq. 27 

Iraqi intelligence estimates "reported that enemy cells, associ

ated with the Zarqawi Group, were moving out of Syria that pos
sibly had the Green Zone on their target list."28 In briefings for the 

new Iraqi leadership, CPA officials warned that Syria "has been 
the most politically antagonistic ofIraq's neighbors since liberation" 

by providing refuge for former regime members and smuggling 
weapons, money, and fighters into Iraq.29 The CPA responded with 

several strategies: monitoring the activities of companies associated 

with the Syrian government, especially those that had "connections 

with the Syrian intelligence services"; intensifying border patrols 

along the Iraqi-Syrian border; periodically shutting down Syrian 
border crossings; and filing lawsuits in international courts against 

Syria's seizures of Iraqi assets.30 None of this proved very effective, 

and Syria remained the principal pipeline for foreign terrorists for 

several years. 
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As the insurgency worsened, public opinion polls highlighted 
growing dissatisfaction among Iraqis. According to one poll from 
the State Department's Bureau ofIntelligence and Research, "Iraqis 
are unhappy with the conditions in their country after the end of 
Saddam's regime:'31 In one Gallup poll shared among U.S. govern
ment officials, 94 percent ofIraqis in Baghdad believed that the city 
was a more dangerous place to live in after the U.S.-led invasion. 
Majorities also said that they were afraid to go out of their homes 
during the day (70 percent) and at night (80 percent) because of 
safety concerns. And anti-American sentiments in much of Iraq 
were extremely high.32 

Through the fall, the security situation continued to deterio
rate. The Coalition Provisional Authority's Office of Policy Plan

ning, for example, argued that street crime had increased from 
prewar levels and insurgents were getting smarter about conducting 
attacks.33 Meghan O'Sullivan, a senior adviser to Bremer, wrote in 
a memo to him that "recent intelligence suggests that terrorists are 
seeking to use 'official' vehicles to target their victims."34 Insurgents 

also targeted key infrastructure such as pipelines-which disrupted 
oil exports, electricity production, and fuel distribution-and rail
roads. One U.S. report concluded that "the extent to which nor

mal operations are disrupted remains unacceptable if the railway 
is to function as a vital transport element in the movement of car
goes."35 In mid-2003, U.S. Central Command reported to Secre

tary Rumsfeld that "the emerging threats and attacks against the 

Iraqi infrastructure are reaching a level that requires immediate and 
unprecedented action. We are losing the consent of the Iraqi people 
by failing to meet their expectations in some of the most basic areas 
of life support. As such we risk losing the peace."36 

The CIA, which had been so instrumental in disrupting al 

Qa'ida in Pakistan and the United States, suffered from a signifi
cant lack of intelligence on the insurgency. Its agents were focused 
on finding Iraq's elusive weapons of mass destruction. The CIA sta
tion chief oversaw the Iraq Survey Group, an intelligence organiza-
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tion under CIA official David Kay and Army Major General Keith 

Dayton, which had roughly 1,400 coalition civilians and military 

personnel searching for weapons of mass destruction. In a briefing 
to President Bush, Bremer argued that the United States needed 
to "increase and sharpen Intel collection-esp.local HUMINT."37 

Few people had any understanding of the insurgency and its causes, 
and Bremer was" deeply frustrated."38 

"We never had a good handle on the insurgent command and 

control network," he said. "We had lots of good information at the 
tactical level, such as where a specific insurgent lived. But we didn't 

have a good picture at the strategic level. We were flying blind."39 

AI Qa'ida in Iraq 

Back at the FBI, senior officials were uneasy about the Iraq war's 

impact on counterterrorism efforts. FBI agents began hearing com

plaints from Muslim communities across the United States who 

objected to the invasion. Even worse, al Qa'ida and allied groups 

made the Iraq war a centerpiece of their aggressive propaganda and 
recruitment campaign. "Before Iraq," observed Art Cummings, "we 

weren't seeing many homegrown terrorist groups. But after the Iraq 
invasion, they exploded." 

In 2003, Cummings was promoted to chief of the FBI's Inter

national Terrorism Operations Section 1, or ITOS 1, which was 

responsible for the Bureau's investigation of all terrorist organiza

tions in the United States-especially al Qa'ida and its affiliated 

networks. After reviewing intelligence reports coming into FBI 

Headquarters, Cummings could state that "Iraq was a contributing 
factor to radicalization in the United States."40 

British intelligence had come to a similar conclusion about the 

UK's Muslim population. Al Qa ida waged an intense campaign 
on the Internet to influence troubled young Muslims. The head 

of MIS, Dame Eliza Manningham-Buller, warned that the "pro-
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paganda machine is sophisticated and al Qa'ida itself says that 50 

percent of its war is conducted through the media. In Iraq," she 

continued, "attacks are regularly videoed and the footage down

loaded onto the Internet within thirty minutes. Virtual media 

teams then edit the result, translate it into English and many other 

languages, and package it for a worldwide audience. And, chillingly, 

we see the results here, young teenagers being groomed to be suicide 
bombers."41 

Al Qa'ida's use of the Internet disturbed Cummings. But what 

should the FBI do? FBI leaders struggled to answer the question. 
"We went back and forth on what do or what our options were," 

said Cummings. "We clearly needed to shut some of the sites down. 

But they'd pop up again in a week or two somewhere else. Maybe 
we'd find the next site, maybe we wouldn't."42 

There were also legal questions about shutting down sites, since 

Internet laws were vague. To make matters worse, there was no 

U.S. government cyber strategy or single organization that pulled 
together military, intelligence, and law enforcement programs. So 

cyber efforts were haphazard and ad hoc. 

As the United States struggled to respond, al Qa'ida took 

advantage of a vacuum in Iraq that its leaders had prepared to fill. 
"Our analysis," wrote Saif al-Adel from Iran, "was that the Ameri

cans were going to make the mistake sooner or later to invade Iraq." 

The goal, he continued, should be to use Iraq to help establish an 

Islamic caliphate. Even though Al Qa ida's sanctuary in Afghani

stan had disappeared and its leaders were being rounded up in Pak

istan, the United States, and other countries, gaining a grip in Iraq 
was now a legitimate possibility. "We should play an important role 

in the confrontation and resistance," Adel argued, since "this is our 

historical chance to establish the Islamic State who will have the 

biggest role in removing injustice and establish justice in this world 
allah willing."43 

But there was one problem. For some al Qa'ida leaders, includ

ing Osama bin Laden, Abu Mus'ab al-Zarqawi was not the ideal 



AL QA'IDA IN IRAQ 151 

person to run operations in Iraq. He was not an al Qa' ida mem~ 

ber and had never sworn bayat to bin Laden. Even worse, he had a 

reputation as a gangster who pursued his own agenda. Indeed, Zar~ 

qawi's vision in Iraq was somewhat different from al Qa'ida's goals. 

In a letter to al Qa'ida leaders, Zarqawi explained that he wanted to 

expel u.s. forces from Iraq, establish an Islamic emirate, and-here 
was the rub for some al Qa'ida leaders-foment sectarian war by 

attacking Shi'ites. He saved his harshest words for the Shi'ites, not 

the Americans: "[They are) the insurmountable obstacle, the lurk

ing snake, the crafty and malicious scorpion, the spying enemy, and 
the penetrating venom. We here are entering a battle on two lev~ 

els. One, evident and open, is with an attacking enemy and patent 

infidelity. [Another is) a difficult, fierce battle with a crafty enemy 

who wears the garb of a friend, manifests agreement, and calls for 

comradeship, but harbors ill will and twists up peaks and crests. 

Theirs is the legacy of the Bati"ni bands that traversed the history of 

Islam and left scars on its face that time cannot erase. The unhur~ 

ried observer and inquiring onlooker will realize that Shi'ism is the 

looming danger and the true challenge. They are the enemy. Beware 
of them. Fight them. By God, they lie."44 

The goals ofZarqawi's terrorist group, Tawhid wa'IJihad, had 

broadened considerably over the years. In the 1990s, Zarqawi's 

primary obsession was overthrowing the Jordanian government. 
But after interacting with other foreign fighters in Afghanistan, he 

expanded his goals to include the United States. As one al Qa'ida 

sympathizer contended, the objective was to "force America to aban~ 

don its war against Islam by proxy and force it to attack directly."45 

Zarqawi had arrived in northern Iraq in 2002. By the summer 
of 2003, after the U.S. invasion, he had already begun spreading 

mayhem among the United States, its allies, and Shi'ites through 

a lethal campaign of car bombs and gruesome beheadings. On 
August 8 a cell allied with Zarqawi helped plan and carry out a 

car bombing at the Jordanian embassy in Al Andalus district of 

Baghdad, which killed nineteen people and injured over fifty more. 
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The roof of the vehicle landed on a neighboring house, and one of 

the outer walls of the compound collapsed. On August 19, Zarqawi 

was involved in the UN bombing that killed Sergio Vieira de Mello. 

And on August 29, Zarqawi's network exploded a car bomb outside 

the Imam Ali Mosque in N~a£ killing the Shi'ite chairman of the 
Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq, Ayatollah Muhammad 

Baqr AI-Hakim. 

Ambassador Bremer and senior CIA and FBI officials in Iraq 

became increasingly concerned. Bremer called George Tenet, who 

was on a beach in New Jersey. "George, we need help," Bremer 

pleaded. "The FBI is telling me we are facing something new with a 
growing number of more sophisticated car bombs. But I don't have 

particularly good intelligence about who the insurgents are and 

what is motivating them." 
"We will do what we can to help," Tenet replied. "But we are 

already overworked because of the search for weapons of mass 

destruction. This is our primary focus, not the insurgency."46 

As U.S. officials wandered in the dark, Zarqawi cautiously 

began to reach out to al Qi ida. A formal alliance had risks, espe

cially if it meant losing his independence. But it also had potential 
benefits. Bin Laden and Zawahiri were household names. A poll 

conducted by the Pew Charitable Trust in 2003 indicated that a 

shocking 55 percent of Jordanians, 50 percent of Indonesians, and 
45 percent of Pakistanis had "a lot" or "some" confidence in Osama 

bin Laden to do the right thing regarding world affairs.47 Even in 

Iraq, bin Laden had a prominent following. Zarqawi began to think 
in business terms. A merger with al Qi ida, he thought, would give 

him the option of tapping into more fighters, more money, and 
greater brand recognition. 

In January he wrote a note to Osama bin Laden and other senior 

leaders. "We do not see ourselves as fit to challenge you," Zarqawi 

said, "and we have never striven to achieve glory ourselves. All that 

we hope is that we will be the spearhead, the enabling vanguard to 
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the victory that is promised and the tomorrow to which we aspire." 
He then extended an olive branch. "If you agree with us on [our 
vision], we will be your readied soldiers, working under your ban
ner, complying with your orders, and indeed swearing fealty to you 
publicly and in the news media, vexing the infidels and gladdening 
those who preach the oneness of God:'48 

Zarqawi would agree to swear bayat to bin Laden, but only on 
his terms. It was a deal that would later haunt al Qa'ida. For now, 
al Qa'ida leaders desperately wanted a place in the Iraq insurgency, 
recognizing it as a magnet for jihadists. Despite concerns about 
Zarqawi, bin Laden sent Abd al-Hadi aI-Iraqi to oversee negotia
tions. Iraqi served as the principal communications liaison between 
al Qa'ida senior leadership in Pakistan and Zarqawi in Iraq. 

One of Zarqawi's colleagues, Shaykh Maysarat al-Gharib, 
described Zarqawi as excited at the prospect of joining al Qa'ida. 
"I had never before witnessed him to be that focused or engaged," 
said Gharib. "I do remember when he entered wearing his beau
tiful white robe, asking me about the drafting of the official 
announcement, the highlights of which he had previously laid out 
for me:'49 

By October 2004 they had reached a deal. Zarqawi agreed to 
come under the command and control of al Qa'ida and to rename 

his group Tanzim Qa'idat aI-Jihad fi Bilad al-Rafidayn (AI Qa'ida 
in the Land of the Two Rivers). On October 17, Zarqawi released 
a statement using the online Arabic magazine Mu'askar al-Battar, 
swearing allegiance to bin Laden. As promised, he advocated the 
subjugation of Shi'ites and the creation of a worldwide caliphate 
governed by sharia law. "By God, 0 sheikh of the mujahideen," 
Zarqawi wrote, "if you bid us plunge into the ocean, we would fol
low you. If you ordered it so, we would obey!"so 

Bin Laden publicly responded on December 27, welcoming 
Zarqawi into al Qa'ida and identifying Iraq as the central battle
ground against the United States.Sl Zarqawi's new organization, 
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which became colloquially known to Americans as al Qa'ida in 

Iraq, brought in foreign fighters at unprecedented levels. Accord

ing to documents captured in a raid near Sinjar, along Iraq's border 
with Syria, al Qa'ida in Iraq's foreign contingent came primarily 

from Saudi Arabia, Libya, Yemen, Algeria, and Syria. Most were 

young, averaging twenty-four to twenty-five years old. Some had 
been students, while others held full-time jobs. One al Qa'ida recruit 

had been a massage therapist before deciding to travel to Iraq and 

blow himself up as a suicide bomber.52 Virtually all of the foreign 
fighters entered Iraq through Syria, with the aid of smuggling and 

criminal networks rather than al Qa'ida's own personnel. Al Qa'ida 

in Iraq relied heavily on voluntary donations and kept meticulous 

records of financial expenses. Captured documents suggested that 

the group relied almost entirely on transfers from foreign support

ers, money that foreign suicide bombers brought with them, and 

fundraising from local Iraqis.53 

Figure 6: Foreign Fighters in Iraq by Country of Origin 54 
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By 2004, al Qi ida in Iraq had roughly fifteen brigades operat~ 
ing under its banner, including two "martyrs" brigades dedicated 
to suicide operations. The group released daily communiques, ran 
two official websites (both of which were periodically shut down 
by u.s. cyber operations), and published two magazines. One was 
a short monthly magazine, Siyar A'lam Al-Shuhada' (Biographies 
of Great Martyrs), and the other, Sawt alJihad (Voice of Jihad), 
appeared more erratically.55 For Zarqawi, the merger with al Qa'ida 

paid huge dividends. He could leverage the star power of bin Laden 
and his access to resources, but he was his own man. 

"AI Qa'ida was not the Communist Party with rigid disci~ 
pline," observed u.s. Ambassador to Iraq John Negroponte. It was 
"sui generis. It adopted the mantra of Zarqawi, not bin Laden or 
Zawahiri."56 

Blowback 

For Sayyid Imam Abd al~Aziz al-Shari£ the former leader ofEgyp~ 
tian Islamic Jihad and childhood friend of Ayman al~Zawahiri, 
the Iraq invasion was a bridge too far. Before the invasion he had 
opposed al Qa'ida. Sharif believed that al Qa'ida had been wrong 
to kill civilians, but jihad was still legitimate in cases where Mus~ 
lim populations were oppressed by non~Muslims. One was Israel's 
occupation of Palestinian territories. "If it were not for jihad in Pal~ 
estine," he wrote, "the Jews would have crept toward the neighboring 
countries a long time ago and they would have enslaved the people 
of the region." The same was now true in Iraq, he concluded, where 
"if it were not for jihad in Iraq, America would have ... enslaved the 
people of the region."57 

Sharif was critical of the U.S. invasion, which he viewed as 
unprovoked, aggressive, and destined to undermine U.S. interests. 
Others felt the same way. Salman al~Awdah, the Saudi cleric who 
had once accused bin Laden of massacring women and children, 
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signed a statement with twenty-five others supporting jihad in Iraq. 
"All forms of resistance-be they political, social, intellectual, or 

military-that lead to expelling the occupation authorities and lifr
ing their injustice have been sanctioned by all religions," it read.58 

Awdah was troubled because the United States had not been 

attacked by terrorist groups operating in Iraq. It was a preventive 
war, and therefore illegitimate. Perhaps more important, he was 
concerned that the occupation would radicalize Muslim youths 
throughout the region, including Saudi Arabia. "The terrorist 
attacks in the kingdom," he concluded, "are linked to Iraq, and they 
were born from the US. war drums calling to invade that coun
try, because the youths thought that the United States was in Iraq 
today, and would be in Riyadh tomorrow."59 

Things got worse in April 2004. The US. military siege of Fal
lujah and its onslaught against Muqtada al-Sadr's Shi'ite militia, 

Jaysh al-Mahdi, boosted popular sympathy for the insurgents. At 
that time, disillusionment with the political process was intensify

ing. But it was the published photographs of US. actions at Abu 
Ghraib prison that aided al Qa'ida in Iraq. Abu Ghraib burst into 

the headlines when the US. television show 60 Minutes II broke a 
story involving abuse and humiliation of Iraqi inmates by a group 
of US. soldiers. 

Ambassador Bremer was in Washington at the time, and Dan 
Senor, his spokesman, greeted him with the news. "Apparently 
some MPs guarding detainees forced them to engage in homo
sexual acts," he reported, horrified. "They made one of them crawl 
around on the ground with a dog's leash around his neck," Senor 
wrote. "There may have also been women involved, whether our 
women MPs or women detainees isn't clear."60 

Bremer's immediate response was to get out in front of the 
story. He announced a full investigation and ordered the immediate 
reform of detainee policy "to promote fair, speedy, and transpar
ent procedures for dealing with detainees and reviewing their status 
without compromising the overall security of the Iraqi popula-
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tion."61 This included the release of several high~profile Sunnis who 

had been in custody for an extended period without clear charges.62 

Despite efforts to control the crisis, internal U.S. documents 

show that the scandal was a bombshell-it even affected mem~ 

bers of Iraq's Governing Council. In meetings with U.S. officials, 

they denounced the abuses, requested information about what the 

U.S. military was doing to correct them, and decided to "form a 

committee by IraqJudges and public prosecutors to investigate the 
anti~humanitarian violations committed by those in charge of Abu 
Ghraib prison."63 In addition, the Governing Council proposed 

that Abu Ghraib "be razed to the ground and a housing complex 

be built on the property to house those who were imprisoned or 
tortured by the past regime."64 

Most senior U.S. policymakers understood the strategic impli~ 

cations for the United States and its image abroad. In preparing 

President Bush for a phone call with Governing Counsel president 

Shaykh al~Yawr, National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice cau~ 

tioned that the Abu Ghraib scandal had "heightened feelings of 
anxiety among Iraqis."65 

Edward Schmults, Ambassador Bremer's senior adviser to the 

Ministry of Justice, said the United States was "overwhelmed" by 

negative publicity.66 These concerns triggered an effort to close 

down Abu Ghraib immediately.67 The uncensored Abu Ghraib 

photographs began to appear on jihadist web sites and be used for 

recruitment purposes. 

Abu Ghraib also highlighted another challenge: a number of 
detainees were becoming significantly more radicalized after spend~ 

ing time at Abu Ghraib. A memo to Bremer described the plight 

of a man who eventually was involved in a suicide attack in Arbil. 

Coalition forces had arrested him for support to insurgent groups 
and sent him to Abu Ghraib, "where a group of devout Muslims 

adopted, clothed, fed, and protected him from other prisoners. 
Because this group lived separately from the rest of the prison pop~ 
ulation," the cable continued, "they provided a nurturing environ~ 
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ment that allowed them to brainwash potential recruits. When the 

young man transferred to the facility in al Qassim, another group of 
extremists were waiting for him. After two months, they had suc~ 

cessfully converted the young man and given him a list of contacts 

on the outside to pursue when he was released. A few days later the 

young man had found himself in a car bombing plot that nearly 
succeeded."68 

By 2004, Iraq was the most violent country on earth, and al 

Qa'ida had seized control in key areas. 

A New Wave 

Officials like Art Cummings were starting to realize that al Qa'ida 
was evolving new ways of fighting back. Al Qa'ida's suicide cam~ 

paign was intense, widespread, and effective, and the organization 

developed a lethal capacity to kill or maim people using vehicle and 

roadside bombs.69 The daily average number of terrorist attacks 

rose from fifteen in June 2003 to a shocking seventy by June 2004, 
an increase of nearly 500 percent 7° Al Qa'ida in Iraq's tactics were 

innovative. The group mastered the art of using several simultane~ 

ous suicide attackers and experimented with bombers of different 

demographics. They also manufactured a wide range of bombs, 
from remote~controlled devices to pressure plates and infrared trig~ 

gering mechanisms. 

To keep up with al Qa'ida's developments, the FBI deployed 

to Iraq a growing number of agents to conduct forensics after 

major attacks, analyze material confiscated from al Qa' ida opera~ 
tives (such as cell phones, computers, and items left in their pock

ets when they were seized), and interrogate detainees. By 2003 the 

FBI's overseas presence had risen by 12 percent; there were now 

forty~six FBI legal attache offices around the world, up from forty~ 

one in 2000.71 And the number of FBI offices and agents overseas 

would continue to increase over the next several years. Despite the 
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global surge, however, the FBI remained hamstrung in recruiting 
Muslims into the Bureau. They had fewer than a dozen Muslim 

agents out of a total of twelve thousand. "Well, it's not for lack of 
trying," Cummings said, shrugging. "It's not for lack of recruiting."72 

The FBI also struggled to recruit agents who could speak Arabic, 

Pashto, Urdu, and other languages in countries where al Qiida was 

operating, including Iraq. 
The bitter irony was that al Qa'ida established a foothold in 

Iraq after-and indeed because of-the u.s. invasion, beginning 
a dramatic wave of violence. The large number of conventional 

U.S. military forces drew al Qa'ida and other foreign fighters. One 

U.S. intelligence report warned that this made the u.s. homeland 

increasingly vulnerable to a terrorist attack, saying, "We assess that 

al Qa'ida will probably seek to leverage the contacts and capabili

ties of al Qa'ida in Iraq (AQI), its most visible and capable affiliate 

and the only one known to have expressed a desire to attack the 
Homeland."73 

One of the most powerful examples ofIraq's recruitment poten

tial was Muriel Degauque, a thirty-eight-year-old Belgian woman 

who detonated a bomb as she drove past an American patrol on 
November 9, 2005, near the town of Baquba in central Iraq. In the 

bomb crater, investigators found travel documents showing that 

she had arrived in Iraq from Belgium just a few weeks earlier with 
her husband, Hissam Goris. The couple had been recruited by al 

Qa'ida in Iraq. Goris died the following day, shot by U.S. forces as 

he prepared to launch a suicide attack near Fallujah.74 

Iraq was a propaganda coup for al Qiida. A contributor to the 

first issue of the magazine Ai Battar argued that the Iraq war had 
made jihad "a commandment" for Saudi Arabians because "the 

Islamic nation is today in acute conflict with the Crusaders."75 

Television images aired daily by Al Jazeera and other channels, 

which showed suffering Iraqis and Abu Ghraib photos, enraged 
the Arab population. Public opinion polls reflected deepening anti

Americanism across the Arab world. The percentage of Jordanians 
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who had an unfavorable view of the United States went from 75 
percent in the summer of 2002 to 99 percent in May 2003. Unfa
vorable ratings of the United States jumped from 69 percent to 81 
percent in Pakistan, 55 percent to 83 percent in Turkey, and 59 
percent to 71 percent in Lebanon over the same time.76 

Perhaps the most far-reaching repercussion of al Qa'ida's success 
in Iraq, however, was that it helped inspire a second wave of terror
ism. America's decision to adopt a strategy of overwhelming force 
and deploy large numbers of conventional U.S. soldiers radicalized 
scores of Muslims. With the collapse of the Iraq government, al 
Qa'ida established a sanctuary in places like Anbar. Iraqi police 
and army forces failed to establish order, and the country degener
ated into something close to anarchy. Al Qa'ida took advantage of 
the situation. The rise of al Qa'ida in Iraq triggered a new wave of 
attacks in the West. The next one, it turned out, would be in Spain. 



THE MADRID ATTACKS 

MARCH 11, 2005, was a somber day in Spain. Silence spread across 

train stations and bustling streets at 7:39 a.m. as Spaniards 

bowed their heads in mourning. In Madrid the weather was crisp 

and clear, barely above freezing, with a slight wind out of the south

west. A crowd gathered at the Bosque de los Ausentes, the Forest 

of the Departed, a layered mound of 191 gnarled olive and cypress 

trees planted to remember each victim of the terrorist attacks one 

year earlier. The memorial was constructed in Madrid's main park, 

a sprawling enclave adorned with sculptures and monuments, which 

now served as a solemn venue. A stream of crystal water, symbolizing 

life, meandered through the memorial. A narrow path spiraled to the 

summit, which looked out across the formal gardens. Engraved in 

stone beside the stream's edge were the words "In homage and grati

tude to all the victims of terrorism whose memory permanently lives 

within us and enriches us constantly. The citizens ofMadrid:'l 

Spain's monarchs, KingJuan Carlos and Queen Sofia, flanked 

by rows of foreign leaders, gently placed a wreath of white and pur

ple chrysanthemums at the edge of the grove. Their flowers bore the 

message "In memory of all the victims of terrorism." A lone cellist, 

dressed in black, played "Song of the Birds," a piece from the late 

Spanish composer Pablo Casals. Across Spain, hundreds of church 

bells chimed. Office workers poured into the streets. Dignitaries 
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stood in grim silence. The majestic Spanish flag, with its brilliant 
red and yellow colors fluttering in a soft breeze, flew at half staff 

Schoolchildren paused to remember the dead. 
"Who will give me back my will to live, which died here a year 

ago?" read a letter stuck to a wall at El Pozo, hardest hit of the four 

rail stations targeted by backpack bombers. 
At the Atocha train station in the center of Madrid, which has 

a cavernous interior plaza and lush tropical gardens, an anonymous 

person left a single red rose on the platform and scribbled a note 
that betrayed anguish and loss. "For you, my love, who are no longer 

with me," it read. 
In the nearby Puerta del Sol, one of Madrid's busiest hubs, dotted 

with hip boutiques and restaurants, pedestrians paid homage to the 

dead at a monument dedicated to those who responded to the attacks, 

which bore an inscription reading "May the memory of the victims 
and the exemplary behavior of the city of Madrid stay with us always."2 

The memorials to Madrid's terrorist attacks are ubiquitous. 

The attack left 191 dead and 1,755 injured, up to that point the 
largest number of casualties from an attack in continental Europe 

since World War IP With the situation in Iraq deteriorating, the 

Madrid attacks were a tremendous blow to the Spanish psyche and 

to anyone involved in the struggle against al Qi ida. The second 
wave was building. Al Qa'ida and its affiliated networks were no 

longer on the defensive but were lashing out. Spain's deployment of 

conventional military forces to Iraq had attracted al Qa'ida's atten~ 

don. European police and intelligence agencies, unprepared to deal 

with the growing radical Islamic threat within their own borders, 

struggled to keep pace. 

A Gathering Storm 

Shortly after 6 a.m. on March 11, 2004, a dozen dark silhouettes 

exited from two vehicles. The figures that emerged from the white 
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Renault Kangoo van with the license plate 0576 BRX left behind a 

pile of cigarette butts and a tape of Qu'ranic recitations and entered 

the Alcala de Henares train station.4 They wore dark scarves, 

hats, and gloves and walked with self-assurance. The temperature 

had just passed 40 degrees, and clouds covered the still~darkened 

city. Central Alcala, which lies 22 miles northeast of Madrid, has 
retained a medieval flavor, with winding cobblestone streets and 

historic buildings. Miguel de Cervantes, the author of Don Quixote, 
was born in Alcala and baptized in the Church of Santa Maria. 

Alcala's transportation links make it a vital commuter hub, and 

many of its inhabitants travel to Madrid each day. The morning of 
March 11 was no different, as commuters filed into the congested 

train station. 

The terrorists-predominantly Moroccans, along with Algeri~ 
ans, Egyptians, Tunisians, and those of other nationalities-car~ 

ried thirteen improvised explosive devices concealed in blue sports 

bags into the Alcala station. They placed the bombs in the luggage 

and seating areas in four trains. The first, train number 21431, 
left Alcala de Henares station on the C~ 1 track at 7:01, headed for 

downtown Madrid. The other three followed shortly thereafter: 

train 17305 left on track C~2 at 7:04, train 21435 departed on track 
C~l at 7:10, and train 21713 left on track C~7 at 7:14. After plac~ 

ing the bombs and setting the timers, the terrorists left the trains, 
which continued toward Madrid.s 

The bombs required minimal knowledge of explosives. Each 

included a detonator attached to the vibrator of a cell phone, approx~ 

imately 10 kilograms of GOMA 2 ECO nitroglycerin~based dyna~ 
mite, a copper detonator, blue and red wires, and nails and screws 

for added fragmentation.6 GOMA 2 ECO is a gelatinous explosive 

used by Spanish mining companies to blast holes in packed layers 
of sedimentary rock. The March 11 bombers preferred it because it 

could be manipulated with a low risk of accidental detonation and it 

was relatively easy to procure on the black market. Each bomb was 

set to detonate when the phone's internal alarm triggered the vibra~ 
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tor at approximately 7:40 a.m. The small amount of explosives and 
the use of nails and screws for fragmentation suggested that the ter
rorists were more interested in killing commuters than in causing 
extensive infrastructure damage. Ten kilograms ofGOMA 2 ECO 
can destroy panes of glass and the metal frame of a crain but will not 
significantly damage the structure of train stations. 

Several networks collaborated between September 2002 and 
early 2004 to carry out the attacks? Most of the individuals were 
first-generation North African Muslim males, approximately thirty 

years old and younger. Some were financially successful and well 
educated, while others came from impoverished backgrounds and 
had long criminal records. 

One group was led by a Moroccan national named Jamal Ahmi
dan, who lived in Madrid's Villaverde district. He was short and 
stocky, just five feet, four inches, with crooked teeth and somewhat 
slanted eyes that earned him the nickname EI Chino, "the China
man." He was born on October 28, 1970, in Morocco, the fourth 
of fourteen children, in a sparse cinder-block house near the cen

ter ofJamaa Mezuak in the Moroccan city ofTetouan.8 Ahmidan 
began working for his father, Ahmed, at age fifteen, selling clothes 
from a stall in one of Tetouan's crowded markets. He was ambitious 
and pugnacious, his friends recalled. "To his face you had to show 
respect," remarked one of his childhood friends, Anwar Belaman.9 

When his older brother Mustafa moved to Europe, Ahmi
dan followed, entering Spain illegally early in 1990 and settling in 
Madrid.lO He built a lucrative business selling hashish and ecstasy. 
The operation stretched from the Netherlands to Spain, and Ahmi
dan enjoyed luxury cars, motorcycles, drugs, and women, tearing 
around Madrid and frequenting late-night clubs. He informed his 
mother, Rahma, who was living in Morocco, that he was working 
as a mason. But his drug dealing eventually caught up with him. 
Ahmidan served jail time in the Netherlands, France, Switzerland, 
Morocco, and Spain. Much like Jose Padilla, he was radicalized in 
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prison and eventually became a prison imam, leading prayers five 
times a day. His rhetoric became more extreme, harping on the idea 
that 'Jews mistreat Muslims" and threatening to "do jihad" against 
the judges who kept him in prison. In 2003 he was released from 
prison in Morocco. He followed a more austere version of Islam 

and professed a newfound respect for Osama bin Laden and al 
Qa'ida. He told his brothers he had watched videos of mujahideen 

fighting the Russians in Chechnya and began talking passionately 
and impulsively about the plight of Palestinians. "Before then, he 
wanted to be rich," recalled one of Ahmidan's brothers. "After, he 
wanted a life in another world. He wanted to fight."!! 

Ahmidan was torn between his lust for jihad and his drug
trafficking trade. To live with this paradox, he adopted the tak
fir wal hijra doctrine, which justifies the use of illegal proceeds to 
fund jihadist operations and accepts non-Muslim practices such as 
drinking alcohol and drug trafficking as a cover for terrorist activi

ties. For Ahmidan, however, drugs were a way to make money. He 
traded 25 to 30 kilograms of hashish to a former Spanish miner for 

210 kilograms of GOMA 2 ECO dynamite and 260 detonators. 
In the late summer of2003, Ahmidan met Sarhane ben Abdel

majid Fakhet, who led a second cell of terrorists. Known to his col
leagues as "the Tunisian" because he had immigrated from Tunisia, 

just across the Mediterranean Sea from Spain, Fakhet had a plump 
face and a patchy beard. According to Spanish law enforcement 
officials, he was "the ideological chief" of the March 11 attacks, 
viewed by many of the participants as "the emir" and a "charismatic 
leader."!2 He moved to Madrid in 1994 to pursue a doctorate in eco
nomics at one of the city's main universities, Universidad Autonoma 
de Madrid. The Spanish government awarded him a grant that cov
ered his accommodations and tuition, and he set to work on his 
doctoral thesis, a comparative analysis of European and Tunisian 
accounting methods. Eventually he left the university and started 
selling real estate. "He was very soft and well-educated," remarked 
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Moneir Mahmoud Aly el-Messery, the imam at the Central Cul

tural Islamico, popularly known as the M-30 mosque because of its 

proximity to Madrid's M-30 motorway.u 

When Fakhet was a student, he worked in the restaurant 

attached to the M-30 mosque, and he sometimes went to Mes

sery's weekly religion class. He also moved into an apartment build

ing in a working-class neighborhood on Francisco Ramiro Street. 
Neighbors characterized him as a devout Muslim and said they 

occasionally heard him praying, sometimes with late-night guests. 

At the time M-30 was frequented by a handful of radicals, who 
sometimes held long meetings on the mosque's terrace.14 But Fakhet 

and several others eventually left the mosque because it was not suf

ficiently extreme, and they feared it had been infiltrated by Span

ish law enforcement and intelligence services.15 Fakhet had become 
acutely sensitive about security measures, taking steps to avoid-or 

elude-police surveillance. He also changed SIM cards regularly, in 
one instance using seven different cards in one day.16 

For Fakhet, an attack was necessary because Spain was "against 

Muslims and involved in the Iraq war," as he told one colleague.17 

Spain's participation in the war triggered a profound rage among 

immigrants like Fakhet, a development not entirely surprising to 

some European police agencies. "The Spanish Government's sup

port of the military intervention in Iraq by the United States and 
its Allies constitutes without doubt a further risk factor for Spain," 

concluded the European police agency Europol only months before 

the Madrid attacks.1s 

During 2003, Fakhet spent time cruising jihadist websites for 
ideas on terrorist attacks. His particular fetish was information on 

the types of explosives used during the 2002 Bali and 2003 Casa

blanca terrorist attacks.19 He was also influenced by a document 

titled Iraq the Jihad: Hopes and Dangers, which was posted on the 

Global Islamic Media website in 2003. The document called for 

U.S. withdrawal from Iraq and attacks against America's European 



THE MADRID ATTACKS 167 

allies and sent a specific warning to Spain: "Therefore we say that 

in order to force the Spanish government to withdraw from Iraq the 

resistance should deal painful blows to its forces ... It is necessary 

to make utmost use of the upcoming general election in Spain in 
March next year. We think that the Spanish government could not 

tolerate more than two, maximum three blows, after which it will 

have to withdraw as a result of popular pressure. If its troops still 
remain in Iraq after these blows, then the victory of the Socialist 

Party is almost secured, and the withdrawal of the Spanish forces 
will be on its electoral program."20 

A third group, based in the central Madrid district of Lavapies, 

was led by Jamal Zougam, an olive-skinned Moroccan born in 1974 

in Tangier, located at the northern tip of Morocco, across the Strait 

of Gibraltar. Zougam had thick black hair and a thin face with 

full lips and a trimmed goatee. He had a short temper that some
times got him into trouble. In Madrid he became involveJ in a knife 

fight when a man brought a dog-considered an unclean animal 
by Muslims-into a restaurant called Alhambra. Zougam stabbed 

the man's friend, punched him, and hit him with an iron bar. 

Zougam grew up in a poor area of Tangier with narrow, wind

ing streets and dusty buildings with peeling yellow paint. He left 

for Spain in 1983 with his mother, two sisters, and a half-brother. 

Around 1996 he and his half-brother, Mohamed Chaoui, opened 

a fruit shop in Lavapies. On Fridays at noon the brothers would 

walk to a small, makeshift Moroccan mosque to pray and listen to 

readings of the Qur'an.21 In 1999 they closed their fruit shop and 

opened a cell phone shop called Nuevo Siglo, or the New Century. 

It sold cell phones and cell phone cards, repaired phones, and rented 
out booths for long-distance calls.22 

Spanish police had tapped Zougam's telephones at various 

periods before the March 11 attacks but did not translate most 

of the conversations. Spanish authorities did not believe Zougam 

posed a major terrorist threat, and there weren't enough transla-
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tors who understood the Arab dialect he spokeY In 2001, Spain's 

national police stormed his apartment and seized a video ofIslamic 

warriors fighting Russian troops near Chechnya, several Arabic 
books on jihad, and documents with phone numbers for suspected 

terrorists. The raid followed a request by a French magistrate who 

suspected that Zougam was involved in terrorism, but Spanish 

police believed the evidence they collected wasn't strong enough to 

arrest him.24 

Among the pieces of extremist propaganda found at Zougam's 
house, authorities discovered a video titled Islamic Jihad in Dagestan 
and another titled The Islamic Movement in the West, which con

tained an interview with bin Laden. Zougam also kept books on 

the alleged campaign by the United States to finish offIslam.25 Like 
other members of the three groups, he was paranoid about security, 

especially about electronic surveillance by Spanish police and intel

ligence agencies. He obtained material to disable the SIM lock on 

a cell phone, which enabled him to use a SIM card from a different 
service provider from the one originally assigned to the phone. He 

also obtained information to alter his computer's settings and to 

encrypt and decrypt cell phones. 26 

These three networks-led by Ahmidan, Fakhet, and Zou

gam-came together through common associations with Islamic 
extremist organizers, intermarriage among their families, worship 

at centers such as Madrid's M-30 mosque, and, most important, a 

desire to conduct violent jihad. Their goal was dear: to kill as many 
Spaniards as possible. Characteristic of the second wave of terror

ism, they were inspired by the U.S. invasion of Iraq and embold

ened by the resurgence of al Qi ida. 

The Madrid Attacks 

By early March 2004, the network had assembled the bombs. Their 

base was a rural house nestled among olive groves in Chinch6n, 
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roughly 25 miles southeast of Madrid. They packed the GOMA 
2 ECO and detonators, used wires to connect them to cell phones, 

packed nails and screws, and gingerly placed the bombs in blue 

sports bags. They loaded the bags into the vans, drove to the Alcala 

de Henares train station, and placed them on the trains. 

At 7:37 a.m. the first of three bombs exploded on train 21431, 
which was pulling into the Atocha station in central Madrid. Cars 
three, four, and six of the six-car train were torn apart. At 7:38 there 

were two explosions on train 21435 near EI Pozo train station, 

destroying car four of the six~car train. Another bomb at 7:38 ripped 

through train 21713. At 7:39 four explosions rocked train 17305, 
which was 600 yards from the Atocha station, destroying cars one, 
five, and six. Train 17305 continued forward another 15 yards before 

it ground to a halt and the conductor began to hear shouts and groans 

from the wounded and dying.27 The bombs split open the train cars, 

ripping metal and sending body parts through the windows of nearby 
apartments. Commuters panicked, trampling one another and aban~ 

doning their shoes and bags. Cell phones rang unanswered on dead 

bodies as frantic relatives tried to contact them. Buses were pressed 

into service as ambulances. Bloody victims crawled from mangled 

train cars and staggered into the streets. 
"There was one carriage totally blown apart. People were scat~ 

tered all over the platforms. I saw legs and arms. I won't forget this 
ever. I've seen horror," remarked Enrique Sanchez, a traumatized 

ambulance worker.28 

Spaniards mourned in unison. Some lit candles, others placed 

flowers at the train stations, and still others wrote poetry to the 

victims. Over the next several days grieving family members buried 
their dead. In Alcala de Henares more than eight hundred people 

attended a funeral for two of the town's forry victims, Air Force Lieu~ 

tenant Felix Gonzalez and Pilar Cabrejas. Gonzalez's son Marcus, 
eleven, sobbed uncontrollably as he laid flowers on his father's cof~ 

fin. Gonzalez's father clung to his wife and wept. "We have buried 
a son ... a son full of future," he said. "We are all overwhelmed."29 
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Figure 7: Map of Madrid Bombings, March 2004 

After desperately searching for his wife in hospitals across 

Madrid, Jesus Antonio Munoz eventually located her body. She 
had been killed in the attacks. "It's absurd," he said. "I don't feel any 

repulsion. I don't know-indifference. The only thing I know is 

that they've torn out my heart. And now I'm like a child of five years 

old. Now I've got to start everything again-becoming an adult all 
over again. When you bury a person, the pain is that it is the last 

moment when you have that person next to you, and when the cer~ 
emony ends you hand that person over to God."30 

The blast occurred three days before the Spanish general elec~ 

tions, which the Popular Party government appeared likely to win, 
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despite having led the country into the highly unpopular war in 

Iraq. But media reports blamed the attacks on Spanish involvement 
in Iraq. On March 14 voters elected the Socialist Party. In response 

to a poll asking if the attacks caused Spaniards to change their vote, 

9 percent said yes. Most of those in the 9 percent said they had 

switched to the Socialist Party, whose narrow margin of victory (43 

percent to 38 percent) suggested that the bombing may have tipped 
the elections.31 It didn't help the Popular Party that Spain's incum~ 

bent president, Jose Maria Aznar, initially claimed that the Basque 

terrorist group ETA was responsible for the bombings, even though 
there was no evidence. 

Terrorism was not new to Spain. The country had suffered 

through several decades of terrorist attacks at the hands of ETA, 

whose goal was to establish an independent Basque homeland in the 

northeastern part of the country. The group had killed more than 
eight hundred Spaniards between 1968 and 2004, including Prime 

Minister Luis Carrero Blanco in 1973, whose vehicle was blown 
from the road and lodged in the second~floor terrace of a Madrid 

building following a bomb attack.32 But the 1980s and 1990s saw an 

influx of North Africans, especially Moroccans, who were targeted 

for recruitment by Islamic terrorist organizations such as al Qa'ida, 

the Moroccan Islamic Combatant Group, the Salafist Group for 
Preaching and Combat, and the Armed Islamic Group.33 Span~ 

ish police and intelligence agencies had failed to penetrate many 

of these groups, believing that the main terrorist threat to Spain 

came from ETA. Consequently, Spanish police had devoted few 

resources to countering al Qa'ida and other radical Islamic groups.34 

"The very successes achieved in the struggle against ETA in recent 
years," President Aznar later reflected apologetically, "may have led 
us to lower our guard against the fundamentalist threat."35 

After the March 11 attacks, Spanish National Police took the 

lead in the investigations. One of their first major breaks came 

when a young officer discovered 22 pounds of GOMA 2 ECO in a 

sports bag, packed with nails, screws, and two wires that ran from 
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a blue mobile phone to a detonator. It contained all of the bomb's 

components-a priceless find. Spanish police traced calls to and 
from the phone and quickly began to map out the network. Data 
stored on the chip revealed that a calling plan had been set up at the 

telephone and copy shop in Lavapies owned by Jamal Zougam. Law 
enforcement officials arrested him on March 13.36 

Spanish police and intelligence agencies then traced the pur
chase of the phones back to a business named Bazar Top SL in 
Pinto, a small town 12 miles south of downtown Madrid. Investi
gators estimated that the cost of the phones-procured by a mem
ber of the Madrid network-was $730. SIM cards were acquired 
throughJawal Mundo Telecom, a Madrid-based company managed 
by several individuals tied to the Madrid bombings, and cost the 
terrorists approximately $790. The network used three safe houses, 
costing roughly $9,800. In late January 2004, Jamal Ahmidan had 
rented the Chinch6n Farm, where the network met and built their 
bombs. In early March, Abdennabi Kou~aa paid one month's rent, 
$975, for a cottage in Granada, and Mohamed Belhadj paid $2,200 

deposit for rent on an apartment in the Madrid suburb of Leganes. 
The attacks had been relatively cheap to execute; Spanish police 
estimated that they cost between $43,000 and $68,000.37 

At three o'clock on the afternoon of April 3, nearly a month after 

the attacks, police approached an apartment building on Calle Car
men Martin Gaite in Leganes. They saw a young Moroccan man 
with a backward baseball cap taking out trash. He yelled something 
in Arabic, then ran away at an impressive pace. He turned out to 
be a track champion, and the police did not catch him. A moment 
later voices cried out, '1\llahu Akhbar!" and machine-gun fire from 
the second floor of the apartment house raked the street, scattering 
the police. Over the next few hours the police tactical unit, Grupo 
Especial de Operaciones, evacuated the residents of nearby apart
ments. Tanks and helicopters moved in, and the siege of Leganes 
began. Inside were seven terrorists, including Sarhane ben Abdel
majid Fakhet.38 
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"Allah is great, we are messengers of Allah," someone yelled 
from inside the house.39 

At 6:05 p.m., Fakhet faxed a handwritten note to ABC, a con~ 
servative daily newspaper in Madrid. He warned that "we have the 
power and capacity, with the permission of Allah, to attack you 
when and how we want." The letter demanded that Spain with~ 
draw its troops from both Iraq and Afghanistan by the following 
Sunday. Otherwise, "we will turn Spain into an inferno and make 
your blood flow like rivers."4o 

Jamal Ahmidan then phoned his mother in Morocco. "This is 
my last day," he said. "At the end of the day, we all have to die." 

Ahmidan's mother asked why he was going to kill himself. 
"I don't know, Mother," he replied. "It's God's will." 

He hung up and she phoned back immediately. Another terror~ 
ist picked up the phone and passed it to Ahmidan. 

"Ie's enough, Mother," he yelled. "Do not worry about me and 
give me your blessing. Do not phone me back."41 

That was it. Outside the Leganes apartment, the police 
attempted to negotiate, but the terrorists cried out, "We will die 
killing!" 

The police then ordered the terrorists to come out "naked and 

with your hands up:' 
"Come in and we'll talk," one of the occupants responded.42 

At 9:05 p.m., the police blew the lock on the door and fired tear 
gas into the room. But it was too late. Fakhet, Ahmidan, and the 
rest of the group had decided to commit collective suicide. They 
detonated a bomb, killing themselves and a police officer. The body 
of Jamal Ahmidan was hurled through the wall and into a swim~ 
ming pool. In the ruins police found another 22 pounds of GOMA 
2 ECO and 200 copper detonators similar to those used in the train 
bombings.43 They also found the shredded remains of a videotape. 
The police painstakingly reassembled the fragments, which enabled 
them to view the final statement of Fakhet and two other mem~ 
bers of the cell, which called itself"the brigade situated in Al Anda~ 
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Ius." Unless Spanish troops left Iraq within a week, the men had 

declared, "we will continue our jihad until martyrdom in the land 
of Tariq ibn Ziyad."44 

The U.S.-led war in Iraq continued to motivate al Qa'ida

affiliated and -inspired terrorists. It hit a raw nerve for many impres

sionable young Muslims and was used to illustrate the American 

"oppression" of Muslims. Radical recruiters may have exaggerated 

or fabricated information, but the war indisputably fomented rage 

against America and its allies. 

Ties to AI Qa'ida 

For senior CIA officials, the Madrid bombings proved that al Qa'ida 

and its affiliated groups were still capable of conducting spectacular 

attacks. 

"Where is this going:''' asked Philip Mudd, who was now deputy 
director of the CIA's Counterterrorism Center. "We sat around the 

table and looked back at the past thirty-six months," he remarked. 
"AI Qa'ida had certainly made it a fight."45 

Seen from that perspective, the situation troubled them. In 

October 2002, al Qa'ida-affiliated operatives from Jemaah Islami

yah killed 202 people, 88 of them Australians, on the Indonesian 

island of Bali. In May 2003 a group with ties to al Qa'ida killed 

45 people in Casablanca during a series of suicide bombings. The 
same week, al Qa'ida operatives were involved in multiple attacks 

in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, killing 34 people and wounding 60 oth
ers. In August a suicide car bomb detonated in front of a Marriott 

hotel in Jakarta, Indonesia, killing 13 and wounding 149 oth

ers. In November there were multiple attacks in Istanbul, which 

killed over 40 people and wounded more than 750. Then came the 
Madrid attacks. 

During the CIA's nightly al Qa'ida threat briefings, several 

questions hung over senior officials like Mudd. Was a second catas-
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trophe in progress? Were its perpetrators deployed? Might they 
use chemical, biological, or nuclear material? ''The sense of the 

unknown," Mudd said, "was pervasive." The CIA's understanding 

of al Qa'ida had dramatically improved. "But we knew that our win' 

dow into the group was nowhere near good enough to assure policy, 

makers, legislators, and the American people that we in the agency 
... could prevent another attack."46 

Spanish police and intelligence agencies were struggling with 

the same questions. At the time of the Madrid attacks, there was no 

al Qa'ida command structure in Spain, at least as far as the Span' 

ish intelligence community was aware. But the Madrid attacks, it 

turned out, did not emerge solely from local networks. They were 
connected to al Qa'ida in several ways. The first was inspirational. 

After the U.S. invasion of Iraq, Osama bin Laden began to include 

Spain in his list of targets because Spain deployed troops to Iraq. 
"We reserve the right to retaliate at the appropriate time and place," 

he thundered, "against all countries involved, especially the UK, 
Spain, Australia, Poland, Japan, and ltaly."47 

In April 2004, bin Laden issued a stern warning. "There is a 

lesson," he said, "regarding what is happening in occupied Pales, 

tine and what happened on September 11 and March 11: These are 
your goods returned to yoU."48 

Spain was particularly symbolic for Osama bin Laden and 
Ayman al,Zawahiri, because it represented the northwestern cusp 

of the caliphate they were trying to resurrect. Early in the eighth 
century A.D., an army led by Ibn Abd,el,Hakem had crossed from 

North Africa and conquered most of Spain, giving Muslim leaders 

a foothold in continental Europe. For seven hundred years Spain 

belonged to one of the great Muslim civilizations, reaching its apex 
with the Umayyad Caliphate in the tenth century.49 On March 11, 

2004, shortly after the Madrid attacks, a group calling itself the Abu 
Hafs al Masri Brigades sent a communique by e,mail to the editor 

of Ai-Quds Ai-Arabi, the pan,Arab newspaper published in London, 

which Spanish National Police traced back to Iran, though it could 
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have originated in Yemen, Egypt, or Libya. "The death squad has 
managed to penetrate the bowels of Crusading Europe, striking one 
of the pillars of the Crusader alliance, Spain, with a painful blow," it 
stated. "This is part of the settling of old scores with the Crusading 
Spain, the ally of America in its war against Islam:'5o 

Al Qa'ida's role was not purely inspirational, however. The 
Madrid attackers' most significant connection to al Qa'ida was 
through Amer Azizi, a deputy to Hamza Rabi'a, al Qa'ida's head of 
operations in Europe and North America.51 Amer Azizi, whose nom 
de guerre was Jafar al-Maghrebi, was born on February 2, 1968, in 
Hedami, Morocco. He was an active member of an al Qa'ida cell in 
Spain established during the 1990s and led by Abu Dahdah, better 
known as Imad Eddin Barakat Yarkas, who was arrested in 2001. 
Azizi had spent time at terrorist training camps in Afghanistan and 
fought with Islamic militants in Bosnia. By 2002 he was serving as a 
conduit between senior al Qa'ida leaders and the Madrid operatives. 
He had also developed a relationship with several of the Madrid 
bombers, including Sarhane ben Abdelmajid Fakhet. 

In late 2002 or early 2003, as Spanish intelligence officials later 
discovered, Fakhet had traveled to Turkey and met with Amer 
Azizi. At the meeting Fakhet outlined plans for an attack in Spain 
and told Azizi he needed manpower and other support to carry it 
out. Azizi responded that al Qa'ida would not offer direct assis
tance, perhaps because it was unnecessary; Fakhet seemed to have 
the plotting under control. But Azizi nonetheless supported the 
plan and told Fakhet he could assert responsibility for the attack 
in the name of al Qa'ida. The two kept in touch via e-mai1.52 Azizi 
also offered the name of a Moroccan immigrant living in Madrid, 

Jamal Zougam.53 Azizi had developed close links with Zougam 
and several other future perpetrators of the Madrid attacks, such as 
Moroccan-born Said Berraj.54 In fact, many of the Madrid attack
ers belonged to a broader network of violent jihadist activity that 
involved al Qa'ida, the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group, Moroccan 
Islamic Combatant Group, and other groups.55 
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The Madrid attacks also had an important impact on al Qa'ida 

and inspired its senior leaders to perpetrate similar attacks, espe~ 

cially after their setbacks in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and even 
the United States after September 11. According to the CIA, al 

Qa'ida believed that the attacks had brought down the Aznar gov~ 

ernment.56 In an April 2004 meeting in Abbottabad, Pakistan, 
Hamza Rabi'a raised the idea of duplicating the Madrid attacks in 

the United States ot the United Kingdom. "We shquld strike an 

aboveground passenger train traveling between two major cities," 
Rabi'a remarked to Abu Faraj al~Libi.57 

Following the capture of Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, Libi had 

taken over as al Qa'ida's most senior operative.58 He had dark, thin~ 

ning hair, exposing much of his forehead, and a neatly trimmed beard 

tinged with gray. His most notable feature, however, was the blotchy 
patches of skin under his eyes, which resembled the eye black used 

by professional baseball players. Libi's skin discoloration made him 
easier to track than others. He became a jack-of~all~trades, caring for 

al Qi ida families residing in Pakistan, vetting and transporting al 

Qa'ida fighters to Afghan training camps, and assisting in external 

operations. 
At some point after the September 11 attacks, Libi had received 

a letter from Osama bin Laden, which he passed to Rabi'a, request~ 

ing that "Rabi'a follow through with the details about operational 

planning against the United States and ... share these ideas with 
Abu Mus'ab al Zarqawi" in Iraq. Rabi'a was also to provide Zar~ 

qawi with information about the types of people who could work in 

the United States.59 Rabi'a and Libi discussed the possibility of tar~ 

geting the corridor between New York City and Washington, D.C., 

but decided that the ultimate target would depend on detailed sur~ 

veillance by operatives on the ground. 
"A train," Libi remarked, "would be the easiest to plan, prepare, 

and conduct." Rabi'a's preference was a powerful explosion in a sin~ 

gle passenger car, while Libi preferred explosions in several trains, 

much like the Madrid attacks, triggering a wave of fear through 
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America and harming the u.s. economy. "But our main problem," 

Libi later noted, "was identifying operatives who could actually 
travel to Western countries to perpetrate the attacks."60 

Back to Pakistan 

As European police and intelligence agencies struggled to cope with 

the growing radical Islamic threat, there were some bright spots. 

One of the most significant was the capture of Abu Faraj al~Libi on 

May 2, 2005. Libi, whose real name was Mustafa aVUzaybi, was 

born in Tripoli in 1970. He first developed ties with bin Laden in 

the early 1990s in Sudan and gradually worked his way up the al 

Qa'ida echelons. u.s. intelligence agencies had been watching his 
rise, thanks in part to a well~placed FBI informant who met Libi in 

the late summer of 2001 at an al Qa'ida guesthouse in Kabul which 

doubled as a communications hub.61 

"AI~Libi was a senior al Qa'ida leader," one FBI paper observed, 

"reporting directly to the group's leader, Usama bin Laden, and 
his deputy, Ayman al~Zawahiri."62 His position gave him virtually 

unprecedented access to al Qa'ida's leadership. He received courier 

messages and public statements from bin Laden for internal and 
external distribution.63 In November 2003, Libi met with Zawa~ 

hiri in Shakai, South Waziristan, to discuss operations. Later that 

year, however, he was involved in an attempt to assassinate Pervez 

Musharra£ which pushed him to the top of the Pakistan govern~ 

ment's list of targets. He was already there for the United States. 

In December 2003, U.S. intelligence agencies became aware of his 
efforts to plan operations against U.S. forces in Afghanistan, and in 

2004, he became involved in al Qa'ida meetings in Syria to discuss 

terrorist attacks in the United States, Europe, and Australia.64 

After his failed attempt on Musharra£ Libi fled to the southern 

part of Pakistan's tribal areas. When Pakistan sent army and Fron~ 

tier Corps forces into South Waziristan in March 2004, he took 
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shelter in various mosques and safe houses, moving from Karachi to 

Punjab and then back to the Federally Administered Tribal Areas.65 

Pakistani police and intelligence operatives, with help from the 
United States, hunted him down. Relying on human and signals 

intelligence, they tracked Libi across the country and finally caught 
him after a wild chase that ended in a graveyard. Amjad Faruqi, 

an al Qa'ida operative who had been the chief planner of one of 

the assassination attempts on Musharraf, led the investigators to 

him. "We started by tracking Faruqi's phone," explained President 
Musharraf. "He kept changing numbers and would often go quiet 
for some time. But we kept at it."66 

They finally hunted down Faruqi in Pakistan's North West 

Frontier Province and killed him in a gunfight in September 2004, 

but along the way they collected a significant amount of intelligence 
on Libi's movements, associates, and general pattern of life. An 

additional source of information was Central Asian militants in the 

Waziristan tribal areas. Libi's disdain for Central Asians created 

an exploitable opportunity: captured Uzbek, Tajik, and Chechen 
fighters willingly provided information on his habits, associates, 

and lifestyles. One of those leads took the Pakistanis to Libi's cou~ 
rier. "Under interrogation," Musharraf said, "he revealed that he 

had rented a house in Abbottabad, and that was where Libi was 
living right then."67 

Abbottabad is a major hub of tourism in Pakistan's Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa province and the town where U.S. Navy SEALs 

eventually killed Osama bin Laden. What the courier failed to 
clarify, however, was that Libi actually used three houses in Abbo~ 

tabad. Pakistani agents raided the first one, but Libi, who was in 

the third house, escaped. Pakistan missed again not long after, 

when police and intelligence services received information that Libi 

was probably meeting with a senior al Qa'ida official at a house in 
Abbottabad. When the visitor-presumably Libi-arrived, the 

person in the house came out to meet him. But the visitor became 

suspicious that the meeting was a setup, tried to run away, and was 
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killed in a shootout. It was not Libi; he had sent a decoy and stayed 
behind to observe. 

The United States and Pakistan soon had another opportu
nity. Pakistan recruited one ofLibi's colleagues, Abd al-Khaliq, and 

asked him to link up with Libi. They set up a meeting at 4:30 p.m. 
on May 1, 2005-a little over a year after the Madrid attacks
in Mardan, an agrarian town 40 miles north of Peshawar whose 
tribesmen grew wheat, sugarcane, rice, and vegetables. U.S. intel
ligence agencies, including the National Security Agency, helped 
locate Libi in the Mardan area by monitoring his cell phones and 
passed the information over to Pakistan authorities. In addition, 
Pakistani intelligence officers knew from informants that Libi trav
eled on the back of a motorbike while somebody else drove. "Our 
people were camouflaged, hiding and ready, with three men on 
motorbikes," explained MusharraE68 

As 4:30 approached, Libi repeatedly called Khaliq, asking in 
coded language whether everything was satisfactory, worried that 
the meeting might be compromised. "Our men took their infor
mant to a bazaar so that Libi would hear the background noise and 
be assured that he wasn't in custody," said MusharraE "We played 

other such games with him. But still, he did not appear at four 
thirty. Then the line went dead:'69 

The chase continued. On the morning of May 2, Libi had 
someone phone Khaliq to meet at 9:30, giving Pakistani police and 
intelligence agencies virtually no time to respond. The setting was 
a graveyard at the shrine of Shah Dhand Baba in Mardan?O In a 
bizarre twist, lSI agents donned flip-flops and burqas, the dark robe 
worn by some conservative Islamic women to cover their bodies. 

Libi arrived at 9:30 and slid off the back of the motorcycle. For 
some reason he broke with his standard procedure of sending a 
decoy first and started walking toward Khaliq.71 Though disguised 
in oversized sunglasses, a Sindhi cap, and a shalwar kameez, he 
was given away by the blotchy patches of skin under his eyes.72 His 



THE MADRID ATTACKS 181 

driver stayed on the bike while a gunman named Ibrahim followed 
at a distance. As Libi approached, one of the burqa-clad Pakistani 
agents jumped on him. It was quite a scene. In a place as conser
vative as the North West Frontier Province, a woman in a burqa 
tackling a man in public is unthinkable. 

Libi's capture was primarily "an lSI show" with some help from 
the police, according to Amanullah Khan, deputy superinten
dent of police in Mardan. "We got to the place after hearing a few 
gunshots."73 

. lSI agents bundled Libi into a vehicle and whisked him away. Like 
the CI~s public relations efforts after Khalid Sheikh Mohammed's 
capture, Pakistan released photos of Libi showing him disheveled 
and with an ill-kempt beard, a stark contrast to the well-groomed, 
smartly suited man whose portrait appeared on Pakistan's most
wanted list. President Musharraf then informed GeneralJohn Abi
zaid of U.S. Central Command, who was visiting Pakistan. 

"I have good news for you," Musharraf said. "We have Libi." 

"Really? When?" asked Abizaid, visibly surprised. 
"A few days ago," Musharraf replied. 
"Where is he now?" asked Abizaid. 
"Oh, he's here in Islamabad," Musharraf responded noncha

lantly. "Please tell President Bush-or should I?" 
"It would be better if you informed him," remarked Abizaid, his 

excitement growing. 
"I don't know," said Musharraf. "You tell President Bush." 
"No, I can't," Abizaid retorted. "You please tell him."74 

Musharraf phoned Bush that night. A month later, on June 6, 
2005, Libi was transferred to U.S. custody. He eventually landed in 
Guantanamo Bay. As with previous al Qa'ida captures, the United 
States gained a gold mine of information from him. A computer 
seized during his capture contained manuals related to explosives, 
detonator circuits, chemicals, military tactics, missiles, and tanks,?5 

The United States and Pakistan also found names, phone numbers, 
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and other contact information, which they could use to target other 

al Qa'ida leaders. 

Ripples in Europe 

Another encouraging sign after the Madrid attacks was the stir

ring response among Spanish Muslims. Spain's leading Muslim 

clerics issued a religious order condemning Osama bin Laden. 
"We declare," they stated, "that Osama bin Laden and his al Qa'ida 

organization, responsible for the horrendous crimes against inno
cent people who were despicably murdered in the 11 March ter

rorist attack in Madrid, are outside the parameters of Islam." They 

wrote that the attacks were "totally banned and must be roundly 
condemned as against Islam."76 

Their reasoning was remarkably similar to that used by Sayyid 

Imam Abd al-Azi'z al-Shari£ or Dr. Fadl, in his increasingly fre

quent denunciations of al Qa'ida. Other prominent Muslims in 
Spain had a similar reaction. At Madrid's Cultural Islamic Center, 

where some of the attackers had worshipped, director Mohamed 

Saleh denounced the attackers as apostates. Some of the attackers 

had worshipped at the mosque. 
"These people are terrorists, and terrorists are criminals wher

ever they are from," he remarked. He then went further. "They can

not have real faith or know Allah. For a Muslim to kill a person 
unjustly is to kill everyone. There is no justification to kill."77 

Spanish police and intelligence officials also responded with 

renewed vigor and a deeper appreciation of the fundamentalist 

Islamic threat to Spain-and to Europe more generally. In the 
four years after the Madrid attacks, Spain added 1,000 police and 

Guardia Civil personnel to conduct counterterrorist operations, 

boosting their staffs by nearly 35 percent?8 These efforts had 

an immediate impact. Within two days of the attacks, the cen

tral external information unit of the National Police had identi-
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fied most of the perpetrators. More than sixteen members of the 

Madrid network were tried and convicted: thirteen in Spain, two 

in Morocco, and one in Italy. Seven others committed suicide in 

the Leganes siege. Several others were eventually killed or cap
tured. Amer Azizi and Hamza Rabi'a were killed in December 

2005 by a Hellfire missile from a CIA Predator after U.S. intelli

gence operatives had tracked them to the area around Miram Shah 

in North Waziristan. 
The Madrid attacks, it turned out, were only the tip of the 

iceberg. On April 2, 2004, just weeks after the Spanish tragedy, 

individuals belonging to the same terrorist network tried-and 

failed-to attack a high-speed train bound for Seville using similar 

bombs. In October and November 2004, Spanish police executed 

Operation Nova, detaining nearly forty members of an Islamic ter

rorist network plotting to attack the Spanish National High Court, 

where many of the terrorist cases were tried. The dismantling of 

this group highlighted the problem of radicalization of inmates in 
the Spanish prison system, particularly among Islamic inmates. 

Many were serving sentences for common criminal offenses and 

had no terrorist associations prior to their incarceration. Several of 

the terrorists had corresponded by mail for years with three U.S. 

prisoners at the maximum-security prison in Florence, Colorado. 

The three prisoners-Mohammad Abou Halima, Mohammad 

Amin Salameh, and Nidal Ayyad-had been incarcerated for their 

involvement in the 1993 World Trade Center bombings,?9 

In October 2004, Spanish police arrested a group of Pakistani 
nationals and charged them with drug trafficking and terrorism. 

They had links to al Qa ida and the Pakistan-based group Lashkar

e-Taiba, which later perpetrated the spectacular November 2008 

attacks in Mumbai. During Operation Tigris in June 2005, Span
ish police dismantled a jihadist facilitator network that funneled 

suicide bombers from Spain to Iraq. Eight of the thirty-nine sus

pects were sent to prison on terrorism charges, while seven oth
ers were deported to their countries of origin. Still, these successes 
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had come at a steep price: the extent of the country's radicalization 

problem had become clear only after 191 tragic deaths. 
The events in Madrid were the first major attack on European 

soil by a network affiliated with or inspired by al Qa'ida. But it 

would not be the last. Across the English Channel, British intel

ligence agencies had picked up indications that British-based 
extremists were impressed by the scope and perceived success of the 

Madrid attacks. British officials accurately feared a similar plan was 

unfolding in the United Kingdom, as extremists like Omar Khyam 

became inspired by the Madrid attacks. 
"That's amazing, isn't it," remarked Khyam on March 23, 2004, 

referring to the Madrid bombings. He was a British citizen whose 
family had emigrated from Pakistan and who was now being moni

tored for terrorist plotting. "Everything turns around." The UK's 

domestic intelligence agency, MIS, had placed an eavesdropping 
device in Khyam's car. 

"Look on the success of the Madrid bombing, change of power," 

responded Shehzad Tanweer, one of his colleagues in the car. so It 

was now a common belief among terrorists that attacks could affect 

domestic politics. 

Like Spain, the UK had deployed conventional military forces 

to Iraq. In May 2005 the Joint Terrorism Analysis Centre (JTAC), 

which had been established two years earlier to analyze and assess 
all intelligence relating to international terrorism, issued a report 

on the threat to the British rail and subway networks. It concluded 

that "rail and underground networks have been attractive targets to 

terrorists worldwide; Madrid attacks offer inspiration for further 

attacks against rail networks; attacks on UK rail networks feature 

highly in terrorists' menu of options; but no suggestion of a current 
tangible threat to UK rail or underground."sl 

The second wave continued to build. The next attack, it turned 

out, would be just as deadly as the one in Madrid. Al Qi ida leaders 

turned their focus to London. 
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H ASINA PATEL LEFT her house in Leeds, England, promptly at 9 

a.m. on Thursday, July 7, 2005. Leeds is situated beside the 
River Aire about 170 miles northwest of London, in Yorkshire. 

That morning the weather was overcast and soggy, with heavy 

showers scattered across the area, but locals were in an unusually 

cheery mood. The day before, the International Olympic Com

mittee had announced that London would host the 2012 Summer 

Olympics, beating out Paris in the final round of voting. Yet Patel 
was distraught. She was having problems with her pregnancy and 

had made an emergency appointment at a local hospital. It was her 

second pregnancy in two years. In May 2004 she and her husband, 

Mohammad Sidique Khan, had a beautiful baby girl. But she was 

having trouble reaching Khan. She hadn't seen him for several days 

and had left repeated messages on his cell phone. "Are you going 
to come for the scan?" she asked in one message, growing frantic 

because he wasn't returning her calls. 

Patel grabbed her mother instead. When she arrived at the hos

pital, the news was heartbreaking. "It seems that the baby stopped 

growing at six or seven weeks," she was told. Patel walked back into 
the waiting room and gave her mother the news. "Mum," she said, 

"I think the pregnancy is not going to go ahead-the baby had 
stopped growing."l 

185 
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Devastated, Patel returned home and clicked on the television. 

There was more bad news: beginning at 8:50 a.m., four suicide 

bombers had conducted separate attacks in central London. Three 

were on London's subway system, the Underground, and one was on 

a Number 30 double-decker bus traveling east from Marble Arch. 

London was in chaos. Fifty-six people had been killed, including the 
four suicide bombers, and more than seven hundred were injured, 

many of them losing limbs. 
One of the bombers, it turned out, was Patel's husband. The 

news was unbearable-two life-changing events within hours. 

"He had committed a terrorist attack in London, I couldn't 

believe it, and I had lost my child," she said. "I felt quite ashamed 

really that, you know, I was always going to be associated with this 
now and how could he do such a thing? It is difficult, he has left me 

to pick up the pieces really."2 

Patel came from a prominent Indian family, while Khan was 

Pakistani. Their families had opposed the marriage, in part because 

they had not arranged it, but Patel and Khan had defied them. Now 

Patel was caught at the center of what was then Europe's largest

ever suicide attack. 

UK police and intelligence agencies had grown increasingly 

concerned about the radical Islamic threat to the country. One 
report from MIS noted in early 2005, "We know that both British 

and foreign nationals belonging to Al Qaida cells and associated 

networks are currently present throughout the UK, that they are 
supporting the activities of terrorist groups, and that in some cases 

they are engaged in planning, or attempting to carry out, terrorist 
attacks."3 What they had underestimated, however, was the scope 

of the threat and the degree of animosity felt by young British Mus
lims toward the state. 

The Madrid attacks had been symptomatic of the second wave 
of terrorism by al Qa'ida and its broader network, which was now 

reaching British shores. Since several al Qa'ida leaders, including 

external operations chief Abu Ubaydah aI-Masri, were involved 
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in the attacks, they couldn't be considered isolated, homegrown 

incidents. Eliza Manningham~Buller, the director~general of 

MIS, acknowledged that British intelligence had identified some 

of the potential terrorists but had enough resources only to "hit 

the crocodiles nearest the boat."4 Mohammad Sidique Khan and 

his colleagues, it turned out, were lurking an oar's length outside 

the perimeter. 

The Extremist Underground 

Khan was the oldest of the group. He stood five feet, eight inches 

tall and had soft hazel eyes, thick black hair, dark bushy eyebrows, 

and a neatly trimmed beard. He spoke calmly and eloquently, with a 

slight Yorkshire accent, and emphasized important words by lightly 
raising his tone and gesturing with his hands.s A taknted public 

speaker, Khan could be persuasive, a trait that helped him recruit 

potential suicide bombers. His friends called him Sid. He was rarely 

in trouble and kept fit by playing cricket and practicing jujitsu. 
Born at St. James Hospital in Leeds on October 20, 1974, 

Khan was the youngest of four children. His father, Tika Khan, 

was a foundry worker and one of the first Pakistanis to settle in 

Yorkshire. The Khan family grew up in Beeston, an impoverished, 
ethnically mixed area of the city. Headingley is famous for its 

cricket ground; Kirkstall is known for its medieval abbey; Beeston 

is one of the most isolated suburbs and is situated on a hill over~ 

looking the city, separated from Leeds by the M621 motorway. 

The area is largely residential, close~knit, and densely populated, 
with back-to~back terraced housing, some of which is drab and 

grungy. By the late 1990s there were several mosques, a large, 

modern community center, an Islamic bookshop, and a large park 

where kids played soccer and cricket. Average income was low, but 

there was little to distinguish Beeston from many other poor areas 
in the UK.6 
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In 1996, Mohammad Sidique Khan enrolled in Leeds Metro

politan University, where he was an average student. He received a 

degree in business studies, but his most notable success at the uni
versity, it turned out, was meeting his future wife. "He stood out 

because he was more mature, I thought, than the other lads, more 

into fitness and health, and he used to pray five times a day," said 

Hasina Patel. "I saw potential for marriage really-he just seemed 

sensible and polite, that sort of thing, a good family man and he 
came from a good family."7 

They were married on October 22, 2001. Khan's parents moved 
to Nottingham, about 60 miles southeast of Leeds, but he and sev-
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eral siblings remained in the Leeds area. That year Khan joined 
the staff of Hillside Primary School, where he worked with special, 
needs children and those with language and behavioral difficulties. 
The school had students from a variety of ethnic backgrounds and 

a high pupil turnover. Khan gave an interview to the Times Edu
cational Supplement in 2002 in which he spoke passionately about 
the kids he worked with, noting that "a lot of them have said this is 
the best school they have been to."8 He and his wife shared a zeal 
for education. "We both liked working with children, which we did 
later on," Patel confided. "We both took different types of careers 

working with children and we were thinking of doing our [post
graduate certificate in education] at one point as well."9 

On the surface Khan struck most people as mature and genteel. 
But he was a chameleon. There was a noxious, sinister side that 
he hid from most people, including his wife. Beginning in the late 
1990s, he began spending time in Beeston's extremist underground, 
especially its youth clubs, gyms, and Islamic bookshop. In 2001 he 
attended the Hamara Youth Access Point, where he played pool, 
boxed, and socialized. He had attended several mosques in Beeston: 
the Hardy Street mosque, run by Kashmiri Muslims; the Stratford 

Street mosque, run by Pakistani Tablighi Jamaat members; and 
the Bengali mosque on T unsrall Road, run by Bangladeshis. Khan 
eventuaLLy migrated to the Stratford Street mosque, which followed 
the more rigid, orthodox, Deobandi school of Islam.lO But his stay 
at the mosque didn't last long, and he gradually became interested 
in Wahhabi fundamentalism. Some members of his family, such 
as his brother Gultasab, became concerned about his new passion. 
But in an area rife with drug dealers and other dangers, his family 
had other things to worry about. "Better being Wahhabi than on 
drugs," said GultasabY 

Khan's transition to Wahhabism paralleled a growing mili
tancy. In January 2001 he attended an outdoor training session 
organized by extremists in West Yorkshire. Police covertly moni, 
tored the forty attendees, took photographs, and showed them to 
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a number of sources, who could identify only nine of them. Khan 

was not among those identifiedY By 2002 he was leading paintball 

outings with youth groups from the Leeds area, events that served 

as bonding and vetting opportunities and were often preceded by 

Islamic lectures.B But he kept his wife at a distance. 

"We were trying to be good Muslims, and in our religion we 
are told that men and women have to be segregated," said Patel. "I 

never sat in the same room with his friends; he never sat in the same 

room as my friends. So it is a completely different life, his social life 

and my social life was completely separated, we would never speak." 
The distance between them put a growing strain on their mar~ 

riage. "We did used to argue a lot because he was spending more 

and more time away from me, sometimes for days at a time, and we 

did have a lot of arguments and we were growing apart," remarked 
Patel. "I thought maybe it is a phase, maybe he is depressed, he is 

always out with his friends, but I couldn't put my finger on it, why 

he was always out and not spending a lot of time with me and my 
daughter."14 

Instead of devoting time to his family, Khan associated with 

a small network of individuals, including Shehzad T anweer, who 

went by the nickname Kaka. Tanweer was tall and wiry, with dark 

curly hair, glasses, and a prominent nose. He was born on Decem~ 
ber, 15, 1982, in Bradford but spent most of his life in Beeston. Like 

Khan, he was a second~generation British citizen whose parents 

were from Pakistan. "He was proud to be British," said one of his 

uncles, Bashir Ahmed. "His parents were loving and supportive. He 
was a very kind and calm person. He was respected by everyone."15 

T anweer was the second of four children and the oldest son. 

He did well academically and was a gifted sportsman, excelling at 

cricket. Also like Khan, he studied at Leeds Metropolitan Univer~ 

sity. He left the university in 2003 before completing his Bachelor 
of Science course and worked part~time in his father's fish and chip 

shop. Neighbors described him as a "nice lad" who could "get on 

with anyone," though he had his rougher moments.16 Hours before 
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he blew himself up on London's Underground, his polite conversa
tion with a cashier at a Woodall gas station degenerated into an 
argument when he complained that he was being short-changed. 

West Yorkshire Police first came across Tanweer in 1995, when 
he was arrested for a reported burglary. The police took his per
sonal details but did not take fingerprints, photographs, or a DNA 
sample, and he was released without charge. They next encountered 
him in April 2004, when he was cautioned for public disorder. This 

time the police took a photograph, fingerprints, and DNA and 
entered his name on the Police National Computer systemP 

T anweer lived about half a mile from Hasib Hussain, the third 
bomber. Hussain had a crooked nose that looked like it had been 

broken in a bar fight, and he had been one of the tallest boys in 
his class. Like T anweer and Khan, Hussain grew up in Leeds and 
was still living there with his parents before the attack. He grew up 
on the outskirts of the city, in a neighborhood of dilapidated brick 
houses. As a teenager he was a quiet, not particularly gifted stu
dent with few friends. He went on to Thomas Danby College for 
an advanced business program, and although his attendance record 
was patchy, he stayed to the end.ls 

Some of his fellow students began to notice a change in Hus
sain in 2002, after he returned from the hajj to Mecca. He scribbled 
"AI Qaeda-No Limits" on his religious-school book and spoke 
openly of his support for its senior leaders. In October 2004, Hus
sain received a police caution for shoplifting, but otherwise he was 
not on the radar screen of police and intelligence officials. 

Germaine Lindsay was the only one of the July 7 bombers born 
outside the United Kingdom, which made him something of an out
sider in the group. He spent the first year of his life in Jamaica and 
moved to the United Kingdom with his mother in 1986. The fam
ily settled in Huddersfield, a mixed community in West Yorkshire, 
halfway between Leeds and Manchester. Lindsay was a bright child 
and a good athlete who enjoyed martial arts and kickboxing, but 
his home life was unstable. His father, who remained in Jamaica, 
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did little parenting, and his mother moved in with another man in 
West Yorkshire and then with another boyfriend in 1990. The fol~ 
lowing year Lindsay and his mother converted to Islam and he took 
the name Jamal. In Islamic groups around Huddersfield and Dews~ 
bury, he was admired for the speed with which he achieved fluency 
in Arabic and memorized long passages of the Qur'an, showing 
unusual ardor and maturity.19 

In 2002, Lindsay's mother moved to the United States to live 
with yet another man, leaving him alone at the family home in Hud~ 
dersfield. He left school and did odd jobs, selling mobile phones and 
Islamic books. On an Internet chat room he met Samantha Lew~ 
thwaite, a white British convert to Islam who changed her name 
to Asmantara. Their relationship progressed from Internet discus~ 
sions to speaking on the phone, exchanging photographs, meeting 
in person in October 2002, and then marrying. They moved from 
Huddersfield to Aylesbury in Buckinghamshire, near her parents, 
and had their first child six months later. 

Lindsay had some run~ins with the police. A Fiat Brava regis~ 
tered to him drove off from the scene of a robbery in Luton in May 

2005, and he was subsequently named as a suspect. The vehicle 
was not located, and it appears that Lindsay was never interviewed 
regarding the matter.20 Like several of the other bombers, he had 
not previously come to the attention of police and intelligence agen~ 
cies for involvement in terrorism. 

Lindsay became increasingly interested in extreme interpreta~ 
tions of Islam and was influenced by Abdallah al~Faisal, a Jamai~ 
can who later served a prison sentence for inciting murder and race 
hate. Not long after Lindsay's marriage to Samantha, he refused 
to pray with her any longer. "He was snappy and verbally aggres~ 
sive," she noticed. "It was a turning point-a different Jamal I saw 
from now on. It was nothing instant, but gradual over the months 
as his attitude to me changed. It was as if he was driving me away." 
He also changed his clothes. "He was dressed in trendy designer 
clothes and had ditched all his Arab~style gowns," she continued. 



THE LONDON ATTACKS 193 

"He shaved off the beard he had grown since he was fourteen and 
had never even trimmed."21 

In many ways, Khan, Tanweer, Hussain, and especially Lindsay 
had been normal-even anodyne-English boys in their younger 

years. What brought them together,· however, was collective par

ticipation in Leeds' radical underground and Khan's charismatic 

leadership. In 2001, Khan left the Stratford Street mosque, com

plaining that its approach to outreach was too narrow and its focus 

apoliticaL The mosque's imams, Khan concluded, knew little of the 

challenges British Muslims faced, partly because they were from 
South Asia and barely spoke English. He wanted to discuss cur

rent politics, but many officials discouraged such delicate subjects. 

Khan gravitated to the Iqra Learning Center in Beeston, where he 
and his colleagues were free from their parents' version of Islam. 

Khan and his small network had political discussions about Iraq, 

Afghanistan, Kashmir, and Chechnya, and they produced jihad 

videos depicting crimes committed by the West against Muslims. 
The bookshop at the Iqra Learning Center was a central node for 

radical Islam. Not only did it sell Islamic books, tapes and DVDs, 

but it also hosted lectures and discussion groups on Islam.22 

Much like the young Muslims in Lackawanna, Khan and his 

network became radicalized outside of the mosques, which they 
considered too moderate, detached, and infiltrated by government 

agencies. Khan's radicalization should have been a sign to family 

members-and intelligence agencies-that something was wrong. 
During a 2004 conversation in a friend's apartment, which was 

bugged by UK police and intelligence agencies, Khan outlined his 
disdain for the current crop of scholars and Muslim leaders in the 

Leeds area. "I've placed a lot of emphasis on the scholars that we 
have today," he said. "They're not doing their jobs. If they were, we 

would not be in the situation. We sit on our backsides moaning and 
munching for the rest of our lives."23 
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The UK's Growing Threat 

While Khan, Tanweer, Hussain, and Lindsay were slipping into 
the Leeds extremist underground, British police and intelli

gence units had their hands full with other, more pressing mat

ters. Early in 2003, MIS obtained intelligence that an individual 

named Mohammed Qayum Khan, from Luton, was the leader of 
an al Qa'ida facilitation network in the UK. MIS and police agen

cies began investigating Mohammed Qayum Khan, who was later 

arrested and sentenced to life in prison, in an operation code-named 

Crevice. They quickly identified another key member of the group, 

Omar Khyam, who appeared to be acting as a courier. MIS put him 
under limited surveillance.24 

On February 20, 2004, an electronics expert arrived from 

Canada to meet Khyam. Surveillance showed that he was advis

ing Khyam and his associates on how to build remote detona

tion devices, which suggested that Khyam was actively planning 

an attack. At this point Khyam became one of MIS's top targets 

and Crevice became their main operation. In fact, it was the largest 

operation MIS and the police had ever undertaken up to that point. 
MIS searched 30 addresses, devoted 4S,000 man-hours to moni

toring and transcribing bugged conversations, conducted 34,000 

man-hours of surveillance, performed countless covert searches of 

targets' property and baggage, and deployed an enormous number 

of eavesdropping devices.25 

Mohammad Sidique Khan occasionally surfaced during the 
investigation but did not participate in discussions about terror

ist operations-at least, not in discussions picked up by MIS or 

the police. For example, at 8:S0 p.m. on February 21, 2004, MIS 

covertly recorded a conversation in Omar Khyam's Suzuki Vitara 

between Khyam and Mohammad Sidique Khan. 
"Are you really a terrorist?" Mohammad Sidique Khan inquired. 

'They are working with us," Omar Khyam responded. "I am 

not a terrorist, they are working through us." 
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'There is no one higher than you," said Khan. 
Khyam then changed subjects, referring to pressure from Brit~ 

ish police and intelligence services. "I do not live in Crawley any 
more. I moved out because in the next month they are going to be 
raiding bigtime all over the UK."26 

Mohammad Sidique Khan had begun to associate himself with 
one of the UK's most dangerous terrorists. But MI5 needed to pri~ 
oritize. In the case of Crevice, all their time and money went to 
monitoring Omar Khyam. Any spare resources were focused on 
the rest of the core Crevice group who were directly involved in the 
attack plan. There were limited funds and manpower to follow up 
on other individuals.27 

To provide a better understanding of Omar Khyam's planning, 
MI5 bugged his house, Flat 4 at 56 Hencroft Street in Slough, just 
west of London. On the evening of March 23, 2004, police and 
intelligence officials listened to a conversation between Khyam, 
Mohammad Sidique Khan, and several others. The meeting 
appeared to center on raising money for a trip to Pakistan. Khan 
and others discussed a variety of fraud scams. One involved pur~ 
chasing equipment on credit, defaulting on payment, and then sell~ 
ing the goods for cash. But there is no record of Khan discussing 
terrorist activity. 

"I can't find my passport," Khan explained. "Do you think they 
will let me in?" 

"You can get one in a day," said Omar Khyam. 
"Have you got cheap tickets?" inquired Khan. "These two-it's 

costing like £1100." 
"Yeah," replied Khyam. 
'Two of them, yeah," Khan affirmed. 

"We got £580 for two people, that's including one night in 
Dubai as well as the hotel," said Khyam. 

They then began to discuss ways of raising money to travel, 
including borrowing from banks, stealing and selling cars, and run~ 
ning credit card scams. 
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"They're asking for wage slips and bank statements. I blagged 

the amount, didn't 12 Over the phone I said my father's had a stroke, 

kill my father off again," Khan remarked, as everyone broke into 

laughter. "My father had a stroke and I can't think about it, so I'll 

leave it for a little while and get back to you, when things have set

tled down again. They were very apologetic and sympathetic." 
"To be fair to you, he did give you some advice," said an uniden

tified male in the room. "He says if you, like, went straight into, 

like, a bank and applied for an unsecured loan. He said there's no 

reason why, because he says their lending criteria is stricter than 
some banks." 

"I'm gonna tap HSBC," Khan announced, referring to the 

London-headquartered bank. "I've got myself onto their register 

and I'm gonna tap one of my leads and take it from there. It's not a 

problem. Whatever comes, comes apart from that, I'll just go with a 

balaclava and a shotgun. I'll just need a driver, any offers?" 

The room erupted in cackles and hoots.28 

At the time, Mohammad Sidique Khan appeared to be on the 

fringes of the Crevice plotters, more interested in criminal activity 

than in terrorism. Surveillance teams are often tasked by investiga

tors with establishing patterns of activity involving the main targets. 

When a primary target such as Omar Khyam came into contact 
with other individuals, the surveillance team had to decide whether 

to follow the new contact or ignore him and stay with the main tar

get. A whole series of factors are taken into consideration to make 
what is often a split-second decision, though it will later be reviewed 

as part of the wider investigation. This dilemma became acute in 

March 2004. In eavesdropped conversations, Khyam appeared to 

be growing jumpy. He and the other Crevice plotters were heard 
talking about leaving the country. MIS thought this might be an 

escape plan and that the attack might be imminent. Between March 
29 and April 1 they arrested the core Crevice suspects, including 

Omar Khyam.29 

Once the Crevice plotters had been arrested, MIS returned to 
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the group's contacts in an operation code~named Rhyme. In early 

2003, UK intelligence came across a plot led by Abu Issa al~Hindi, 

who also went by Dhiren Barot. The Rhyme plotters were planning 

to pack three limousines with gas cylinders and explosives, and then 

set them off in underground car parks. The group also investigated 

the use of radiological material in bombs. MIS and the police pro~ 

vided six weeks of twenty~four~hour coverage, deployed up to 15 
surveillance teams, installed and monitored 20 closed~circuit televi~ 
sion cameras, devoted 25,000 man~hours to monitoring and tran~ 

scribing bugged conversations, conducted 60 property searches, and 

seized and analyzed hard drives containing 25 terabytes of data 

(roughly twelve times the height of Mount Everest if printed out 
and stacked). On August 3, 2004, thirteen individuals, includ~ 

ing Barot, were arrested; eight of those faced trial. Barot pleaded 

guilty and was sentenced to life imprisonment in November 2006. 
The seven other members of the group were convicted of terrorist 

offenses in June 2007.30 

The UK clearly had a domestic terrorist problem. Young Mus~ 

lims from Luron, Leeds, Walthamstow, and other locations were 

radicalizing and preparing to conduct terrorist attacks. In April 

2003 the Joint Intelligence Committee specifically identified the 

London Underground as a potential target.31 UK and U.S. intel~ 

ligence assessments indicated that al Qa'ida had learned from past 
successes and failures and believed there were exploitable vulnerabil~ 

ities in the UK and other Western public transportation systems.32 

As in Spain, the war in Iraq was a primary motivation of the 

impressionable young Muslims. An alarming report in May 2005 
from the government's Joint Terrorism Analysis Centre, which was 
based at MIS's headquarters and responsible for assessing terrorist 

threats to Great Britain, concluded that the "threat from Al Qaida 

(AQ) leadership directed plots has not gone away and events in Iraq 
are continuing to act as motivation and a focus of a range of terror~ 

ist related activity in the UK."33 In early 2005 the Joint Intelligence 

Council argued that suicide bombs could become the preferred 
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technique for extremist attacks in some parts of the world, follow~ 

ing their effective use in Iraq. But suicide attacks would probably 
not become the norm in Europe, it surmised. Still, MIS warned 
that "the most significant threat to the UK and to UK interests 
overseas comes from Al Qaida and associated networks. The threat 
to the UK remains real and serious."34 

Ongoing UK counterterrorist operations placed an extraordi~ 
nary burden on MIS, which could cover less than one percent of its 
targets well. According to MIS's estimates, it could cover another 
6 percent of its targets fairly well (but with gaps), 33 percent ade~ 
quately (with even bigger gaps), and 42 percent inadequately; 19 
percent had no coverage at alp5 Khan, T anweer, and their network 
fell in the no~coverage category. To make matters worse, the terror~ 

ist threat appeared to be getting more serious. In 2001, MIS knew 
of approximately 250 primary investigative targets within the UK. 

There were over 500 targets by July 2004 and 800 by July 2005. To 
deal with the threat, government agencies ramped up their cover~ 
age of Islamic extremists. Roughly 56 percent of MIS's resources 
went to Islamic groups in July 2005, up from 23 percent in 2002. 
At MI6, the UK's external spy agency, and the Government Com~ 
munications Headquarters (GCHQ), the UK's primary signals 
intelligence collection agency, operational effort against the range 
of threats rose from single digits before September 2001 to double 
digits by 2005.36 

With British services busy with operations and proliferating 
targets, Khan and his colleagues slipped into Pakistan. 

Training in Malakand 

Back in the United States, Art Cummings and other FBI officials 
had watched the radicalization of British Muslims with alarm. The 
problem was twofold. First, al Qi ida leaders based in Pakistan 
could potentially leverage the large number of British Pakistanis 
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traveling to Islamabad and other cities; about 400,000 British resi

dents traveled to Pakistan every year.37 The vast majority visited 

family, attended weddings, or went on vacation. Only a tiny per

centage were involved in terrorist activity. For the few terrorists, 
however, trips to Asia gave them the chance to visit a training camp 

and mingle with some of al Qa'ida's most accomplished operatives. 
"Our Muslim community is at least assimilated," said Cum

mings, who had been appointed deputy director of the National 
Counterterrorism Center. "The Pakistan community in the UK is 

a Pakistan community. They all know each other, they're all related, 

they know all the tribal relationships. And they claim their oppor

tunity is minimal." This perceived economic disparity created a sit
uation in which they "live in England," Cummings calculated, "but 
they hate the English."38 

Second, British citizens did not need a visa to get into the United 

States for stays of ninety days or less. Consequently, a British Paki
stani could fly to Pakistan, attend an al Qi ida training camp, and 

enter the United States on a British passport fairly easily, unless 

U.S. or other intelligence agencies gained information about his or 

her involvement in terrorism. 

Cummings was right to be concerned. In July 2003, Mohammad 

Sidique Khan traveled to Pakistan under the radar of British intel

ligence. He was picked up at Islamabad International Airport by 

Omar Khyam and MohammadJunaid Babar, a Pakistani-American 

who ran training camps in Pakistan for al Qa'ida and other Islamic 

militants. Both had ties to an al Qi ida facilitator named Abu 

Munthir al-Mughrebi. A few days later they met at the Capitol Hill 

Lodge in Rawalpindi to trek to the Malakand training camp, near 

the Afghanistan-Pakistan border. The camp was situated in an area 
immortalized by Winston Churchill in The Story of the Malakand 
Field Force. "Except at the times of sowing and of harvest, a contin
ual state of feud and strife prevails throughout the land," he wrote. 

"Every tribesmen has a blood feud with his neighbour. Every man's 

hand is against the other, and all against the stranger."39 
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In the town of Timer gar a, about 40 miles from the Afghanistan 

city of Asadabad, Khyam and Babar purchased ammonium nitrate 

and other items. They then traveled in a rickety pickup truck, with 

Khyam, Babar, and Khan jammed in the back. They discussed jihad 

while the truck kicked up thick clouds of dust as it rattled along 

Pakistan's winding roads. The group traveled the last leg on foot 
through the mountains. After settling in, Khan fired AK-47s and 

Pika long~range light machine guns. He also went through courses 

on physical conditioning, weapons training, and explosives use, 

including how to manufacture and detonate homemade explosives 

using ammonium nitrate and aluminum powder. Senior al Qi ida 
leader Abd al~Hadi al~Iraqi oversaw the training of this network 

and others in the camp, and al Qa'idis external operations chief, 

Abu Ubaydah al~Masri, helped plan their operation. 

When they had completed training, the group traveled to Pesha~ 
war together. Khan and several others took a Daewoo bus to Lahore 

because it wouldn't get checked by Pakistani authorities.40 They rented 

13 Ilyas Street, known as the Sufi House, in one of Lahore's densely 

populated areas. The group left early every morning, and when they 

returned after dark, they gathered outside in the courtyard, talked 
noisily, played music, and kept the neighbors awake. "We knew what 

they were doing," remarked a neighbor, "and we were afraid at those 
boys being here, but we couldn't do anything about it:'41 

It was not Mohammad Sidique Khan's first trip to Pakistan. 
He had trained with militants in Kashmir back in 2001 and had 

also made a short trek to the Taliban's front line with the Northern 

Alliance near Kabu1.42 After he returned to Leeds in 2003, he made 

preparations to travel back to Pakistan, this time with Shehzad 
Tanweer. On February 21, 2004, he spoke to Omar Khyam in a car 

that was bugged by MIS. 
"Are these lot ready, bruv?" Khyam inquired, referring to Sheh~ 

zad T anweer and others. 
"Yeah," said Khan. 
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"What I'll do is, I will talk to you tonight, ins hallah," responded 

Khyam. "How quickly can these guys got 
"It's down to you," said Khan. "We have a lot of questions to ask. 

I know that this is like really out of order. I was hoping for a slight 

extension. You know my wife is having a kid, yeah? I was hoping so 

that I can get to the hospital. But these guys are good to go as soon 
as you say."43 

They parked the car and walked into Khyam's apartment, 

which had also been bugged by MIS. 
"There was a time you could land and Afghanistan was like a 

terrorist training camp," said Khyam. "You can come out and come 

back but obviously we know that time is finished. That's it cause 

every time you come back, you are going to make yourself hotter 
because you're a youth travelling into Pakistan and out of Pakistan 
and they watch that. So when you come back," he continued, "and 

when you link up with some brothers here, they become hot as well. 

And when you meet brothers involved in financing it makes them 
hot. So overall, it's worse, right now. 

"Second thing," said Khyam. "Because you are going to leave 

now you may as well rip the country apart, economically as well. 

All the brothers are running scams and I advise you to do the same. 

Run them, you will probably walk away with 20 grand and that's 

really easy money bruv. I can set it all up for you. And I will get 
a brother to run it. All the brothers leaving are doing it because 

the government-we might as well take their wealth ... They are 

taking it from us and we are just taking it back. Any questions you 
want to ask-fire away." 

"Any extra risks getting into Pakistan?" asked Shehzad Tan' 
weer, who had not been to Pakistan. 

"We had five Bengalis last year," Khyam noted, obviously 

impressed with himself "Guess how we got them in? From BangIa, 

desh all the way across India into Pakistan. We bribed the guy, You 

know when you go to the check-in, it would all be set up." 
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"Going through the airport," Mohammad Sidique Khan reaf~ 
firmed. "Normal tickets." 

"Yeah, just walk straight through, bruv, normal," said Khyam. 
'Just act as if you are a Pakistani. And if they say something to you 
in Urdu just say 'I don't speak Urdu.''' 

Tanweer then inquired about items to take to the al Qa'ida 
camp. "What do we need to buyr 

"I think you need to buy the sleeping bag," said Khyam. "You 
need a rucksack. A 45 liter one, you need a sleeping bag, one that 
has strips on the side and becomes really compact. Some Mer~ 
rells-or boots." 

"What about thermal, waterproof?" asked T anweer. 
"Nah," noted Khyam. "All you need is a jacket which is water~ 

proof and breathable. Forget the Gore~Tex." 
Tanweer continued to pepper him with questions, "How much 

money is needed?" 
"Well," Khyam responded, thinking for a moment, "if you are 

going to put this stuff through, you will leave with about £20k." 
T anweer then asked about passports. 
"Take your own passports through the airport," Khyam told 

him. Then he outlined the role of an al Qa'ida handler, or emir, in 
Pakistan. "Whoever is your emir he will take all the wealth. If you 
or your brother need a doctor he will arrange for you to see a doc~ 
tor. He will pay for it. If you need to make a phone call home he 

will arrange for the telephone call. Anything you think needs to be 
done he will do it. But Islam works through the emir. Everything 
goes through him. Don't tell your real name to no one, even to your 
emir," he continued. 'Just say you are from Manchester. The only 
thing I will advise you, yeah, is total obedience to whoever your 
emir is. Whether he is Sunni, Arab, Chechen, Saudi, British-total 
obedience. I'll tell you up there you can get your head cut of£"44 

On November 10, 2004, Shehzad Tanweer received his visa 
from the Pakistani consulate in Bradford, England, using his UK 
passport, number 453897014. The purpose of the trip, he wrote, 
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was to "visit family." That day the Pakistani consulate also issued 

a visa to Mohammad Sidique Khan for his UK passport, number 
040169095, for the purpose of a "holiday" and "a friend's wedding."45 

Hasib Hussain had been to Pakistan earlier that year, arriving in 

Karachi from Saudi Arabia on Saudi Airlines Flight SV714 on July 
15.46 Khan and Tanweer traveled to Pakistan around November 

19. After arriving they split up, and Tanweer stayed with his uncle's 

family in Faisalabad. After a week or so, Khan picked up Tan

weer, who told his family that they were checking out a school near 
Lahore.47 They then traveled to camps run by Abd al-Hadi aI-Iraqi, 

where they were groomed to be bombers, encouraged to recruit 

other martyrs, and taught how to make explosives.48 Both T anweer 

and Khan left Karachi on Turkish Airlines Flight TK-1057 on Feb
ruary 8, 2005, at 3 a.m. and returned to the UK.49 

The ability of Khan, T anweer, and others to undergo training 

in al Qa'ida-affiliated camps in Pakistan was critical, and separated 

them from purely homegrown terrorists. The value of training may 
have been more in the indoctrination and bonding that occurred 

than in the rudimentary combat skills learned. Spending time in a 

militant training environment conditioned recruits like Khan, many 
of whom already had extremist leanings, to use violence. Recruits 

committed to the extremist cause cemented personal ties with 

other extremists. These conditions are more difficult to create over 

the Internet or during camping or rafting excursions in the West. 

Participating in Pakistani training camps also improved the opera
tional tradecraft of recruits like Khan and T anweer. They learned 

how to case targets, communicate clandestinely, and develop and live 

with cover stories. Extremists could also share security and trade
craft procedures and lessons. While the technical skills needed to 

conduct attacks are often learned from years of practice rather than 

from a few days or weeks in a camp, the experience in the camps 

concluded the radicalization process for the July 7 bombers. 

For Mohammad Sidique Khan, the value of attending al 

Qa'ida-affiliated camps was perhaps most evident in the martyr-
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dom video he taped, in which he ranted against UK and other 
Western "oppression" of Muslims. 

"Our words have no impact upon you, therefore I'm going to 

talk to you in a language that you understand," he seethed. "Our 

words are dead until we give them life with our blood." 

He viewed himself as a martyr and compared his devotion to 

that of the Prophet Muhammad: "I and thousands like me are 

forsaking everything for what we believe. Our driving motiva

tion doesn't come from tangible commodities that this world has 

to offer. Our religion is Islam, obedience to the one true God, 

Allah, and following the footsteps of the final prophet and mes

senger Muhammad. This is how our ethical stances are dictated," 

he continued, speaking calmly and deliberately and wagging his 

index finger at the camera for emphasis. 
"Your democratically elected governments continuously per

petuate atrocities against my people and your support of them 

makes you directly responsible, just as I am directly responsible 

for protecting and avenging my Muslim brothers and sisters." 
Khan concluded with a menacing threat to the West: "Until we 

feel security, you will be our target. Until you stop the bombing, 

gassing, imprisonment, and torture of my people, we will not stop 

this fight. We are at war and I am a soldier. Now you too will taste 
the reality of this situation."50 Shehzad Tanweer made a similar 

statement, threatening that attacks would continue "until you pull 
your forces out of Afghanistan and lraq."51 

After the attacks on the Underground, many Muslims would 
denounce Khan and his colleagues as un-Islamic. Khan's use of the 

words my people in reference to the ummah, or Muslim community, 

angered those who did not share his beliefs. 

With their martyrdom videos completed, the group made final 
plans for the attack shortly after their return from Pakistan. In the 

final months they kept in regular contact with their al Qa ida han

dlers in Pakistan.52 
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Executing the Attacks 

By May 2005 both Tanweer and Khan had left their jobs and could 
devote all of their time to making the bombs and selecting the tar
get. They rented an apartment from an Egyptian chemistry Ph.D. 
student at Leeds University. Lindsay met the student at Leeds 
Grand Mosque in November 2004. Next door to the mosque was 
a ground-floor apartment in a two-story block at 18 Alexandra 
Grove.53 They did not stand out amid the transitory student popu
lation.54 As the 2006 transatlantic plotters would later do, and as 
their al Qa'ida handlers had advised, Khan and his network built 
the bombs in a different location from where they lived to mini
mize detection. 

T anweer and Lindsay bought face masks to make the bombs, as 
instructed by their al Qa'ida trainers, and began boiling the home
made explosive-a thick yellow hydrogen peroxide mh.:ture-and 
storing it in a cast-iron bathtub.55 They connected fans to the hot 
plates, kept the windows open, and taped the curtains to the walls 
to avoid being spotted. The fumes singed the tops of plants just out
side the windows and partially bleached the plotters' hair, a develop
ment they explained to inquisitive family members and friends as 
the result of exposure to chlorine in a swimming pOOL56 T anweer 
and Lindsay constructed the four bombs with 2 to 5 kilograms 
of concentrated hydrogen peroxide mixed with black pepper and 
hexamethylene triperoxide diamine, a high-explosive organic com
pound used as the initiator.57 Unlike the Madrid bombers, they did 
not add nails or ball bearings to maximize fragmentation. 

On June 28, Khan, Tanweer, and Lindsay conducted a recon
naissance trip to London and discussed how they would perpetrate 
the attacks.58 They also scrambled to tie up loose ends. Germaine 

Lindsay had spent increasingly less time at home, and when he was 
there, he locked himself away in the computer room. His wife, 
who suspected that he was having an affair, confronted him about 
text messages on his cell phone and kicked him out of their three-
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bedroom house. "He left with a holdall and a bunch of door keys," 

she said. "I went to bed. Later that night I'm sure I heard him on the 

stairs and going into Abdullah's room," she continued. "He must 
have been there in the dead of night to kiss his little boy goodbye."59 

Hasib Hussain's last few days were routine. On Monday, July 

4, he told his mother that he was traveling to London in the next 

day or two. His mother saw him asleep in his room early on July 5, 
and again in the evening when she offered to make him sandwiches 

for the London trip. She again saw him asleep during the morning 

on July 6. At around 3:30 p.m., his sister-in-law caught a glimpse of 

him getting ready to go out after eating a bowl of cereal. 
Shehzad T anweer went to see some old school friends on the 

evening of July 4. On July 6 he played cricket in a local park until 

late in the evening and then returned home, saying he had lost his 
mobile phone. He was last seen at home just before midnight on 

July 6.60 

Mohammad Sidique Khan had been away from his wife, 
Hasina Patel, for most of that week. On Tuesday, July 5, he took 

Patel to the hospital. 'Tll see you later," he said. ''I'll be back in a few 
hours." "He dropped me off at home," remarked Patel, "and that was 
the last time I saw him."61 

At 3:58 a.m. on July 7, Khan, Tanweer, and Hussain departed 
from Leeds in a light blue Nissan Micra. An hour later they stopped 

at Woodall services on the Ml highway to fill up with gas. Closed

circuit television footage 'showed Tanweer nonchalantly walking 

into the gas station wearing a white T-shirt, dark jacket, white 
tracksuit bottoms, and a baseball cap. At 5:07, Germaine Lindsay 

pulled up to Luton station in a red Fiat Brava. During the ninety 

minutes or so before the others arrived, he got out of his car, entered 

the station, peered up at the departure board, and returned to his 

car. Again, dosed-circuit television at the train station captured the 
events on camera. 

At 6:49 a.m., Khan, Tanweer, and Hussain arrived at Luton 

and parked next to Lindsay's Fiat. They stepped out of their car 
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and dug through their backpacks, double~checking the bombs. 
They hoisted the full backpacks as if they were going on a camp~ 
ing trip. At 7:15 the four men entered Luton station and walked 
through the turnstiles together. They were casually dressed and 
appeared relaxed. At 7:40 they boarded a train for London King's 
Cross Station. They stood out a bit from commuters because of 
their luggage and casual clothes, but not enough to cause suspi~ 
cion. The train arrived at King's Cross at 8:23, slightly late because 

of a delay further up the line. The four men hugged and appeared 
happy, even exhilarated, according to eyewitnesses. They then 
split Up.62 

Khan boarded a westbound Circle Line train, Tanweer an 
eastbound Circle Line train, and Lindsay a southbound Piccadilly 
Line train on the Underground. At 8:50 a.m. the train carrying 
Shehzad Tanweer exploded. Forensic evidence suggested that 
T anweer was sitting toward the back of the second carriage, with 
the backpack next to him on the floor. The blast killed 8 people, 
including Tanweer, and injured 171 others. At Edgware Road, 
Mohammad Sidique Khan was also in the second carriage from 
the front, most likely near the standing area by the first set of dou~ 
ble doors. Shortly before the explosion he was seen fiddling with 
the ·top of the backpack. The explosion killed 7, including Khan, 
and injured 163 people. On the Piccadilly Line, Germaine Lind~ 
say was in the first carriage as it traveled between King's Cross 
and Russell Square. The train was crowded, and forensic evidence 
suggested that the explosion occurred on or close to the floor of 
the standing area between the second and third set of seats. The 
explosion killed 27 people, including Lindsay, and injured more 
than 340.63 

At 8:55 a.m., Hasib Hussain walked out of King's Cross Under~ 

ground onto Euston Road. Telephone records show that he tried 
unsuccessfully to contact the three other bombers on his cell phone 
over the next few minutes. "I can't get on the Tube, what should I 

dot he inquired.64 
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Figure 9: Map of London Bombings 

Hussain's bomb had apparently malfunctioned, and now the 

trains had stopped because of the attacks. His demeanor over this 

period appears to have been relaxed and unhurried. Five minutes 

later he walked back into King's Cross Station, went into W . H. 

Smith on the concourse, and bought a nine-volt battery for the 
bomb. At 9:06 he walked into a McDonald's on Euston Road; he 

left about ten minutes later. He boarded a Number 91 bus trav

eling from King's Cross to Euston Station, looking nervous and 

pushing past people, and then switched to a Number 30 bus trav

eling eastward from Marble Arch. The bus was crowded follow

ing the closures on the Underground. Hussain sat on the upper 

deck, toward the back. Forensic evidence suggests that the bomb 

was next to him in the aisle or between his feet on the floor. He 

detonated the bomb at 9:47 a.m., killing 14 people and injuring 

more than 110.65 

Liza Pulman had just left King's Cross on the Underground 
when her train was rocked by a huge explosion. The girl next to 



THE LONDON ATTACKS 209 

Pulman grabbed her hand. Someone began to cry, saying, "Help us, 

Mary, mother of Jesus. Save us, LordJesus. Please save us." 

Pulman tried to sit up, but the girl next to her squeezed her 
hand even tighter. "Oh God!" she screamed, beginning to sob. 

"What's happened? I'm so frightened, I'm so frightened." 
"What's your name?" inquired Pulman. 

"Michele," the girl said. 

"It's okay, Michelle," Pulman responded, trying to console her. 
"We'll be okay." 

"You're very calm," Michelle remarked. 

"No I'm not," said Pulman. God, my heart's racing, Pulman 

thought to herself. What are we going to do? There are so many 
of US.

66 

Emergency responders reacted quickly, assisting the wounded 
and finding the dead in the intense heat and darkness, with hoards 

of rats, mangled wreckage, and body parts in the tunnels. The Brit

ish set up a mortuary on the grounds of the Honourable Artillery 

Company, where they came across some of the first clues identify
ing Mohammad Sidique Khan as a suidde bomber, after combing 

through pocket litter. 

Al Qa'ida leaders were jubilant about the attack. Al Jazeera 

aired a video statement from Ayman al-Zawahiri containing foot

age of Mohammad Sidique Khan. During the video, Khan praised 
Osama bin Laden, Abu Mus'ab al-Zarqawi, and Zawahiri.67 In a 

second video, broadcast on September 19, Zawahiri went further, 

stating that al Qa'ida had helped launch the attacks: "London's 

blessed raid is one of the raids which Jama'at Qa'idat aI-Jihad (AI 

Qaidah of Jihad Group) was honored to launch ... In the Wills 

of the hero brothers, the knights of monotheism-may God have 

mercy on them, make paradise their final abode and accept their 
good deeds."6B 

In an extraordinary, and perhaps unprecedented, copycat attack, 
four bombers attempted attacks two weeks later, on July 21, at the 

Shepherd's Bush, Oval, and Warren Street Underground stations 
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in London and on the top deck of a Number 26 bus traveling from 

Waterloo to Hackney. But the bombs malfunctioned. Although 

the trigger detonators created minor explosions, the main charges 
failed to detonate. No one was killed. A fifth device was recovered 

two days later, abandoned near Wormwood Scrubs in west London. 

Subsequent investigations by British authorities led to the arrest of 

five perpetrators. Material recovered from the July 21 attacks indi

cated that the detonators were made of triacetone triperoxide. The 

devices, unlike those ofJuly 7, contained screws, bolts, and washers 

intended to produce fragmentation and maximize casualties. 

The four bombers-Yasin Hassan Omar, Muktar Said Ibra

him, Ramzi Mohammed, and Osman Hussain-were quickly cap

tured. They were an entirely separate cell of immigrants and British 

citizens originating from Somalia, Ethiopia, and Eritrea, with no 
known links to al Qi ida. There were no forensic links between the 

July 7 and July 21 attacks. The difference in device construction 
and the explosive material recovered suggested that different bomb 

makers were involved in each of the attacks. 

Cold Comfort 

Al Qi ida's second wave had now reached the UK. At 4 a.m. back in 

Washington, Director of National Intelligence John Negroponte's 

home phone rang, waking him up. It was Andy Card, President 
Bush's chief of staf£ 

"What the hell is going on in London?" Card asked. 

What struck Negroponte, as it had the FBI's Art Cummings, 

was that these attacks were not conducted by Arabs. The perpetra
tors were British Pakistanis with British passports and easy access 

to the United States. "The game was changing," he later said. "And 
it was changing fast."69 

For Cummings, the London attacks showed how extremists 

might plot a terrorist attack in the United States. Unlike the Brit-
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ish population, which had become accustomed to several decades 

of Irish Republican Army attacks, the United States had seen far 
less terrorism. "Stopping (every] attack is not realistic," Cummings 

believed. "We will do everything we can, and we will succeed a large 
number of times. We won't win every one:'70 

The London attacks produced a strong reaction, but they did 

not bring down the government, as the attacks in Spain the pre~ 

vious year had done. Still, the British government was reminded 

that it faced a wave of terrorism from a small number of radicals 
affiliated with al Qa'ida. With conventional British forces in Iraq, 

there was also an increase of disaffected British Muslims. How~ 

ever, the bulk of the UK's Muslim population strongly condemned 
the attacks-and the attackers-as un~Islamic. Sir Iqbal Sacranie, 

secretary~general of the Muslim Council of Britain, sent a clear 
message: "There can never, ever be justification for killing civilians, 
full stop."7l 

Perhaps the most surprising condemnations came from the 
families of the bombers. Germaine Lindsay's wife, Samantha Lew~ 

thwaite, was eight months pregnant and had a seventeen~month~ 

old child, Abdullah. Her husband's violent actions had destroyed 
her life. Ironically, the couple had first met face~to~face at a peace 

march in London. "He wanted to qualify as a human rights lawyer 
and I was a member of an Amnesty International group at school," 

she said. "We wanted to make a difference to the world by peace~ 
ful means.72 

"When Jamal and I got married we were two peas in a pod and 

I thought I had found the world's best husband," she said. 'Jamal 
is accountable for his actions 100 percent and I condemn with all 

my heart what he has done." But she and her children had to pay a 

heavy price for his atrocities. "The day will come," she glumly real~ 
ized, "when I'll have to tell them what their father did."73 

Hasib Hussain's family issued a collective statement denouncing 
the attacks. "Our thoughts," they wrote, "are with all the bereaved 

families and we have to live ourselves with the loss of our son in 
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these difficult circumstances." They continued, "We had no knowl
edge of his activities and if we had, we would have done everything 
in our power to stop him."74 

Shehzad Tanweer's uncle, Bashir Ahmed, said his family was 
"left shattered" by the young man's involvement in the attacks,?5 

Mohammad Sidique Khan's family was equally devastated. 
Police found a home video of Khan bidding farewell to his infant 
daughter several days before the attacks. He wore a bland white 
T-shirt and gently cradled his daughter in his arm as he repeat
edly kissed her forehead. He spoke softly but with an air of self
confidence. "Sweetheart, not long to go now and I'm going to really, 
really miss you a lot," he said. "I'm thinking about it already. Look, 
I absolutely love you to bits and you have been the happiest thing in 
my life. You and your mum, absolutely brilliant. I don't know what 
else to say. I just wish I could have been part of your life, especially 
these growing up, these next months, they're really special with you 

learning to walk and things. I just so much wanted to be with you 
but I have to do this for our future and it will be for the best, inshal
lah, in the long run:'76 

Khan's wife, Hasina Patel, found little solace in his words. 

Khan had abandoned his responsibility as a father and a husband 
to kill civilians-including twenty-eight women-in an attack 
roundly condemned by Muslims, especially his own family mem
bers. She was left confused and vexed. "It has been really, really dif
ficult," she acknowledged. "J can't believe people can do that kind 
of thing," she said. "How can you be so calculated and cold and not 

have any emotions, how can people do thatt77 

Not long after the attacks, UK officials showed Patel a will 
that Khan had written. There were sections for his wife, daugh
ter, family, and the general public, including funeral arrangements. 
Perhaps the most disconcerting part was the section for his wife. "I 
am really sorry for all the lies and deceit," Khan wrote. "I hope you 
can forgive me and I hope you can try to understand why I did what 
I did. You have tried to be a good wife but I have deceived yoU."78 
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He also left money for "the children," unaware that their unborn 
child had not survived. 

Khan and Patel had once dreamed of helping British society 
by working with disadvantaged children. "We had the same sort of 
hopes and dreams," she recalled, fighting back tears and struggling 

to understand how it had all gone wrong?9 
u.s. and British counterterrorism agencies now redoubled their 

efforts; all roads led back to Pakistan. 
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AYMAN AL-ZAWAHIRI fixed his eyes on the camera, paused slightly, 

and began to speak in a measured voice, almost a monotone. 

"Among those who have responded to this noble, divine call," he 

said, "is our brother Azzam the American, whom we ask Allah to 

count among those in whom is realized the statement of the truth, 

exalted is he." 

Zawahiri, al Qa' ida's second~in~command, was dressed in a neatly 

pressed white shalwar kameez and turban and sat somewhat stiffly 

before the camera. His graying beard was tinged with white, and he 

peered through round spectacles, which gave him a cerebral, professo~ 

rial aura. He spoke softly, angling his head to the right and occasionally 

rocking forward in his chair, appearing stilted in front of the cam~ 

era. The video, which was released in September 2006 by As~Sahab 

Media, al Qa'ida's media wing, was unpretentious but professionaL 

The producers juxtaposed Zawahiri's white garb, perhaps a symbol 

of religious purity, with a jet-black background and included lucid 

subtitles in English and Arabic. On the surface the video appeared 

no different from any of al Qa'ida's ubiquitous diatribes. But this was 

a paradigm shift. Zawahiri was directing the viewer's attention to an 

American, who was making an unusual plea for support. 

"As our brother Azzam the American talks to you," Zawahiri 

continued, "he talks to you as one who is concerned about the fate 

214 
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which awaits his people and as a perceptive person who wishes 
to lead his people out of the darkness into the light." As Adam 

Gadahn, the American, later explained, "his people" referred to 

Americans, though he also directed the message at other Western
ers and "unbelievers" as well. 

"So listen," Zawahiri urged viewers, "because what he is talk

ing to you about is serious and significant. He is talking to you 
about the fate which awaits every human, an extremely grave issue 

in which there is no joking, procrastination, or backtracking." 

It was a remarkable moment. Al Qi ida's deputy was lauding an 

American, inviting him to deliver a message for the organization. 

Gadahn, who was similarly outfitted in a starched white shalwar 

kameez and turban, sat in a room sparsely furnished with a Compaq 

computer monitor and leather-bound religious texts embroidered in 

gold. He spoke deliberately, though with more passion than Zawa

hiri, occasionally lifting his right hand for emphasis. He began with 
a standard al Qa'ida charge that the West, and the United States 

in particular, was guilty of barbarities against Muslims and oth

ers. Yet the purpose of his talk, he quickly clarified, was to invite 

Americans and other Westerners to join al Qa'ida. 

Gadahn asked Americans to examine themselves. "I know that 

even the hearts of the most hardened of enemies can be softened if 

God so wills," he said, slowly tilting his head from side to side and 

occasionally stroking his beard. "I would like to devote this talk to 

making a heartfelt invitation to my religion, Islam. Islam, the reli

gion of justice and charity, is for everyone, regardless of race, gender, 
or nationality."l 

Gadahn was one of the few non-Arabs ever to appear on an al 
Qa'ida video. He was five feet, eleven inches tall and was slightly 

overweight at 200 pounds. He had a light complexion, hazel 

eyes, bushy eyebrows, and a reddish brown beard that was neatly 
trimmed.2 Gadahn's lecture, simply titled "An Invitation to Islam," 

was full of the ordinary non sequiturs and historical embellishments 

that blight the reasoning of ideological zealots. He also spoke with 
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the air of an Islamic religious scholar, or ulema, though he had. no 

formal training and had only recently converted to Islam. Ironically, 

Gadahn's grandfather was a Jewish physician and his parents were 
both Christian, though not particularly religious. Nevertheless, he 

urged Americans and other Westerners to make a choice between 

good and evil, right and wrong. 
"Why not surrender to the truth? Escape from the unbelieving 

army and join the winning side," he argued, sounding like a sea~ 

soned politician. "Time is running out, so make the right choice."3 

The arrogance and self~confidence exuded by Zawahiri and 

Gadahn were striking. Al Qa'ida had rebounded from being an 

organization that was nearly eliminated after the September 11 
attacks to being one buoyed by resistance to the war in Iraq and 

a second wave of attacks. More important, it had experienced an 

amazing resurgence in Pakistan.4 The 2004 Madrid attacks, 2005 

London bombings, and 2006 transatlantic airlines plot were either 

planned or facilitated by al Qi ida operatives in Pakistan. 
But who was this relatively obscure American? And how did 

he make his way from rural California to the savage mountains of 

Pakistan's Federally Administered Tribal Areas, the center of the 

revived al Qiida? 

From Death Metal to Islam 

Adam Gadahn was born on September 1, 1978, and grew up on 

a goat farm near Winchester, California, where his family raised 

between 150 and 200 goats for milk, cheese, and meat.5 Winchester 

is a quaint agricultural community 70 miles southeast of Los Ange~ 

les. The San Gabriel, San Jacinto, and San Bernardino Mountains 
rise in the distance, home to creosote bushes, desert willow, scrub 

oak, and ironwood trees. To the east is the San Jacinto Fault, one 
of the most active earthquake epicenters in California. Gadahn's 

mother, Jennifer, and father, Phil, built a primitive cabin with no 
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running water where they home~schooled Gadahn and his brother, 

Omar. Phil drove a rusty white pickup truck but stripped out most 
of the comfort items. "It was a stick~shift, headlight~switch~only 

affair, with gaping holes where radio, air conditioner, or glovebox 
might reside," recalled a family friend. "Even the window behind the 

driver between the bed and the cab was missing."6 

Gadahn's childhood was iconoclastic and, as it turned out, pre~ 

pared him for settling in the arid mountains along the Afghanistan~ 

Pakistan border. His parents had few modern amenities, preferring 
a simple life for their children. 

"He was very much a loner," said Carol Koltuniak, whose son was 

on the same Little League baseball team as Adam. Gadahn's family, 

which enjoyed playing board games together, came to every game and 

practice. 'They seemed very happy in their lifestyle," she said? 
At age fifteen, Gadahn became interested in death metal, a 

musical genre that emerged in the 1980s, with ghastly named bands 

like Obituary, Morbid Angel, Necrophagia, and Cannibal Corpse. 

Death metal employed heavily distorted guitars, aggressive picking, 

growling vocals, and pounding drums. "Death metal was music that 

went farther than any before it in rejecting society in its whole and 
claiming that only death is real," explained Chris Blanc, who was in 

contact with Gadahn at the time and had a weekly radio show on 

KSPC 88.7, a Pomona College radio station. "No matter how much 

plastic you buy or paper that says you're important, death triumphs 

in the end; so maybe there should be a value to life outside the tan~ 
giblet'S Gadahn's interest in death metal opened him up to songs 

filled with torture, necrophilia, mutilation, and other dark images, 

though he remained polite, even urbane, in his daily interactions. 
"I remember him as a passionate, courteous, intelligent kid 

excited about life, but somewhat cowed by its unnecessary human~ 

induced dark side, thus prone to listen to lots of quality death 

metal," said Chris Blanc. "Call it compassion, or call it empathy, but 

a lot of kids like Y. A. Gadahn resonated with me in spirit:'9 

In 1993, Gadahn contacted Jon Konrath, publisher of the 
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now-defunct death metal magazine Xenocide, to contribute album 
reviews and drawings. Gadahn's reviews were unsophisticated, 

though his writing exuded vibrancy. "Autopsy's newest and sick

est!" Gadahn wrote in reference to an album by the group Autopsy; 

"18 tracks to mangle your mind. Although they have mostly been 

known for slow to mid-paced Doom/Death on their 4 previous 

releases, the bay area quartet crank it up to a good fast grind on 
many of these tunes, notably 'Tortured Moans of Agony,' 'Battery 
Acid Enema,' 'Blackness Within' and 'Skullptures: "10 After listen

ing to a seven-song demo tape released by a group named Enrap
tured, he offered some guidance to record companies. "Pick up this 

demo for the 5 excellent bonus tracks," he wrote, "and ignore the 2 

cheesy fag songs."ll 

At the time, Jon Konrath was at the University of Indiana 
and interacted with Gadahn through letters. "We never talked on 

the phone," he said later. "He wrote some stuff He seemed pretty 

decent and a creative guy. I didn't do anything to change his copy. 
He did some drawings, too, just scribbled stuff."12 

Gadahn became consumed with death metal and plastered post

ers and fliers of death metal bands on his bedroom walls. He also 

received letters from death metal fans around the world. Much of 

his correspondence involved sending and receiving music cassettes 

of new or up-and-coming bands that had not yet been signed to a 

music label. At one point he received so much mail that his parents 

rented a new post office box dedicated to his pen pals. Death metal 

was a fad for Gadahn, however, and his interest quickly waned. 

"My entire life was focused on expanding my music collec
tion," Gadahn later noted with some remorse. "I eschewed personal 

cleanliness and let my room reach an unbelievable state of disarray. 

My relationship with my parents became strained, although only 
intermittently so. I am sorry even as I write this."13 

Gadahn was also exposed to media equipment during his teen

age years, a bonus when he later became involved in al Qa'ida's pro-
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paganda operations. His aunt broadcast a public radio talk show 

focused on environmental issues, and he regularly visited the studio 

and assisted with pledge drives. In 1995 he finished home schooling 

and moved in with his grandparents, Carl and Agnes Pearlman, in a 

cozy house on North Westwood Avenue in Santa Ana. It was time 
to explore the world, he had decided. He used his grandmother's 

computer to surf the Internet, spending hours in America Online 

chat rooms. Gadahn also searched for religious information and 

frequented websites dedicated to Islam. Later that year he trekked 

to the Islamic Society of Orange County in Garden Grove, Califor~ 
nia, to learn more. 

"I began to listen to the apocalyptic ramblings of Christian 
radio's 'prophecy experts,'" he wrote, but he was turned offby their 

conspiracy theories, support for Israel, and fiery preaching. He 

continued to ask questions and search for answers. "I suppose it 

was simply the need I was feeling to fill that void I had created for 
mysel£,' he said. 

It is not entirely clear what "void" Gadahn felt, but he was 

searching for a purpose in life and had experimented with death 

metal, Christianity, and Islam. In November 1995 he converted to 
Islam. "You see," he explained, "I discovered that the beliefs and 

practices of this religion fit my personal theology and intellect as 

well as basic human logic. As I began reading English translations 
of the Qur'an, I became more and more convinced of the truth and 

authenticity of Allah's teachings contained in those 114 chapters. I 
can't say when I actually decided that Islam was for me. It was really 
a natural progression."14 

Radicalization 

In the fall of 1996, Gadahn moved into a small apartment with 

a half~dozen other Muslims a block from the Islamic Society. He 
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needed money and asked Haitham Bundakji, the mosque's chair~ 
man, for a job, and he soon began working as a security guard. That 
job did not last long. One night Bundakji stopped by at 2 a.m. to 
check on his staff and found Gadahn fast asleep. "So I let him go," 
Bundakji said.ls 

In 1997, Gadahn worked at a nongovernmental organization, 
Charity Without Borders, and came into contact with Khalil al~ 
Deek, a Palestinian~born American citizen, and Hisham Diab, an 
Egyptian national. Deek, also known as Joseph Jacob Adams, had 
migrated to the United States in 1981 to complete his university 
studies in computer science. He would go on to work as an al Qa'ida 
facilitator and put together an electronic version of the Encyclopedia 
of Jihad, a manual created by Islamic radicals in Afghanistan in the 
1980s that provided such information as how to build bombs.16 

Deek was arrested in connection with the 1999 millennium bomb 
plot, released from a Jordanian prison in 2001, and eventually 
killed in Pakistan in April 2005. He welcomed Gadahn into his 
circle and gave him a new identity, though mosque officials viewed 
this network with growing suspicion. "They were very rigid, cruel 
in talking to people," Bundakji said. "They were radicals, super~ 
orthodox."17 And it rubbed off on Gadahn. "He was becoming very 
extreme in his ideas and views," said Musammil Siddiqi, the soci~ 
ety's religious director.ls 

In May 1997, Gadahn was arrested by Orange County police 
for assault and battery after attacking Bundakji; he later pleaded 
guilty.19 He spent hours drinking tea and talking about religion in 
Diab's apartment, and he joined a discussion group led by Deek and 
Diab that met in offices and apartments. They avoided the Islamic 
Society in Garden Grove because of security concerns.20 Gadahn 
quickly began to show signs of radicalization, following a pattern 
observed in other cases. 'This stage, which is largely influenced by 
both internal and external factors," concluded a New York Police 
Department intelligence report on radicalization, "marks the point 
where the individual begins to explore Salafi Islam, while slowly 
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migrating away from their former identity-an identity that now is 
re~defined by Salafi philosophy, ideology, and values."21 

In 1998, Gadahn took a camping trip with Deek and several 

others to the Mojave Desert, an expansive area that covers more 

than 25,000 square miles in southeastern California and portions 

of Nevada, Utah, and Arizona. Camping was a common prac~ 

tice among Western militant networks, including the one led by 

Mohammad Sidique Khan in England. It is unclear what they did 

during the trip, but the conditions approximated the isolation and 

harsh environment of an extremist training camp, which promote 

team building, physical fitness, and indoctrination. 

When Gadahn returned, he visited his parents in Winchester. 

He insisted on staying in a tent on their property, even though there 

was snow on the ground, and hunted and killed a rabbit on the farm 

using a stone. His parents began to notice an alarming transfor~ 

mation in his disposition and outlook. He had become concerned 

about the plight of Muslims in the world and the need to fight back. 

This marked another step in his acceptance of the al Qa'ida world~ 
view. "The factors of radicalization," noted a report by the Cana~ 

dian Security Intelligence Service, "include a belief in the need to 

defend Islam from perceived aggression by the West, influence 

from a spiritual leader, influence from a radicalized family member, 
and attending overseas training."22 

Gadahn increasingly fit this profile. But he bristled at the asser~ 
tion that he was duped into radicalization. In response to a later 
article titled "Azzam the American" written by Raffi Khatchadou~ 

rian for The New Yorker, Gadahn wrote an animated letter and 
an e~mail to the magazine protesting several assertions. The New 
Yorker passed the letter to the FBI and declined to publish it. 

Gadahn was incensed by quotes saying that Khalil al~Deek and 
Hisham Diab treated him like "their new pet" and chided him 

for wearing jeans. "No one-and I mean no one-told me to stop 
wearing jeans," Gadahn wrote, "chiefly because I never wore them 

in the first place, whether before or after my conversion to Islam. 
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On the contrary, Hisham and Khalil would often wear rather tight 

Levis, much to my dislike." 

He also objected to the implication that he was acting as "their 

little rabbit," endlessly doing chores at their behest. "As for my sup~ 

posed running of errands for them, that too is patently false," he 

argued. "I purchased the $800 Audi with my own money for my 
own personal use, paid my share of the rent for whatever apart~ 

ment I was sharing when I wasn't staying with my grandparents, 

and paid back the money which I had borrowed for my first trip to 

Afghanistan by working-I repeat, working-for Charity With~ 
out Borders."23 

The FBI believed that Gadahn sent the letter, which was signed 

"Adam Gadahn, Member, Qaida Al Jihad Organization," from a 

computer in Lahore, Pakistan. In 1997, Gadahn had traveled to 
Pakistan and Afghanistan "to live in an Islamic country and to 
witness Islam in its heartland."24 While there, he did not main~ 

tain regular contact with his family. Using the nom de guerre Abu 
Suhayb al~Amriki, Gadahn was introduced to al Qiida operative 

Abu Zubaydah at the Azzam Media Center in Peshawar by Khalil 

al~Deek. Zubaydah sent Gadahn to the Khaldan training camp 

in Afghanistan, where he underwent weapons training. Gadahn 
interacted with militant networks, including al Qa'ida, and became 

increasingly devoted to violent jihad. In e~mail communications 

with family members, he discussed political matters and revealed a 

strong distaste for the U.S. government. He also requested $500 for 

normal living expenses.25 

Gadahn returned to California after becoming ill with a para~ 

sitic disease. His family and friends barely recognized him. He had 
grown a long black beard, dressed in a shalwar kameez, ate only 

halal meals (food that is permissible according to Islamic law), and 

was uncharacteristically concerned about his personal security. He 

was vague about his trip to Pakistan and Afghanistan when talking 

to his parents, and never mentioned the names of individuals he had 
met or the places where he had stayed. At his grandfather's birth~ 
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day party, he strongly objected when a family member attempted to 
take his photograph. 

Unlike other radicalized individuals, such as Abdulla Ahmed 
Ali, Jose Padilla, and Mohammad Sidique Khan, Gadahn did not 
appear to be developing into a fighter. He never completed mili
tary training and was more of a scholar than an operative. Abu 
Zubaydah and other al Qa'ida leaders had recommended that he 
assist in translations and narrate films and videos, since he had an 
"authoritative voice" and spoke excellent English and Arabic.26 "Abu 
Suhayb was not an operative," said Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, 
using Gadahn's nom de guerre, "was not ready for martyrdom, was 
merely a translator and a scholar, and was a Salafi, not a mujahid."27 

Red with Blood 

In 2000, Gadahn told his parents he was returning to Pakistan and 
would probably not be coming back. After he left, his family did not 
hear from him again for a year, but then he phoned from Pakistan. 
His parents told him that the FBI was asking about him and had 
seized a computer owned by Khalil al-Deek that Gadahn had left 
at the house. He called his family again in 2002 and told them it 
was the first time he had spoken English in a long time, that he had 
married an Afghan woman and they were expecting a child. By this 
time U.S. intelligence agencies were concerned that Gadahn posed 
a serious threat to U.S. security. While he was not a senior al Qa'ida 
operative-at least not yet-he had associated with al Qa'ida lead
ers, including Abu Zubaydah and Khalid Sheikh Mohammed. He 
appeared particularly close to Abu Zubaydah. 

In May 2004 the FBI sent out a "Be on the lookout" (BOLO) 

warning for Gadahn because of his association with al Qa'ida and 
his increasingly anti-American rhetoric.28 Several months later, al 
Qa'ida's media wing released a video in which Gadahn warned of 
impending violence. Wearing glasses, with his head wrapped in a 
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kaffiyeh, he spouted phrases and themes similar to those from his 
death metal days. "People of America," he said, wagging his finger at 
the camera and cradling an AK-47 in his left arm, "I remind you of 
the weighty words of our leaders Sheik Osama bin Laden and DOG
tor Ayman al~Zawahiri that what took place on September eleventh 
was but the opening salvo of the global war on America. The streets 
of America shall run red with blood. Casualties will be too many to 
count and the next wave of attacks may come at any moment:'29 

In September 2005, Gadahn offered a similar warning on 
another As~Sahab video. "Yesterday, London and Madrid," he thun~ 
dered. "Tomorrow, Los Angeles and Melbourne, Allah willing."30 
In the video, Gadahn's face was largely covered with a black turban 
and scarf, though his eyes, his forehead, and the bridge of his nose 
were still visible. The FBI Laboratory reviewed the videotape and, 
using several forensic techniques, identified him as Gadahn. The 
FBI also presented the videotape to some of Gadahn's relatives and 
captured al Qa'ida leaders, including Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, 
Ramzi bin al~Shibh, and Majid Khan, for help in identification. 

In 2006, Gadahn was indicted in the Central District of Cali~ 
fornia for treason and material support to aI Qa'ida and the U.S. 
government offered a $1 million reward for his capture.31 He was 
the first person to be charged with treason in the United States 
since the 1950s, when Tomoya Kawakita was convicted of treason 
and deported to Japan.32 Gadahn would eventually become a dep~ 
uty for Abu Yahya aI~Libi, the head of al Qa'ida's media shura, and 
he continued to release propaganda videos promising bloodshed in 
the United States. 

Gadahn had settled in Pakistan's Federally Administered 
Tribal Areas, where al Qa'ida leaders were experiencing a breath~ 
taking run of success. The area was key to this new wave of activ~ 
ity. Its jagged limestone mountain ranges, cavernous gorges, sparse 
population, and parched landscape make it inhospitable terrain 
and, rather un surprisingly, an ideal place for sanctuary. The area 
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has a haunting, isolated feel. 'The quietness of the place is uncanny," 

wrote T. E. Lawrence, better known as Lawrence of Arabia, during 

a short visit in the 1920s; "no birds or beasts except a jackal concert 
for five minutes about ten p.m."33 

For Philip Mudd, who had moved from the CIA to the FBI, the 

ability of terrorists to establish overseas connections had a multi~ 

plier effect. 'Their operational security capabilities are often better 

than those of purely homegrown terrorists," he concluded. Part of 

the reason was that the individuals they interacted with had devel~ 

oped sophisticated countersurveillance and counterintelligence 
capabilities just to survive. "In short," he noted to colleagues, "coun~ 
terintelligence improves when they go overseas."34 

From 2003 to 2005, when the United States was engrossed by 

Iraq, the tribal areas were largely ignored. With al Qa' ida's resur~ 
gence, however, the U.S. government began to take increasing notice. 

AI Oa'ida's Resurgence 

On January 13, 2006, an MQ-1 Predator drone flown by the CIA 
honed in on a target in Damadola, Pakistan. Powered by a Rotax 

engine, the Predator can fly up to 400 nautical miles to a target 

and loiter overhead for fourteen hours, performing surveillance or 

launching an attack b.efore returning to its base. Damadola consists 
of a cluster of villages amid the narrow valleys and swelling rivers of 

the Hindu Kush, along Pakistan's border with Afghanistan. 

"Osama bin Laden was like a ghost," said one CIA operative 

working in the region.35 But U.S. intelligence agencies had some~ 
what better luck with Ayman al~Zawahiri. In search of Zawahiri, 

they had contacted human sources and conducted communications 

intercepts. But Zawahiri was wily. He moved regularly among a 
trusted network of safe houses and shunned satellite and cell 

phones, making it difficult to get precise information on his loca~ 
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tion-what intelligence analysts called "actionable information." In 

this case, however, U.S. agencies received intelligence that several 

senior al Qi ida officials, possibly even Zawahiri, were attending 

a meeting. Mixed into the group were militants from the radical 

Sunni group Tehreek-e-Nafaz-e-Shariat-e-Mohammadi (TNSM), 
whose leader, Faqir Mohammed, had publicly declared his affinity 

for al Qi ida. CIA operatives in Pakistan requested that Predators 

be moved to the area immediately. TNSM officials with known 
ties to al Qa'ida, communications intercepts, and reliable human 

intelligence all pointed to the attendance of key figures. So the CIA 

took action. Hellfire missiles pounded the meeting houses and their 

hujras (guesthouses), badly damaging them. 
"I ran out and saw planes," said Shah Zaman, a resident of 

Damadola. "I ran toward a nearby mountain with my wife. When 

we were running we heard three more explosions and I saw my home 

being hit. The houses have been razed," Shah Zaman explained. 
"There is nothing left. Pieces of the missiles are scattered all around. 

Everything has been blackened in a lOO-yard radius."36 

Zawahiri was not there. But the strike still killed several fight

ers, including Zawahiri's son-in-law, Abdul Rahman al-Maghribi. 

Several weeks later, Zawahiri responded in a video. "The U.S. air

craft, with the collusion of traitor Musharraf and his security ser

vices, the slaves of the Crusaders and Jews, have launched an attack 
on the village of Damadola in the Bajaur district," he taunted, "on the 

pretext of seeking to kill my weak person and four of my brothers."37 

Despite missing Zawahiri, U.S. intelligence agencies increas
ingly focused their collection efforts on Pakistan's tribal areas. In 

2001 and 2002 the CIA and special operations forces had pursued 
al Qa'ida out of Afghanistan. By 2003 many high-ranking al Qa'ida 

leaders were situated in Pakistan's settled areas. By 2004 those who 

remained moved to the Federally Administered Tribal Areas. A 

few, such as Zawahiri, traveled north to Bajaur Agency and other 

parts of the North West Frontier Province. But the vast majority of 

the CIA's intelligence efforts focused on North Waziristan. 
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Figure 10: Map of the Federally Administered Tribal Areas 

The CIA had identified dozens of compounds in North 

Waziristan with ties to al Qa'ida operatives. The large Taliban training 

camps housed a substantial number of fighters and looked almost like 

military bases, but al Qa'ida structures were very different. Operatives 

tended to stay inside small compounds, except perhaps at night, rarely 

wandering ourside in daylight for fear they were being monitored

which they were. These camps focused on bomb making, assassina

tion, and small-scale ambushes rather than fighting an insurgency. In 

addition to occupying North Waziristan, al Qa'ida and other mili

tant groups scattered their training camps across the border region in 

places like Malakand, which the 2005 London bombers visited. 
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Still, the CIA was handicapped in Pakistan. It had a small 
number of Predator orbits and a small number of case officers. 
Most of its resources, including personnel, had been pushed to Iraq. 
Al Qa'ida had taken full advantage. A National Intelligence Esti
mate reported that "the group has protected or regenerated key ele
ments of its Homeland attack capability, including: a safe haven in 
the Pakistan Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), opera
tionallieutenants, and its top leadership."38 

Yet al Qa'ida was a notably different organization from the one 
that had existed on September 11, 2001. By 2006 it had decentral

ized. Some CIA analysts had begun calling it a "complex adaptive 
system."39 The term refers to systems that are diverse, comprise 

multiple networks, and possess the capacity to evolve and learn from 
experience. Multiple networks represent perhaps the most impor
tant element. These networks are often dispersed and small, but 
different nodes can communicate and coordinate their campaigns. 
Terrorism expert Bruce Hoffman has argued that al Qa'ida at this 
time was "in the main flatter, more linear, and more organization
ally networked" than it had been.40 "The organizational structure 
of AQ and its affiliates," one Canadian intelligence report asserted, 
"has changed from a centralized command and control model to a 
decentralized and loosely tied system. It has been transformed into 
more of a global movement, which incorporates hundreds of groups 
or networks and thousands of iridividuals."41 

For Philip Mudd, who had become deputy director of the FBI's 
National Security Branch in 2005, the intelligence picture sug
gested that al Qa'ida consisted of three tiers. The first included 
core, or central, al Qa'ida.42 Despite the capture of key al Qa'ida 
figures such as Khalid Sheikh Mohammed and Abu Zubaydah, 
the core leadership included many old faces, including Osama bin 
Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri.43 

"AI Qa'ida's goal is to return the war to a direct conflict between 
the entire Muslim ummah and the United States," remarked al 
Qa'ida operative Abu Faraj al-Libi around this time. The group's 
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strategy would also be characterized by the "use of affiliated muja
hideen groups as proxies to pin the United States down in Iraq, 
Afghanistan, and elsewhere."44 

Much of al Qa'ida's founding core was scattered across Paki
stan, with a smaller contingent, such as Saif al-Adel, in Iran. Other 
senior al Qa'ida leaders in Pakistan, who had replaced those cap
tured or killed by U.S. and Pakistani forces, included Abu Faraj 
al-Libi, director of operations; Hamza Rabi'a, chief of external 
operations; Abd aI-Rahman al-Muhajir, a senior operational coor
dinator; Shaykh Sa'id aI-Masri, al Qa'ida's general manager; Atiyah 
Abd aI-Rahman al-Libi, Shaykh Sa'id's deputy; Abu Layth al-Libi, 
a senior military commander; and Abd al-Hadi aI-Iraqi, a senior 
military commander. While still a midlevel official, Adam Gadahn 
had worked his way up in al Qa'ida's hierarchy, translating propa
ganda material and occasionally surfacing on videos. 

CIA operatives in Pakistan concluded that most of the orga
nization could not directly contact their senior leaders, especially 
Osama bin Laden, because of security concerns. Still, CIA officials 
watched with alarm as al Qa'ida gradually became better integrated 
into local networks in towns like Mir Ali, where many had inter
married with the population and developed close personal relation
ships with the natives. A key piece in taking down al Qa'ida, then, 
was to understand those personal relationships. 

Mudd's second tier comprised the affiliated groups. These 
groups benefited from bin Laden's financial assistance and inspira
tion and received at least some direct training, arms, money, or other 
support from central al Qa'ida. In some cases, like Abu Mus'ab al
Zarqawi's al Qa'ida in Iraq, these groups also sent money that they 
had raised from donations, kidnappings, and other activities back to 
al Qa'ida central. In addition to al Qi ida in Iraq, there were several 
affiliated groups by 2006, including the Libyan Islamic Fighting 
Group,Jaish-e-Mohammad, Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, and 
others in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. These relationships 
allowed al Qa'ida to bloom into a wide global network. As one U.S. 
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intelligence assessment warned, "Other affiliated Sunni extremist 

organizations, such as Jemaah Islamiya, Ansar al~Sunnah, and sev~ 

eral North African groups, unless countered, are likely to expand 

their reach and become more capable of multiple and/or mass~ 

casualty attacks outside their traditional areas of operation."45 

Mudd's third tier consisted of like~minded individuals. They 

had no direct contact with al Qa'ida central but were inspired by 

the al Qa'ida cause and outraged by perceived oppression in Iraq, 

Afghanistan, Chechnya, and Palestinian territory. Examples 

included cells arrested in Oregon and Virginia in October 2002 
and June 2003, respectively. Without direct support, these groups 
tended to be amateurish, though they could occasionally be lethaL 

In November 2004, for example, a member of the Hofstad Group 
in the Netherlands, Mohammed Bouyeri, murdered the Dutch 

filmmaker Theo Van Gogh in Amsterdam.46 

Figure 11: Map of al Qa'ida in 2006 and the Umayyad Caliphate (A.D. 661-750) 
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Altogether, al Qa'ida had transformed itself by 2006 into a 

global terror network. While the Afghanistan-Pakistan border 

region was its home base, it had a growing array of allied groups 
and networks on several continents. Al Qa'ida's strategy was to 

expand into areas once part of the caliphate: Iraq, North Africa, 

East Africa, the Arabian Peninsula, and even Spain. As al Qa'ida 
expanded into other regions, however, the Pakistani government's 

response began to waver. 

Pakistan's Efforts 

Al Qa'ida's second wave was aided by Pakistan's inability to clear 

al Qa'ida's sanctuary. Between 2004 and 2006, PakistanI secu

rity forces, with U.S. support, conducted nearly two dozen major 

operations against militants but with minimal effects. In March 

2004, Pakistani forces launched Operation Kalosha II, a thirteen

day cordon-and-search effort across a 22-square-mile area west of 

Wana, South Waziristan. The area had come under the command 

of several local militants who were suspected of harboring al Qa'ida 

and other foreign fighters.47 Pakistan employed Frontier Corps and 
the XI Corps, based in Peshawar, and sent them into the raids under 

the command of Lieutenant General Muhammad Safdar Hussain. 

On March 16, Frontier Corps forces surrounded three fortress

like houses in Kalosha village, 10 miles west of Wana. One was 

owned by Nek Muhammad, a charismatic young Waziri tribal 

leader who served as a commander for al Qa'ida and the Islamic 

Movement of Uzbekistan. Nek Muhammad was an upstart jihad

ist born in 1975. Just three years older than Adam Gadahn, he had 

a youthful handsomeness, a thick black beard, and long, wavy hair. 

But it was his extraordinary confidence and tribal mien that cata
pulted him to power in South Waziristan. "Nek never had an intel

lectual mind but some other traits of his personality became evident 

during his stay at the Darul Uloom," a madrassa in Waziristan, 
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recalled one of his teachers. "He showed himself to be a hard~headed 

boy, endowed with an impenetrable soul and an obstinate determi~ 
nation to carry out his will no matter how mindless it might be."48 

At 6:30 a.m., Pakistani forces burst in to the house of Nek 

Muhammad and the others. Militants from the Ahmadzai Wazir 

tribe threw a siege around the Frontier Corps' outer cordon, and 

fighting ensued. By the end of the day, fifteen Frontier Corps and 

one Pakistan Army soldier had been killed and fourteen others 

had been taken hostage. The militants also damaged or destroyed 

roughly a dozen army trucks, as well as pickups, armored person
nel carriers, and light artillery. The cordon drawn around Kalosha 

and the surrounding villages failed to contain the militants, some of 

whom dispersed through a network of tunnels, which later proved 

to be full of high~tech gear. Pakistan had initially deployed seven 
hundred soldiers, but by March 19 roughly seven thousand army 

and Frontier Corps troops were battling militants at severalloca~ 
tions in a 30~square~mile stretch south and west of Wana. The 

operation also involved more than a dozen Cobra helicopters and 

Pakistan Air Force fighter jets. 
On March 26, Lieutenant General Safdar Hussain declared 

victory: "We have accomplished the mission that was given to 
US."49 This was an overstatement. During Operation Kalosha II, 

Pakistani forces killed a number of local and foreign fighters and 
disrupted a major al Qa'ida command center. But they also trig~ 

gered numerous attacks against Pakistan Army and Frontier Corps 

bases and failed to capture or kill al Qa ida fighters in the area.50 

The Pakistan Army also demolished a number of houses and used 
private residences as fortifications and barracks. Some locals were 

enraged at such scorched-earth tactics.51 As one local lamented, 

'The army took away everything from my house: jewelry, clothes, 
toiletries, even pillow covers and shoe polish."52 

Over the next several years, with Frontier Corps and army casu~ 

alties mounting, Pakistan pursued several peace deals. In March 
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2004 it signed the Shakai Agreement, under which Pakistan Army 

troops agreed not to interfere with locals and to stay in their can~ 
tonment areas, insurgents would not attack Pakistani government 

personnel or infrastructure, and all foreigners would have to register 

themselves with the government.53 The deal compensated the mili~ 

tants for their losses and did not require them to compensate their 
victims. Weapons were not "surrendered," but some were "offered" 

to the military as a token, ceremonial gesture.54 

The most troubling aspect, however, was the way the army 
reached the deal. The Pakistani officials met Nek Muhammad at 

a Deobandi madrassa, the Jamia Arabia Ahsanul Madaris. This 

was viewed by locals as a tacit surrender by the army. Indeed, 
Lieutenant General Safdar Hussain, decked out in his uniform, 

bestowed a garland on Nek Muhammad, exchanged gifts with 
him, and called him "brother."55 Donning a tribal headdress, he 

addressed the assembled tribesmen and condemned US. opera~ 

tions in Afghanistan, noting that no Afghan pilots had been 
involved in the September 11 attacks.56 

Nek Muhammad characterized the transaction as an army sur~ 

render. "I did not go to them, they came to my place," he boasted. 
"That should make it clear who surrendered to whom."57 Confident 

in his victory, he soon violated the agreement, and he was killed in 

June 2004 by a U.S. missile strike near Wana.58 

Over the next few years, Pakistan scrambled to broker peace deals 

in the tribal areas. In September 2006 the governor of the North 
West Frontier Province, Lieutenant General (ret.) Ali Moham~ 

mad Jan Orakzai, reached an agreement in Miramshah, North 

Waziristan, with a group of tribal elders. As part of the agreement, 

militants promised that they would stop conducting attacks against 
the Afghan and Pakistani governments, halt targeted killings of pro~ 

government maliks (tribal chiefs), and refrain from imposing their 
T aliban lifestyle on others by force. Like many previous efforts, how~ 

ever, the deal had the opposite effect from the intended one. Mili~ 
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tant groups invoked the power of the treaty to increase their control. 
Less concerned than the Pakistanis about pleasing the Americans, 
they allowed al Qi ida officials to settle in the tribal areas, including 
Adam Gadahn, who had moved to North Waziristan. 

For many locals, this development was distressing. 'There 
have been more kidnappings, robberies and murders since then as 
the Khasadar force-a ragtag, untrained tribal force left to man 
the posts-has neither the teeth nor the wherewithal to rein in the 
militants or control crime," reported one local assessment. "There 
is growing evidence that militants are now more assertive than 
they were before the September 5 agreement."59 

The same challenges existed in South Waziristan, where the 
Pakistan Army launched Operation Zalzala. The operation's goal 
was to clear areas in South Waziristan held by militants loyal to 
Baitullah Mehsud.60 As his name suggested, Baitullah Mehsud 
belonged to the Mehsud tribe. He was short, at around five feet, 
four inches, with shoulder~length black hair and a dark beard the 
length of a fist. His beard was patchy and unkempt, and he was a 
regular user of snuff Baitullah Mehsud was also a cagey and char~ 
ismatic leader, whose activities landed him on Time magazine's list 
of the one hundred most influential individuals in 2008. "He nearly 

routed the Pakistani Army from the country's embattled northwest 
frontier province," wrote Time, "establishing himself as an icon of 
global jihad-not unlike his idol, fellow Pashtun Mullah Omar:'61 
Unlike other tribal leaders, Mehsud was young, uneducated, and 

hailed from a weak clan; his family reportedly made their living 
driving trucks. 

In May 2007, Frontier Corps and units from the Special Ser~ 
vices Group raided a foreign fighter training camp in Zarga Khel, 
North Waziristan. In August 2007 more than two hundred Paki~ 
stani security forces were abducted in South Waziristan. Baitul~ 
lah Mehsud conducted a relentless suicide bombing campaign, in 
cooperation with allied Pashtun and Punjabi militants. Some U.S. 
and Pakistani intelligence assessments concluded that Baitullah 
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Mehsud's network assassinated Benazir Bhutto in December 2007, 

with help from al Qa'ida.62 

Operation Kalosha II, Zalzala, and other Pakistani cam~ 

paigns ultimately failed to clear South Waziristan and other 

parts of the tribal areas of al Qa'ida and foreign militants, much 
to the consternation of U.S. officials. Pakistan conducted sweeps 

and searches and occasionally engaged in bloody battles, but none 

of the operations employed enough forces to hold territory. The 

government's initiatives were hindered by conservative religious 
parties operating in the tribal areas, who considered Pakistani 

operations an extension of the American war. The peace deals also 

failed to achieve their objective. As President Pervez Musharraf 
eventually acknowledged, "We thought if we reached an agree~ 

ment, that would be the end of it; they will suppress it to peaceful 

means. Well, it proved wrong, because the people who got involved 
on the other side, they double~crossed. While they carried on with 

their own activities, the army, in fact, became a little complacent 

that we have reached an agreement. Then we reactivated the same 

process again. With hindsight one can see, well, that didn't prove 
to be correct."63 

U.S. intelligence agencies agreed. "Pakistan's border with 

Afghanistan remains a haven for al~Qaida's leadership and other 

extremists," warned a Defense Intelligence Agency assessment. 
"In a September accord with the Pakistan government, North 

Waziristan tribes agreed to. curtail attacks into Afghanistan, 
cease attacks on Pakistani forces and expel foreign fighters. How~ 
ever, the tribes have not abided by most terms of the agreement."64 

A Pakistan Ministry of Interior document briefed to President 
Musharraf and discussed at a Pakistan National Security Coun~ 

cil meeting was even more alarming: "T alibanisation has not only 

unfolded potential threats to our security, but is also casting its 
dark shadows over FATA and now in the settled areas adjoin~ 

ing the tribal belt. The reality is that it is spreading ... There is 

a general policy of appeasement towards the T alihan, which has 
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further emboldened them," it concluded. "Time is of the essence. 
We must act before it is too late."65 

Swords into Plowshares 

CIA maps of Pakistan showed several sanctuaries, including in 
Bajaur, South Waziristan, and North Waziristan. It was a boon 
for al Qa'ida operatives, including Adam Gadahn. While the 
American~born Gadahn was not a senior al Qa'ida leader, his 

expanded freedom of movement in Pakistan showcased al Qa'ida's 
resurgence. Yet Gadahn was controversial. On one jihadist web~ 
site, Al~Qawl al~Fasl Net, several users posted brooding messages 
about him. 

"Who is Adam Yahya Gadahn?" wrote one participant, calling 
himself Kuluna Junud. "His real name is Adam Pearlman. As his 

name indicates, he is a Jew and the grandson of Karl Pearlman, a 
fanatical Jewish supporter of Zionism." 

"Of course, Adam Gadahn is a part of the Zionist media ele~ 
ment that hates Islam," responded Muhammad Daghidi. ''He is a 
Mossad player:'66 

Even senior FBI and CIA officials had trouble taking Gadahn 
too seriously. "He came across as an amateur," remarked Philip 
Mudd. "He had no theological credibility:'67 

For Adam Gadahn's family, his gradual rise in al Qa'ida was 
heartbreaking. Gadahn's aunt, Nancy Pearlman, described her 
nephew as inquisitive and quick to learn languages. "He was raised 
to be religious, to believe in a God," Pearlman said outside her Los 
Angeles home. "He made his own choice. We all make our own 
choices in life:'68 

"Our family are strong believers in nonviolence," she went on. 
"We are strong believers in peace."69 Gadahn's father, Phil Pearlman, 

was a musician whose music had an easygoing California folk-rock 
psychedelic feel, with traces of Neil Young and the Grateful Dead. 
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For his album Relatively Clean Rivers, Phil inscribed the following 
lines on the jacket, an appeal to turn swords into plowshares: 

Hoping we can all get together, the Arabs and the Jews, 
And melt down weapons into water sprinklers, 
Tractors, shovels and hoes, 
Irrigation pipes 

Despite Phil's pleas for peace, his son had moved in the opposite 
direction. 

Back in Washington, some U.S. agencies, including the FBI, 
were still struggling to adapt to a new era. After joining the Bureau, 
Philip Mudd had pitched a program called Domain Management, 
designed to encourage agents to move beyond chasing criminal 
cases and to think more strategically about intelligence. Drawing on 
commercial marketing software and other technologil!s, Domain 
Management was designed to help the FBI remain ahead of the 
threats it faced. In February 2006, Mudd pitched the concept to 
top FBI officials from across the nation. He displayed a map of the 
San Francisco area with data showing where Iranian immigrants 
were clustered and where an FBI unit was "hunting."7o Some offi, 

cials found Mudd's concept vague and indicative of ethnic and reli, 

gious profiling, and mocked him as a highbrow, white, collar CIA 
operative. Arresting bad guys, Mudd had warned, was sometimes 
less important than collecting intelligence to uncover the next ter, 

rorism plot. Such strategic efforts were badly needed now. 
Mudd had other concerns with the FBI. "The big problems 

I see," he said "are not ones that the media talks about," such as 

improving the FBI's intelligence capabilities and changing its cuI, 
cure. The FBI had decades of experience, he believed, collecting 
and analyzing intelligence to take down criminal organizations and 
domestic terrorist groups. But "I see problems in training," he said. 
"I see problems of resources, how we pay for technology." 

There were also challenges in coordinating efforts across the 
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FBI's vast bureaucracy. "When you're talking about fifty~six field 

offices, four~hundred~plus regional agencies, a dispersed organiza~ 

tion in fifty states and forty~plus elements overseas, that's a daun~ 
ing prospect."71 Officials like Art Cummings and Philip Mudd 

knew they would need a new strategy to counter al Qa'ida's rise. 
The overthrow of the T aliban regime had shown the effectiveness 

of shifting to a clandestine strategy from a conventional approach, 

especially in Iraq. The United States had to alter its strategy again, 

and Iraq was a good place to start. 



THE TIDE TURNS IN IRAO 

THE PHONE RANG. It was Sheikh Abdul Sattar Abu Risha, and he 

was calling from the Iraqi city of Ramadi. 
Located 65 miles west of Baghdad on an alluvial plain in Anbar 

Province, Ramadi is bordered by the Euphrates River as it flows 

south to the Persian Gulf. Date orchards and farms dot the river

banks, where local tribes have controlled the smuggling routes for 

centuries. It was September 2006, and the suffocating summer 

heat, which had reached a sweltering 118 degrees the month before, 

was finally beginning to break. But fighting was tearing the city 

apart. Ramadi had lost entire city blocks, with some structures 

reduced to rubble and rows of half-charred, pockmarked buildings 

lining the streets. Denizens boarded up squat storefronts, stifling 

economic activity, and fled. U.S. soldiers had anointed Ramadi the 
"heart of darkness" after swaths of the city had fallen under the 

effective control of al Qa'ida. 

The phone call was for Sheikh Wissam Abd aI-Ibrahim al

Hardan al-Aethawi. He came from one of the most respected fami
lies in Anbar and Salah ad-Din Provinces and was the head ofIraqi 

tribal affairs in Anbar for Saddam Hussein. Sheikh Wissam lived 

in a small village about 45 miles from Ramadi. 
"Hello?" he said. 

239 
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"Please," Abdul Sattar started, "I want you to come to Anbar." 

Wissam paused. "What do you have in mind?" he inquired 

skeptically. 
Abdul Sattar wanted him to participate in a meeting. 
"I do not wish to attend any conferences, because they are to no 

avail," replied Wissam.! 

No, Abdul Sattar retorted, it was not a conference. It was more 
important than that, he said. It was time to fight back. 

Al Qa'ida, which officially referred to itself in Iraq as T anzim 
Qa'idat al~Jihad fi BHad al~Rafidayn (al Qa'ida in the Land between 
the Two Rivers), had become a growing threat to sheikhs such as 
Abdul Sattar, Wissam, and their tribes, killing off a disturbing 
number of their peers and forcing others to flee to Jordan, Syria, 
the United Arab Emirates, and other neighboring countries. Abdul 
Sattar could be persuasive, though he was the leader of only a small 
tribe, the Albu Risha. Born in 1971, he had a wiry build, a well~ 
groomed goatee, a scarred nose, and several noticeable moles on 
the left side of his face. He was a maverick, carrying around a Colt 
.44 revolver in a leather holster tucked away under his gold~braided 
robes. Along with the renegade image, Abdul Sattar had inde~ 
fatigable, contagious charm. He hosted people at his fortresslike 
compound on the outskirts of Ramadi; Iraqis frequently stayed at 
his guesthouse. He had an innate ability to connect with people, 
bringing them into his circle of trust. 2 

Wissam eventually relented and trekked to Ramadi with a 
host of other sheikhs. When he arrived, Abdul Sattar greeted him. 
"We are victorious by the God of al~Kaaba," he said, referring to 
the Kaaba, the small shrine near the center of the Great Mosque in 
Mecca, Saudi Arabia, the most sacred site in Islam. 

Wissam asked him to get to the point. 
"We have a huge undertaking," Abdul Sattar replied. He then 

paused. "I want to fight al Qi ida," he said. The words hung in the air. 
"How many do you haver" Wissam inquired. 
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"I have seven thousand," responded Abdul Sattar. 

Wissam chuckled. He calculated that Abdul Sattar had per
haps seventy, but certainly not seven thousand. Still, he remained 

respectful: "Your seventy would be considered as seven thousand."3 

A few days later, on September 9, 2006, Abdul Sattar orga

nized a tribal counciL attended by more than fifty sheikhs, at which 
he declared the start of the Sahawa al-Anbar-the Anbar Awak

ening-a movement in which a cadre of determined sheikhs and 

their supporters came togethet to fight al Qa'ida. They risked their 
reputations, their kinsmen, and ultimately their own blood to fight 

a group that was beheading opponents and slaughtering innocents. 
The council was a culmination of months of work by US. soldiers 

such as Lieutenant Colonel Tony Deane and Lieutenant Colonel 

Jim Lechner, CIA operatives, and US. Marine forces. 

The decline of al Qa'ida in Iraq and the end of the second 

wave cannot be reduced to a discrete moment or a single individ

ual, including Sattar. Instead, the Anbar Awakening was a result 
of tribal uprisings throughout the province that had started as 

early as 2003, had initially been suppressed, but had gathered new 

momentum by 2006.4 Al Qa'ida in Iraq had increasingly turned 

to a punishment strategy, which severely undermined its support 

base and triggered a revolt among Anbar's tribal sheikhs. But the 

sheikhs were not alone. A group of Americans came to their aid. 
Members of the US. Army's 1st Brigade of the 1st Armored Divi

sion, Marirtes from the I and II Marine Expeditionary Force, CIA 

operatives, US. special operations forces, and a host of agencies 

provided intelligence, firepower, and ultimately trust in the Iraqis 

to stand up for themselves. In contrast to some accounts of the Iraq 
war, which credit the U.S. military "surge" in January 2007 as the 

turning point, a closer look at the decline of al Qa'ida in Iraq indi

cates that America's most significant contribution was clandestine 

and preceded the surge. 
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A Cause Celebre 

For senior U.S. policymakers, Iraq was a mess. U.S. intelligence 
reported that the "Iraq conflict has become the 'cause celebre' for 

jihadists, breeding a deep resentment of U.S. involvement in the 

Muslim world and cultivating supporters for the global jihadist 
movement:'s At the FBI, senior officials like Art Cummings were 

monitoring al Qa'ida's strategy of using the Iraq war for raising 

funds, recruiting operatives, and distributing propaganda. Vir~ 

tually every major terrorist plot in the United States and Europe 

involved someone who had been radicalized because of the Iraq war. 
Dissident fighters from all over the world populated the Iraq 

insurgency, which was a complex, heterogeneous amalgamation 

of groups. Within a few months of the fall of Saddam Hussein, 

a tacit alliance of Ba'athists, Sunni nationalists, and Salafists had 

formed. But it had no central leadership. Dozens of groups grap~ 

pled for control of their neighborhood blocks. By 2004, Salafists, 
including those associated with Abu Mus'ab al~Zarqawi, took an 

increasingly prominent role in the fighting, especially after the 

abortive U.S. operation to recapture Fallujah in April 2004.6 In 

the summer of 2004, the CIA chief of station in Iraq had gone 

to the U.S. ambassador, John Negroponte, with alarming news. 

Al Qa'ida was pushing into Fallujah, he said. They were creat~ 

ing shadow courts, executing people, and turning the whole place 
into a car~bomb manufacturing center. He told Negroponte that 

"there were garages full of cars used for bombings, almost like an 
assembly line:'7 

Marine intelligence analysts traced al Qa'ida's growing power 
to events in Fallujah. As momentum increased, four major groups 

began to emerge: al Qa'ida in Iraq, Ansar al~Sunnah, the Islamic 

Army in Iraq, and the Islamic Front of the Iraqi Resistance. They 

were followed by a smattering of smaller groups, such as the Victo~ 
rious Sect and the 1920 Revolution Brigade, which filled a gover~ 

nance and security vacuum in various Iraqi cities. 
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Figure 12: Map of Ramadi and Vicinity 

For U.S. Marine intelligence analysts in Anbar Province, how

ever, the most startling development was the emergence of al Qa'ida 

in Iraq. Major Ben Connable, who was monitoring the insurgency 

as the senior intelligence analyst and fusion officer for the I and 

II Marine Expeditionary Force in the province, expressed growing 

alarm. "AI Qa ida in Iraq," he warned his colleagues, "is beginning to 

dominate the insurgency. And other insurgent groups are starting 

to defect en masse to al Qa'ida."8 

Marine intelligence reports grew more frantic as al Qa ida in 

Iraq became the preponderant organization in the province, sur

pas'sing nationalist insurgents, the Iraqi government, and u.s. 
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forces in its ability to control the day-to-day life of most Sunnis. 
"Transitioning to a primarily Iraqi organization in late 2004," one 
Marine assessment concluded, "AQI has become an integral part 
of the social fabric of western Iraq." Al Qa'ida amassed power by 
strategically eliminating, subsuming, marginalizing, and co-opting 
nationalist insurgent groups across Anbar. Zarqawi had accom
plished this impressive task by leveraging his association with bin 
Laden to bring in fighters and raise outside income. "AQI cunningly 
employed their greater financial resources," the u.s. Marine Corps 
report continued, "superior organization, proven leadership, and 
brutal tactics to consolidate their hold on most other nationalist 
insurgent cells in al-Anbar."9 

Al Qaidas strategy was to paint the United States as a foreign 
invader and its Iraqi allies as infidel puppets. It also accused Iraqi 
security forces of being glorified Shi'ite militia and Iranian proxies. "It 
is not a secret the legality of our Jihad against our occupier," boasted 
an al Qa'ida letter sent to Iraqi triballeaders.lO Its goals were to "unite 

the ranks of Muslims under one Imam who shall be listened to and 
obeyed" and to establish "an Islamic State according to Shari'ah."ll 

Couching the struggle as one that opposed American forces and 
supported Islam-even a fringe interpretation of Islam-brought 
new recruits and a burgeoning army of suicide bombers. Before the 
U.S. invasion, Iraq had no recent history of suicide attacks. In 2002, 
the year before the U.S. invasion, there were no suicide attacks. In 
2003 there were 2, but the numbers quickly shot up to 95 in 2004 
and 163 in 2005,12 Many of those committing these attacks were 
foreigners who refused to become infantry soldiers, preferring to 
become martyrs. As one would-be suicide bomber, Muhammad 
Bin-Sabbar Muhammad al-Khuwi Abu Yasir, explained, "My entry 
in Iraq and my request to perform martyrdom expresses my per
sonal interest and desire, and I do not intend to change this status 
to fighter after entry, and I swear by God to that."13 Others wrote 
similar letters.14 Many wrote final wills and testaments for their 
family members, promising to "meet in heaven" and urging their 
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family to "conspire against the enemy, kill them, destroy them, and 
be aware of strife."15 

In Anbar, U.S. Marine intelligence reports expressed shock 

at the rapid growth of the insurgency. By mid-August 2006 
the average number of attacks exceeded fifty per day in Anbar 

Province alone, a stunning figure that represented a 57 percent 
increase since the I Marine Expeditionary Force had assumed 

responsibility for the province in February of that year. "Intensi

fying violence," one Marine report concluded, "is reflected in the 

preponderantly negative outlook of the Sunni population, in the 

continuing inability to develop adequate Iraqi security forces, and 
in the near complete failure of reconstruction and development 
projects across western Iraq."16 

u.s. Army reports from the 1st Brigade of the 1st Armored 

Division in Ramadi were equally grim. "AI Qa'ida-related insur

gents had almost complete freedom of movement throughout the 

city of Ramadi," army leaders complained. "They dominate nearly 

all of the city's key structures, including the city hospital, the largest 
in Anbar Province."l7 Their freedom of movement allowed them 

to place complex improvised subsurface explosive devices, which 

rendered much of the city impassable for U.S. and Iraqi forces. 

To make matters worse, al Qa'ida researchers were experimenting 

with chemical and biological weapons. Al Qa'ida had attempted to 
establish a mustard gas production facility in Mosul, had executed 

several chlorine gas attacks against U.S. forces, and was pursuing 
a low-level biological weapons capability.1s At least one attack in 

Ramadi in 2006 involved chlorine gas. 

The insurgency was precisely the opposite of what the United 

States intended. The presence oflarge numbers of American forces, 

combined with the gaping governance and security vacuum, had 

unexpectedly given a boost to its adversary and facilitated the sec

ond wave. Al Qa'ida, which had no foothold in Iraq before the U.S. 

invasion, was now the dominant power in a growing number ofIraqi 
cities. Yet al Qa'ida's tactics once it controlled an area were repulsive. 
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It engaged in appalling brutality and raw criminal activity-kid
napping, bank robbery, extortion, bribery, and smuggling. In 2004 
and 2005 much of the criminal activity in Anbar was undertaken to 
support the insurgency-by financing bomb-making materiel and 
paying fighters, for instance. By 2006 al Qa'ida's greed had robbed 
and alienated the local population.19 

Al Qa'ida was sowing the seeds of its own destruction. 

The Return of the Tribes 

One of the first indications that al Qa'ida was losing its grip on the 
Iraqi population came from the defection of the sheikhs in Anbar 
Province. Tribal leaders had grown weary of assassinations and cor
ruption. Everyone had a lurid story to tell. One was Sheikh Abdul 
Rahman al-Janabi, a member of Albu Mahal tribe. He had served 
as a company-grade officer in Iraqi special forces during the Iran
Iraq war in the 1980s and had been wounded twice. After leaving 
military service in 1991, he was recalled to the army and served as a 
company commander from 2001 to 2003. 

"When they kidnapped my uncle, Abdul Sattar Sijil-that 
was the eighteenth of October 2004-that's when my fight began 
with them officially," Janabi recalled. He helped free his uncle, but 
al Qa'ida fighters captured his brother and brutally tortured him, 
leaving him half dead. The images were seared into Janabi's mem
ory. "After all of that was done to us," he explained, "Sheikh Jassim 

and I started gathering information relating to these terrorists and 
their places, their emplacements, and their arms."20 

For Sheikh Sabah, the principal sheikh of the Albu Mahal tribe, 
the tipping point came in August 2004. Fighters associated with al 
Qa'ida in Iraq beheaded four members of a single family in the street. 
Family members came to pick up the mutilated bodies and bury them 
before nightfall, as is Islamic custom, but al Qa'ida turned them away. 
After a few days Sheikh Sabah then ordered workers from a nearby 
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factory to bury the bodies, which were now decomposing, since their 

putrid smells filled the neighborhood. Al Qa'ida turned these work

ers back as well. Another week passed and the bodies were still out 
on the street. Al Qa'ida fighters then put TNT in each rotting body 

and finally asked their family members to pick them up. When the 

family came at dawn, al Qa ida operatives exploded the bodies, kill~ 

ing another eight people and injuring many more. 
Sheikh Sabah was beside himself "I will ask a question," he said, 

shaking with rage. "If you are a Muslim, a Christian, Jewish, Bud~ 

dhist, any religion, for what reason do you allow something like this 

to happen? This is what alienated people from the real resistance," 
he declared. 'This is what I've seen with my own eyes. I've seen the 
bodies. And we tried to bury them, but we couldn't."21 

. Many in the province shared Sheikh Sabah's outrage. In 
Ramadi, Sheikh Ahmad Bezia Fteikhan al~Rishawi, Abdul Sat

tar's brother, took the initiative. "Look," he said to his fellow tribal 

sheikhs, "when are you going to have a normal life? When are you 

going to be able to get your dues from the government? When are 

you going to be able to send your children to school? When are you 

going to live a normal life, when these thugs are in charge?" During 

Saddam Hussein's reign, some of these sheikhs had e~oyed more 

autonomy. "These people are wearing masks," he said, referring to 

al Qa ida. 'They cannot build the country. People that can build 
government and sustain it are the police and the army. You cannot 

get your rights if you have no police and no army to protect yoU."22 

For Anbar's sheikhs, this became a personal war. They weren't 

fighting for democracy, political freedom, or other philosophical 

ideals. And they certainly weren't fighting for the United States. 
They were fighting for their own survival, for their own people, 

and for power. As al Qa'ida in Iraq's brutality increased, the United 

States became the lesser of two evils. Earlier efforts to revolt against 

al Qa ida had gone badly. In 2005, al Qa ida in Iraq had engaged 
in skirmishes with members of the nationalist 1920 Revolution 

Brigade, affiliated with Muhammad Mahmoud Lati£ as well as 
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with groups loyal to Sheikh Nasser al~Fahadawi, leader of the Albu 

Fahad tribe. But al Qa'ida in Iraq unleashed a vicious campaign 
that killed Sheikh Nasser and nearly killed Latif, who was forced 
to flee from Iraq.23 Others were decapitated or their bodies were 

dumped in the streets as a warning. Nine of the eleven sheikhs who 
were part of the original Anbar People's Council were killed.24 Al 

Qa'ida leaders in Pakistan felt they had to intervene. 

Crushed in the Shadows 

In 2005, Ayman al~Zawahiri wrote a note to Abu Mus'ab al~ 

Zarqawi that was extraordinary not just in its effusive candor 

but also in its subtle appreciation of the politics of the insurgency. 
Zawahiri's purpose, he explained, was to help Zarqawi, who was 

in Iraq, assess next steps. As bin Laden and Zawahiri saw it, local 

al Qa'ida affiliates could run day~to~day operations largely on their 

own. But it was central al Qa'ida's role to provide strategic guidance 

and to mandate changes when necessary. That time had come. 
"The first stage," he reminded Zarqawi, was to "expel the Ameri~ 

cans from Iraq." Only then could al Qa'ida establish a proper Islamic 
emirate in Iraq and extend the war to neighboring countries, includ~ 

ingJordan and Saudi Arabia. It was crucial, Zawahiri explained, to 

understand that success in removing U.S. forces hinged on support 

from the Muslim masses in Iraq. "In the absence of this popular sup~ 
port," he argued, "the Islamic mujahed movement would be crushed 
in the shadows."25 The United States had the same idea. The evolv~ 

ing U.S. counterinsurgency approach in Iraq had identified win~ 
ning local support as a key to success.26 Zarqawi was failing in this 

area-and failing badly. One mistake had been to target Shi'ite 

communities. Zawahiri told Zarqawi to back off While the Egyp~ 
tian Zawahiri believed that Shi'a Islam was a religious school "based 

on excess and falsehood," targeting Shi'ites would cripple al Qa'ida's 

support among the broader Muslim community. "Is it something 
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that is unavoidable?" he asked. "Or is it something that can be put 

off until the force of the mujahed movement in Iraq gets stronger?" 

In addition, Zawahiri was concerned about the grisly violence 

committed by al Qa'ida in Iraq. "Among the things which the feelings 

of the Muslim populace who love and support you will never find pal~ 
atable," he scolded, "are the scenes of slaughtering of the hostages:'27 

Like a father chiding his delinquent child, Zawahiri's letter mixed 

criticism and encouragement. But it also revealed internal squabbling 

within al Qa'ida. Just when al Qa'ida had begun to make progress 

in Iraq, the organization began to implode. Disregarding al Qa'ida's 
senior leaders in Pakistan, Zarqawi allowed al Qa'ida in Iraq's brutal~ 

ity to increase over the course of 2006. On February 22, al Qa'ida 

operatives bombed the Askariya Mosque in Samarra, one of the 

holiest sites in Shi'a Islam, and began terrorizing insurgent groups 
and tribes that refused to join it. The previous month, al Qa'ida had 

formed the Mujahidin Shura Council, merging with several smaller 

groups to form an umbrella organization. It lashed out at all obstruc.

tionists, warning Anbar's tribal leaders that if they did not join al 

Qa'ida, "our swords will be the only way of communications to bring 
justice and to make you an example to each and every one:'28 

Al Qa'ida's senior leaders in Pakistan were incensed. They sent 

a follow~up letter to Zarqawi. This time, Atiyah abd al~ Rahman al~ 

Libi, a trusted colleague of bin Laden and Zawahiri, wrote the mes~ 

sage. He began by showering Zarqawi with praise for his "honorable 
characteristics," such as "fervor for the religion," "high aspirations to 

do what you see as right and true," and "strength and determination 

that many people lack:' Atiyah then warned Zarqawi that "corrup~ 

tion and havoc," which God disproved o£ were becoming pervasive. 

Then he dropped a bombshell: he suggested that Zarqawi relieve 

himself of command of al Qa'ida in Iraq if he could find someone 
who "is better and more suitable than you:' The problem, Atiyah 

continued, was that Zarqawi's decision to wage war against the 

Shi'ites and conduct attacks in neighboring countries was gutting 
al Qa'ida's support in Iraq and across the region. Al Qa'ida lead~ 
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ers in Pakistan were particularly upset about Zarqawi's Novem
ber 2005 triple suicide bombing in Amman, Jordan, which killed 
60 people and injured 115 others. Most were Muslims. Television 
footage showed body parts and blood-splattered floors. 

Atiyah's underlying message was that Zarqawi needed to get 
back in the box, show restraint, and consult with bin Laden and 
Zawahiri about next steps. It was urgent, he noted, to "mend your 
flaws in many things."29 Though Zarqawi had formally joined al 

Qa'ida, he was badly out of touch with its senior leadership in Paki
stan. This was unacceptable, Atiyah told him. 

But his letter fell on deaf ears. Al Qa'ida in Iraq did try to rein in 
corruption. In one communique, its leaders admonished those who 
were involved in "illegal activities" and promised to exact revenge on 
anyone caught "looting and mugging the innocent."3o But it was a 

halfhearted effort. The leader of al Qa'ida in Iraq had other things 
to worry about; he was being hunted by u.s. special operations 
forces. One of his wives begged him to leave Iraq, at least tempo
rarily, to avoid danger. You can give orders to your.deputies from 
outside the country, she insisted. "Me, mer" Zarqawi responded, 
incredulous. "I can't betray my religion and get out ofIraq." 

The leader of al Qa'ida in Iraq would never renounce his strug
gle. "In the name of God," he proclaimed, "I will not leave Iraq until 
victory or martyrdom."31 

Zarqawi was granted his wish, though perhaps a bit prema
turely. U.S. and Iraqi forces killed him in June 2006, and al Qa'ida 
in Iraq simultaneously faced a growing revolt in Anbar. 

An Unusual Choice 

If given the choice, Americans and Iraqis might not have worked with 
Abdul Sattar in the Anbar Awakening. U.S. intelligence reports 
indicated that he was deeply involved in criminal activities. Abdul 
Sattar had apparently served in the Iraqi Army in 1991, deserted, 
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and then served six months in prison. Although he had completed 

high school, he could barely read and write.32 After the U.S. inva~ 

sion in 2003, he smuggled weapons, vehicles, and even black oil

the residual oil that remains after the refining process, which can 

be further processed for other applications. U.S. intelligence offi~ 
cials also believed that Abdul Sattar was probably involved in the 

insurgency at one point, most likely smuggling foreign fighters into 
Iraq.33 U.S. Army soldiers concluded that al Qa'ida may have been 

a customer of Sattar's at one time, buying black market fuel, arms, 

or supplies. But they assessed that Sat tar was probably not aware of 

his direct support of al Qa'ida.34 He was, in short, a typical leader 
in post~Saddam Iraq, working with all sides to survive and, when 

possible, to make a profit. 

"People asked me how to prepare for coming to Anbar Prov~ 

ince," said Lieutenant Colonel Jim Lechner from the U.S. Army's 

1st Brigade of the 1st Armored Division, who worked closely with 
Abdul Sattar. "I would tell them to watch the HBO TV series The 
Sopranos."35 

Abdul Sattar enjoyed women, partying, chain~smoking ciga~ 

rettes, and drinking whiskey. When asked by a foreign journalist 
in 2006 about his vision for Iraq, his answer was unequivocal. "1 

want to have peace, democracy, justice, equality, and human rights," 

he said confidently. And then he turned to Lechner and whispered 
with a conspicuous grin, "And I want nightclubs toO."36 

The humor was quintessential Abdul Sattar. Unsurprisingly, 
his entrepreneurial activities made him unpopular with other 

tribal sheikhs. He was a "road gangster," said Sheikh Majed Abd 
al~Razzaq Ali al~Sulayman, proficient in "robbing in the streets."37 

Others agreed. "1 tell you frankly," remarked Thamer Ibrahim 

Tahir al~Assafi, "we all disliked Sheikh Abdul Sattar Abu Risha" 
because "he was not a religious person."38 But Sheikh Majed sup~ 

ported Abdul Sattar, in part because he believed that Abdul Sat~ 

tar would be the guinea pig in a tribal revolt that was unlikely to 

succeed. "So we, the sheikhs, discussed among ourselves who will 
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head the Awakening," he said. "So we chose the bad one, which was 

Abdul Sattar, because he was a troublemaker, and he had a bad 

record, so we chose Abdul Sattar. And, as you know, his tribe is a 
very small tribe."39 

Still, Abdul Sattar had several qualities that distinguished him 

from other sheikhs. For one, he had stayed in Anbar, unlike those 

who had fled to Jordan and Syria to escape the violence. Thick 
ten-foot-high walls with observation towers ringed his compound. 

Relatives and other trusted tribesmen stood guard. Abdul Sattar's 

personal security detail comprised at least fifty men with rifles, 

machine guns, and a vast assortment of pickup trucks, sport util
ity vehicles, and sedans. The sheikh was charismatic and charming. 

Perhaps most important, he was, as Lechner described it, "mad as 

hell" at al Qa'ida.40 The smallness of Abdul Sattar's tribe actually 

worked in his favor, since more prominent sheikhs did not want to 

risk their stature by taking on al Qa'ida. 

Aided by Abdul Sattar's brother, Sheikh Ahmad Bezia Fteikhan 

al-Rishawi, the group began to work the phones over the summer of 

2006, drumming up support. "We started thinking that we've got 

to get in touch with the tribal sheikhs and their cousins, the ones 

who were active, so we could incite them to fight al Qa'ida," said 

Ahmad. "Leave it to me," said Abdul Sattar. 'TIl take care of it:~ "So 

he started moving," said Ahmad, "talking with the tribal sheikhs, 

one by one. He told them that he was ready to do something, and 
he gathered them for a conference."41 

On September 9 they issued a communique consisting of eleven 

points, among them to bring the Iraqi Army back into Anbar, allow 

tribal forces into the police and army, and declare war on al Qa'ida. 

A security alliance between the sheikhs and Iraqi police was pro

posed and orchestrated by Lieutenant Colonel Deane, Lieutenant 

Colonel Lechner, and the CIA.42 Unlike what had happened with 

previous tribal revolts in Anbar, the sheikhs agreed to ally with U.S. 

forces. Abdul Sattar began addressing the assembly, announcing 

the formation of the Awakening. He repeated the main points out-
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lined in the document and then turned to American forces in the 
room. "We will consider you friendly forces if you will support us," 
Abdul Sattar said. "We're with whoever is against al Qa'ida." 

But he went further, emphasizing that he would treat an attack 
on Americans as an attack on their own tribesmen. Abdul Sat
tar volunteered the allegiance of the men in the room. Most were 
second- and third-tier sheikhs. "I want you to have the same relation 
you have with me with all of these people here," he said to Colo
nel Sean MacFarland, the commander of the 1st Brigade of the 1st 
Armored Division, seated among the other sheikhs.43 Servants then 

swept into the room, carrying large platters of roasted lamb and 
rice. The Awakening had begun. 

'The war against al-Qaeda was waged first in Ramadi and then 
in every other tribal area," said Ahmad, Abdul Sattar's brother. 
"Whenever we cleared a tribal area of al Qa'ida, we set up a police 

station. We elected a representative company from every area. 
We took these people, and we went to the city of Ramadi, and we 
attacked in Ramadi. That's how we liberated Ramadi."44 

American Support 

Colonel MacFarland's 1st Brigade joined with the I and II Marine 
Expeditionary Force, the CIA, and U.S. special operations forces, 
seizing the moment in Anbar. U.S. Marines had already been work.
ing with Anbar sheikhs, including those who had fled to Jordan. 
From July to December 2005, the Marines conducted Operation 
Sayyad to drive al Qa'ida from the western Euphrates River Valley, 
with some success.45 In the spring of 2006 the Marine Expedition
ary Force held a tribal conference in Amman, Jordan. Several tribal 
leaders from AI-Qaim, in the western part of Anbar Province, 
explained to Abdul Sattar how they had revolted against al Qa'ida, 
but strongly advised him to get U.S. and Iraqi government support 
before attempting to confront the organization. 
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At the time of Abdul Sat tar's decision to fight al Qa'ida, the 

1st Brigade, the "Ready First Combat Team," was deployed to 

Ramadi. Colonel MacFarland, the brigade commander, built off a 

plan devised by the Marine staff to attack al Qa'idis safe havens in 

Ramadi, establish a presence to challenge insurgent dominance of 
the city, and take back the city one block at a time. In the spring of 

2006, Abdul Sattar met with Deane, Lechner, and MacFarland. 

''I've got the ability to provide three battalion-sized formations of 
tribal militia, right now," Abdul Sattar said, "if you'll help us out 

with some projects to try to make life better for our poor people."46 

With the help ofRamadi's tribal leaders, u.s. forces established 

neighborhood watches. Screened members of tribal militias became 

auxiliary police and wore uniforms, carried weapons, and provided 
security within their defined tribal areas. Combat outposts manned 

by U.S. and Iraqi forces protected major routes and markets. In a 

few cases U.S. forces also provided direct security to key leaders' 

residences, including placing armored vehicles at checkpoints along 
the major access roads to their neighborhoods.47 

Abdul Sattar's group organized twenty-five of the thirty-one 

tribes in Anbar. Their primary strategy was to persuade young 
men to join the police forces of Ramadi and other Anbar towns.48 

It took several months for the alliance to achieve critical strength. 

As promised, the sheiks persuaded tribal members to join the local 

police in large numbers. By December 2006 the Ramadi police 
force had doubled in size, from four thousand to eight thousand. 

In western Anbar, the number of police went from nearly zero to 

three thousand. The police force in the province grew to twenty

four thousand in mid-2007.49 U.S. forces, whose policy was to place 
their officers within newly formed police units, could not staff up as 

quickly as the police units were growing. Perhaps the most signifi
cant change was that the new police, in contrast to their predeces

sors, were willing to fight. As recently as August 2006, half of the 

police officers in Fallujah had stayed home in the face of al Qiida's 

threats.5o By January 2007 they were standing their ground. 
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Many of the new policemen were former members of insurgent 
groups. One sheik, Abu Azzam, said that the 2,300 men in his 
movement included members of fierce Sunni groups like the 1920 
Revolution Brigade and the Mujahideen Army, which had previ
ously fought u.s. forces.51 

Other U.S. agencies pitched in. The CIA placed a number of 
sheikhs on its payroll, coordinating with U.S. Army and Marine 
forces, and helped target al Qa'ida leaders. In addition, special opera
tions forces from Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC) and 
the Combined Joint Special Operations Task Force (CjSOTF) con
ducted a withering offensive against al Qa'ida leaders, killing a num
ber of mid- and senior-level officials. They supported a group called 
Thawar al Anbar (Revolutionaries of al Anbar), which had emerged 
around the summer of 2006 and operated covertly, utilizing the 
same kind of informant networks and interrogation methods used 
by al Qa'ida in Iraq. Thawar al Anbar was so successful against al 
Qa'ida in the last few months of 2006, particularly in Ramadi, that 
al Qa'ida attempted-but failed-to negotiate a truce in December. 

After Ramadi fell, other areas followed. Anbar's tribal sheikhs 
were impressed. "If you help me get rid of those who mean me harm, 
then you're obviously my friend," one sheikh remarked to U.S. 
Marine Major General Walter Gaskin. "If you fight along with me 
and shed your blood, you're my brother."52 

Counterattack 

Al Qa'ida leaders needed to counterattack quickly to stem their 
collapse. In October 2006 they created the Islamic State of Iraq, 
bringing in additional tribal and insurgent groups to oppose the 
alliance between the United States, Anbar tribes, and the Iraqi gov
ernment. Al Qa'ida's goal remained expelling U.S. forces and estab
lishing an Islamic caliphate in Iraq. The organization's decision to 
establish the Islamic State ofIraq was in part an attempt to increase 
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its power by preventing the further fracturing of insurgent groups. 

By claiming to be a state, al Qa'ida also sought to gain legitimacy. 
Less publicized, but probably more important, was its attempt to 

unify Sunni Arabs by cracking down on corruption and assassi
nating recalcitrant sheiks. One al Qa'ida communique implored its 

foot soldiers to "avoid any awful act and replace it by nothing but a 
good deed."53 Recognizing the importance of winning local support, 

al Qa'ida then began an intense propaganda campaign centered on 

Islamic motifs, which threatened defectors and attempted to shame 

them into rejoining its thinning ranks. 
"To the people of Islam, the people of honor and generosity, 

have you become despicable and lost your honor?" the communique 

read. "Did it die inside you or have you lost it even though Allah has 

given you your heart, ears, and eyes?" Evoking Sayyid Qutb, Ayman 
al-Zawahiri, and other radicals, al Qa'ida leaders asked, "Why are 

you fleeing the jihad? ... I say to the people of Islam," the message 

concluded, "you have accepted the beautifications of the devil who 

stopped you from jihad and your duties to fight our enemy, to the 

point that your words have become signs of blame and you have 
stopped jihad. What has happened to your wisdom?,,54 

The purpose of such propaganda was to win the ideological 

initiative. The problem, however, was that most Iraqis did not sub

scribe to al Qa'ida's radical version ofIslam, especially when they saw 
its fighters engaging in criminal activities and slaughtering other 

Muslims. In an attempt to soften its image, al Qa'ida leaders tried 
to mend fences with some Anbar tribal leaders. In one document, 

al Qa'ida in Iraq's senior leaders outlined the need to "bite their 

wounds and suppress their rage and fury despite any provocations 
because God is watching them." Perhaps more important, al Qa'ida 
promised to create a special investigations unit that would "call to 

account anyone at fault according to the Sharia of God."55 To several 

key tribal sheikhs, such as Abad Lufan al-Hadeb, al Qa'ida leaders 

sent a private letter apologizing profusely for targeting them and 
promising to "pay any compensation" if damage was done.56 Abu 
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Hamza al~Muhajir, who took over al Qiida in Iraq after Zarqawi's 
death, sent a note to Abu Abdullah al~Shafi, the leader of Ansar 
al~Islam, a Sunni militant group that operated from northeast Iraq 
near the Iranian border, declaring that he would be "willing to hand 
over any person having committed a crime of blood or [who] took 
your money." If guilty, said Abu Hamza, Ansar al~ Islam should feel 
free to assess whether the individual" deserves beheading" -and to 
do it.57 Al Qa'ida was offering to sell out its more unruly members 

for the support of the respected sheikhs. 
For those who refused the olive branch, it was all~out war. Al 

Qiida began a string of deadly attacks: 202 killed and 257 wounded 
in suicide bombings on November 23, 2006; 117 killed and 270 
wounded on March 6, 2007;152 killed and 347 wounded on March 
27; 140 killed and 160 wounded on April 18; and 156 killed and 267 
wounded on July 2. The casualty figures were unprecedented. Al 
Qa'ida targeted the public faces of the new alliance: key sheikhs and 
the police.58 Harith Zaher al~Dhari, son of the leader of the Zobai 
tribe and head of the Association of Muslim Scholars, was assas~ 
sinated, an act attributed to his organizations refusal to join the 
Islamic State of Iraq. Some thirty commanders of 1920 Revolution 
Brigade and Jaysh al~Islami, an Iraqi militant group that blended 
Salafism and Iraqi nationalism, were assassinated by al Qi ida or 
killed in battles over arms caches in Anbar. In October, Sheikh abu 
Osama al-'Iraqi called on Osama bin Laden to denounce al Qa'ida 
in Iraq for killing Sunnis and targeting jihad fighters from other 

Sunni factions. 
For several months Anbar's tribal sheikhs battled with al Qi ida 

in Iraq. There were few set~piece battles or formal engagements; 
war was conducted through bombings, assassinations, and constant 
attrition. The police rounded up al Qiida members, and al Qiida 
responded by conducting an intimidation campaign against the 
police, their families, and the tribal sheiks who had turned against it. 
Prior to the Anbar Awakening, fewer than 3 percent of al Qiida in 

Iraq's attacks were targeted against Iraqi police. The rate rose to 15 
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percent by September and jumped to 30 percent by December 2006. 
And while 10 percent of al Qa'ida's attacks had targeted members of 
the Iraqi Army, this rate fell in March 2007 to 5 percent, where it 
remained for the rest of that year. Al Qa'ida quickly understood that 
the police force, not the army, was its most significant threat.59 

By March 2007, al Qa'ida had largely been expelled from 
Ramadi, the city that had been the "heart of darkness," a danger 
zone for U.S. and Iraqi forces. The number of attacks in Anbar fell 
dramatically. U.S. deaths, which were running at roughly thirty a 
month in the province, fell to three inJune 2007. Sheikh al-Dulami 

reported that Anbar had "been purged completely of AQI" and 
tribal and Iraq government forces were "encircling the organiza
tion's remnants in al-T ash area south of Ramadi."60 

Americans sometimes had trouble believing that the addition 
of a few thousand police officers could have tipped the balance of 
power in Anbar Province so swiftly. These police were essentially 
untrained, inexperienced, and poorly equipped, especially in com
parison to the 35,000 U.S. soldiers already in the province. Nev
ertheless, they had two critical advantages. First, the new police 
officers had joined the force at the urging of their tribal leaders in 
a society where tribal relationships were paramount. Second, they 
brought a flood of intelligence with them, since they were from the 
same neighborhoods-and the same demographic pool-as many 
of the al Qa'ida fighters. One u.s. Army lieutenant, Ed Clark, 
observed in May 2007 that "about 10 percent of our intelligence is 
actionable, while 90 percent of their intelligence is actionable."61 In 

a conflict where intelligence is key, the defection of former insur
gent members was a crucial force multiplier. 

Al Qa'ida began to implode as its remaining factions turned on 
each other.62 "Many of our fighters quit," one al Qa'ida operative 
wrote in his diary, "and some of them joined the deserters."63 In a 

nod to Anbar's tribal leaders and their American and Iraqi backers, 
al Qa'ida leader Abu Hamza al-Muhajir recognized al Qa'ida's most 
serious obstacle. "They became united," he explained in a letter to 
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Ansar al~Sunnah leaders, "while we became divided, they achieved 
coalescence and embraced one another, they were united against 
everyone else, and we became united against ourselves."64 

Baptized by Blood 

On September 13, 2007, the first day of Ramadan, al Qa' ida assas~ 

sinated Sheikh Abdul Sat tar along with his nephew and two of his 
bodyguards. Abdul Sattar had climbed into his unarmored Land 
Cruiser to check on his horses, which were outside the secured 
perimeter of his compound but still on his property. Al Qa'ida 
operatives who had infiltrated his personal security detail packed 
between 60 and 80 pounds of homemade explosives into a roadside 
bomb and detonated it as Abdul Sattar crossed a small cana1.65 The 
funeral attracted some 1,500 mourners, including Iraq's national 
security adviser, interior minister, defense minister, and the second~ 
in~command of U.S. forces in Iraq. It was an emotional ceremony. 
Many choked up, fighting back tears. Iraqi police and U.S. military 
vehicles lined the funeral procession route, which meandered from 
Abdul Sattar's home in Ramadi to the burial grounds nearby. He 
was laid next to his father and brothers, who had also been killed 
by al Qa'ida. Abdul Sattar's death was tragic. Yet his life-and now 
death-served as an inspiration for scores of Iraqis who had risen 
up against al Qa'ida. 

"This is the path of the mujahidin, the path of freedom, and the 
path conducive to the elimination of terrorism headed by al Qa'ida," 
defense minister Abdul Qadir Mohammed Jassim Obeidi said in 
his poignant eulogy. "This path cannot be baptized but by blood:'66 

Abdul Sattar served as an icon for the Awakening and the end of 
the second wave of al Qa'ida terrorism. He came from a small Anbar 
tribe and lacked the erudition and pedigree of Iraq's more presti~ 
gious tribal sheikhs, yet he was willing to shed his own blood. Abdul 
Sattar was only one of many Iraqis who fought al Qa'ida, reversing a 
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situation so bleak that the Americans had nearly lost hope. Marine 
intelligence had assessed in August 2006 that "the social and politi~ 

cal situation has deteriorated to a point that [US. and Iraqi forces] 
are no longer capable of militarily defeating the insurgency in al~ 
Anbar."67 Marine analysts were correct; US. and Iraqi forces could 

not militarily defeat al Qa'ida in Iraq by themselves. 
The most effective method for reversing al Qa'ida's wave, it 

turned out, was not to place a large number of U.S. conventional 
forces on the ground to target the group. Rather, it was to engage in 
a covert war using US. Army and Marine soldiers to back up local 
forces, CIA case officers to bankroll tribal sheikhs and encourage 
fissures among insurgent groups, special operations forces to hunt 
down al Qa'ida fighters, and a robust, multiagency effort to col~ 
lect and analyze human intelligence, cell phone intercepts, satel~ 

lite imagery, and other types of intelligence. In addition, al Qa'ida's 
punishment strategy backfired as Iraq's population rose up in revolt. 

An internal al Qa'ida analysis summarized the situation most 
succinctly. "Throughout the last four years," the author noted, the 
Americans "learned from their mistakes." They were successful in 

"creating ordeals within the mujahidin by tempting some factions to 
fight against the Islamic State with the direction of the Shiites." He 
also noted that al Qa'ida had brought problems on itself. By authoriz~ 
ing "the killings and random arrests" of civilians "and by demolishing 
their homes," al Qa'ida had stoked "Sunnis feeling that the Mujahi~ 
din were the biggest reason for their misfortunes and tribulations ... 
The Islamic state of Iraq," the al Qa'ida assessment acknowledged, 
"is faced with an extraordinary crisis, especially in al~Anbar:'68 

The second wave was nearly over, though al Qa'ida in Iraq was 
not quite dead. Despite heavy losses in Anbar, its fighters attempted 
to consolidate control in several areas, including Ninawa Province, 
Salah ad~Din, Diyala, and Baghdad. But it had lost considerable 
power and prestige. As if al Qa'ida's heavy losses in Iraq weren't bad 
enough, it would now face its most serious test: sustained criticism 
from within Islam, attacking its very right to exist. 
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THE EGYPTIAN TOWN ofT ura lies 8 miles south of Cairo, near the 

mouth of the Nile River Delta as it fans out into the Mediterra

nean Sea. Ancient Egyptians drew massive quantities of limestone 

out of quarries in the low, brooding hills east of the Nile and used 

the white, fine-grained, polished T ura limestone as facing stones for 

the great pyramids of Khufu and Khafre.1 By 2007, however, Tura 

had been absorbed into greater Cairo and transformed into a gritty 

industrial hub distinguished by metalworks factories and Soviet

style apartment buildings. 
On the northern edge ofT ura, wedged between the east bank of 

the Nile and the Eastern Desert, sat one of the area's most infamous 

landmarks: the great T ura prison. The complex encompassed seven 

separate prisons, which housed some of Egypt's most renowned 
political prisoners.2 It was ringed by twenty-five-foot-high concrete 

walls, parallel interior fencing, entry control points, and multiple 

guard towers. Thick layers of dust and grime clung to the build
ings, and the grounds were a patchwork of dirt, sand, and parched 

grass. When Egyptian president Anwar Sadat came to power, one 
of his first acts was to take a pickax to the brick wall at T ura prison. 
When he had been in Tura prison, his cell contained "no bed, no 

small table, no chair, and no lamp," Sadat reported in his autobiog

raphy. "You simply can't imagine how filthy" it was, he wrote. In the 

261 
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winter "water oozed from the cell walls day and night, and in the 
summer huge armies of bugs marched up and down."3 

It was here, at one ofTura's prisons, that al Qa'ida faced one of 
its most brazen attacks. The culprit was Sayyid Imam Abd al~Aziz 
al~Sharif, the former head of Egyptian Islamic Jihad and long~time 
colleague of Ayman al~Zawahiri. By 2007, Sharif had aged consid~ 
erably. His beard had become almost pure white, though there were 
still some patches of dark hair in his eyebrows and beard. His eye~ 
sight had deteriorated and his skin had taken on a pale hue, thanks 
in part to being imprisoned for several years. He wore thick glasses 
that clung to his head and had rather large, protruding ears. But 
like that of an aging boxer, Sharif's frail body masked an energetic 
fighting spirit. After his break with Zawahiri and Egyptian Islamic 
Jihad in the early 1990s, Sharif had moved his family to Yemen, in 
1994, and begun working as a doctor in the General AI~Thawrah 
HospitaL A month after the September 11 attacks he was arrested, 
and he was eventually extradited to Egypt, in February 2004. Egyp~ 
tian authorities, who were concerned about his ties to al Qa'ida and 
other Islamic militant groups, threw him into T ura prison. 

As the Anbar Awakening scattered the forces of Zarqawi, 
Sharif mounted a blistering attack against al Qa'ida. 

"I say this to those who defend al Qa'ida's leaders," wrote Sharif. 
"Your friends bin Laden and al~Zawahiri and their followers are 
treacherous, backs tabbing people. Anyone who admires their deeds 
is their partner in sin. They are now counted as people of weak faith 
because they committed the major sins oflying and treachery. Only 
a thin line separates them from being outright infidels."4 

Sharif likened the September 11 attacks to a "trick of Lucifer," 
arguing that al Qa'ida succeeded only in creating "mountains of 
skulls, blood, torn body parts, devastation, captives, and humani~ 
tar ian tragedies." But he saved his most withering criticism for his 
former friend Zawahiri, calling him "evil" and "impotent," the latter 
a particularly insidious insult for a proud Egyptian man.s 

Sharif's attack, published in a book titled Rationalization of 
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Jihad in Egypt and the World, came at an inopportune time for al 
Qa'ida, just as it was facing a second reverse wave. Senior al Qa'ida 

leaders mustered a merciless and personal counterattack. Zawahiri 
led the charge, skewering Sharif in a 268~page rebuttal and call~ 

ing him an apologist to "the Crusaders andJews."6 Sharif had been 

an icon for many radical Islamists, including al Qa'ida operatives, 

who had reverentially absorbed his works on jihad in their training 

camps. The verbal jousting quickly spread as a number of radical 
Islamists across the Muslim world jumped to Sharif's defense. 

Indeed, the importance of Sharif's diatribe against al Qa'ida 

was less in the document itsel£ which was not particularly lucid 

or well written, than in the debates that ensued across the Muslim 
world, most of which occurred under the radar of Western audi~ 

ences. As al Qa'ida engaged in violent conflict against the West in 

Afghanistan, Iraq, Pakistan, and other areas, it was drawn into a 

struggle across the treacherous landscape of the Arab press and the 

Internet. Al Qa'ida was now on the defensive as the second wave 

ebbed. And it was fighting a new kind of war? 

The First Volleys 

Sharif's main target was al Qa'ida, though he was not an apolo~ 
gist for the West. He shared al Qa'ida's disgust with America's sup~ 

port for Israel and its wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, calling them an 

affront to humanity and Islam. Sharif was particularly hopeful that 
the T aliban would triumph in Afghanistan and establish sharia law, 

much as it had done in the 1990s. The Afghan war, he believed, 

was a defensive war in response to the American invasion. "Jihad 

in Afghanistan is the duty of its people and Muslim neighbors as 
needed," he explained.8 His choice of words was important, indi~ 

eating that jihad against the United States in Afghanistan was not 
just an option but a duty. Several years later he went even further, 

excoriating the West for conducting what he called an assault on 
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Muslims around the globe. "Following the 11 September events," 

he would write, "unprecedented discrimination against Muslims 

and Arabs in America and Europe took place and reached the point 

of killing them on the streets in reaction to the bombing, in addi
tion to the infringement of their freedom and rights."9 

This time, however, al Qa'ida, not the United States, was his 

main target. Sharif's goal in writing Rationalization of Jihad in 
Egypt and the World was to condemn the hijacking ofIslam by what 
he considered to be an uneducated fringe group. Sharif had been 

contemplating writing such a book for several years. Starting in 

December 2006, he began to write, and his time in jail enabled him 
to reexamine his views. "One cannot write something, especially a 

lengthy research like the document, from memory without going 

back to any book unless it is of one's own ideas and old knowledge 
well-established in one's mind," he acknowledged.lO 

After completing a draft, he circulated it among Egyptian 
extremists in prison, asking for feedback. In February 2007, Egyp

tian prison authorities allowed him to host a small gathering of 

trusted colleagues, during which he carefully listened to their cri
tiques. Sharif then revised the document and in April held a con

ference at the prison, where he presented Rationalization of Jihad 
in Egypt and the World to hundreds of jihadists. He also sent it for 

comment to the Islamic Research Council of AI-Azhar, the highest 

Islamic scholarly council in EgyptY 
Sharif opened several lines of attack against al Qa'ida. The first 

was a repudiation of civilian casualties. Al Qa'ida's perpetration of 

acts that resulted in civilian casualties, he argued, was a gross dis
tortion ofIslam. By 2007 terrorist attacks across the Muslim world 

had reached epidemic proportions, killing and maiming civilians in 

grotesque acts often captured on television and the Internet. That 

year there were 8,225 terrorist attacks and nearly 10,000 deaths 
from terrorism around the world, excluding Iraq-a 27 percent 

increase in deaths from 2006. In Iraq the numbers were staggering. 

Al Qi ida in Iraq leaders committed gross human rights abuses, 
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committing 6,210 terrorist attacks and 13,612 deaths. Even more 

alarming, 70 percent of the victims were civilians and, most dis, 

couraging for Sharif and others, over 50 percent of terrorist victims 

were MuslimsP In some countries, such as Iraq, Al Qa'ida in Iraq 

operatives proudly distributed videos of savage beheadings, which 

they performed by hand. Sharif was repulsed. "The Prophet, may 
the prayers and peace of God be upon him, forbade the indiscrimi, 

nate killing of people and assured that those who do that do not 

belong to the Prophet, may the prayers and peace of God be upon 
him, for this method is a great sin," he wrote.B "There is nothing 

that invokes the anger of God and His wrath like spilling blood and 
wrecking property without justification."14 

Sharif's decision to invoke the Prophet Muhammad and to cas' 
tigate the indiscriminate violence as a "great sin" challenged al Qa'ida 

leaders. It was preposterous to accuse all Westerners of apostasy, 

Sharif argued; this went against the teachings and actions of the 
Prophet. He was particularly critical of Zawahiri, who had stated 

that since the population elects its leaders in a democracy, everyone 

could justifiably be targeted. "Cause the greatest damage and inflict 

the maximum casualties on the opponent, no matter how much 
time and effort these operations take," Zawahiri wrote in Knights 
Under the Prophet's Banner, referring especially to Jews and Chris, 
tians, "because this is the language understood by the West."IS 

Adam Gadahn, the American,born al Qa ida propagandist, 

agreed. "So after all the atrocities committed by America," he said, 

"why should we target their military only~" It was both permissible 
and scrupulous to "bomb their cities and civilians."16 

This conclusion was absurd, Sharif retorted, and had no basis in 

Islam. For starters, there were countless theological minefields, not 

to mention moral ones, in such a cavalier approach to killing. Such 

violence would surely send the perpetrator to hell, not paradise. 
Were Muslims killed by the attacks~ Were women and children 

wounded or killed~ Had the individuals been invited to Muslim 

countries by Muslim hosts~ If yes, then killing them was strictly 
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prohibited under Islam, even if they were Christians or Jews. To 
support his point, Sharif cited the Prophet Muhammad's belief 
that war occurred on the battlefield between armies. "As far as we 
know," Sharif maintained, "they did not send any Muslim to under
take jihad operations inside the countries of Persia, the Romans, or 
Mecca before it was conquered."17 

This argument also covered Jews and Christians, who had lived 
in communities throughout the Arab world for centuries and who 
had allowed Muslims to settle in their countries. Why kill them 
now? After all, the punishment for the kafir-one who does not 
believe in Islam-would be meted out in the next life.ls "Let it be 
known to you, 0 Muslim," said Sharif. "that there is nothing in the 

sharia that calls for the killing of the Jews and the Christians, to 
whom some refer as the Crusaders." He continued that, "these peo
ple have been living in the Muslim countries since the distant past, 
and have been enjoying their rights as citizens of the country."19 
Sharif still condemned the United States and Israel for oppressing 
Muslims, but the real tragedy, he said, was that Muslims were dying 
in record numbers from terrorism. 

The crux of this debate, it turned out, was over the definition of 
takfir, or nonbelief. Takfir can lead ultimately to the excommunica
tion of a Muslim whose acts are in violation of Islam. Bin Laden 

and Zawahiri adopted a fairly liberal interpretation, condemning 
virtually all Muslims who didn't subscribe to their extreme inter

pretation ofIslam as takfiris, potentially punishable by death. Sharif 
shuddered at this rationale, arguing that there were restraints on 
takfir to avoid unjustly accusing someone of nonbelief. Only those 
qualified in Islamic law could accuse someone of takfir. Sharif 
feared that an overly punitive interpretation of takfir would lead to 
mistakes, and consequently indiscriminate violence. 

Why did al Qa'ida leaders adopt such a broad definition? Sharif 
maintained that ignorance drove them to such heresy. In his mind, 
al Qa'ida leaders did not have the religious qualifications to make 
any statements about Islam. Bin Laden and Zawahiri lacked proper 
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Islamic education, were not Islamic scholars, and therefore could 

not issue fatwas and religious edicts. "Regarding a sharia-based 
response," Sharif wrote, "al Qa'ida has no one who is qualified from 

a shari a perspective to make a response. All of them, bin Laden, 

al-Zawahiri, and others are not religious scholars on whose opinion 
you can count. They are ordinary persons."20 As far as Sharif was 

concerned, bin Laden's and Zawahiri's pronouncements on takfir 
had no basis in Islam, which left al Qi ida morally and religiously 
bankrupt. Quoting from the Qur'an, Sharif warned readers not to 
do "that of which thou hast no knowledge."21 This error was par

ticularly egregious, he noted, in the case of jihad because it involves 
human lives and property. 

But bin Laden and Zawahiri were not the only guilty ones. The 

proliferation of social media-the Internet, Facebook, YouTube, 
Twitter, and other forums-meant that armies of charlatans and 

firebrands were preaching distorted versions of Islam to adolescents. 

Shariff eared that many impressionable young Muslims would fail to 

recognize that the vast majority of those preaching on Internet chat 
rooms were heretics, pure and simple. "Similar to the case of theol

ogy books," Sharif explained, "material posted on the international 

information network, the Internet, should not be accepted without 

scrutiny and without knowledge of the sharia qualifications of those 

who post them and their integrity, especially material containing 
incitement to Muslims to go on a collision course with others."22 

Few people had attempted such bold criticism of al Qa'ida. 

Painting al Qi ida as a fringe group put into words what had already 

been true: many of the young Muslims who plotted or executed 
attacks in the name of al Qa'ida had actually abandoned mosques 

and shunned established religious scholars, preferring the teachings 

of extremists who lacked Islamic credentials. 

Jose Padilla, who was arrested by FBI officials in 2002 in Chi
cago, converted to Islam in Florida and linked up with a radical net

work of individuals with no Islamic pedigree. Several of the Madrid 

bombers, including Jamal Ahmidan, were heavily involved in drug 
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trafficking, a major sin in Islam, and his accomplices had abandoned 
local mosques because the mosques weren't radical enough. The 
imams, they believed, did not support bin Laden's and Zawahiri's 
view that violent, offensive jihad was a duty of Muslims. Mohammad 

Sidique Khan and his accomplices involved in the July 2005 London 
attacks became radicalized outside the mosque and lambasted Mus
lim scholars for being out of touch with the extremist views of al 
Qi ida. Abdulla Ahmed Ali, T anvir Hussain, and their colleagues in 

the United Kingdom, who had planned to blow up airplanes on their 
way to the United States and Canada in 2006, became radicalized 

with the help of al Qa'ida operative Rashid Rau£ who had no serious 
Islamic credentials. Adam Gadahn came from a similar mold. After 

meeting Khalil al-Deek, Gadahn eschewed the mosque in Orange 
County, California, much to the dismay of mosque officials. 

For Shari£ these uneducated al Qa'ida operatives were wolves in 
sheep's clothing. "0 Muslim folks," Sharif warned, "jihad for Allah's 

sake is just, but do not allow those people and their likes to auctioneer 
with this noble cause. They push youths to extreme sacrifices, and 

they bring major catastrophes on the Muslims even though they are 
most careful about their personal safety and about reaping benefits 
without realizing the least benefit for Islam and the Muslims:'23 

Just as maddening to Sharif was the al Qa'ida leaders' skewed 
understanding of jihad. Sharif found the theory of the Egyptian 
scholar Sayyid Qutb that offensive jihad was a duty of all Mus
lims preposterous.24 He wrote that "there must be some controls 
on the figh [theology] of jihad."2s For starters, the Qur'an outlines 
several options for Muslims in response to a threat, not just violent 
jihad, including advocacy (al-da'wa), migration (al-hijrah), pardon (al
afw), forgiveness (al-saJh), shunning (al-i'rad), and patience (al-sabr). 
''The Prophet, Allah's prayers and peace upon him, resorted to all 
of them," Sharif pointed out, lias did many of his disciples, Allah's 
favors on them."26 War should be reserved for specific circum

stances-for instance, when Muslim communities come under an 
imminent threat from outsiders. 
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Furthermore, Sharif argued that there were clear boundaries to 

jihad, especially when adolescents were involved. "Among the condi

tions for jihad becoming a duty is requiring the permission of the 
parents," he wrote.27 Parents were an important barrier to prevent 

children from following false prophets. Jose Padilla, Mohammad 

Sidique Khan, Adam Gadahn, and many of al Qa'ida's younger foot 
soldiers had committed themselves to jihad without the permis
sion-or, often, the awareness-of their parents. Most family mem

bers were devastated to learn of their involvement in terrorist acts. 

Sharifleft his most virulent attacks for Ayman al-Zawahiri, his 

old friend from Egypt and Pakistan. In an interview with the pan

Arab newspaper AI-Hayat, he accused Zawahiri of being motivated 
mostly by money, fame, and his own personal safety.28 In addition, 

Sharif shamed Zawahiri and bin Laden for corrupting the minds of 

young Muslims, insisting that their punishment would be eternal 

damnation. Summoning the language of the holy book, he wrote 
that they "will go into the Fire, dwelling therein forever. Such is the 

reward of the wrongdoers."29 It was a stunningly public and per

sonal denunciation of al Qa'ida's leadership, especially Zawahiri, 

and caught much of the Arab world by surprise. Had Sharif not 

been in prison, his life would almost certainly have been in jeopardy. 

AI Qa'ida Responds 

For FBI leaders, Sharif's volley indicated that al Qa'ida's ideologi

cal support was beginning to weaken. "Their wave was cresting," 

suggested Philip Mudd. Perhaps the most important component 

of the struggle against al Qa'ida was to counter its ideology, what 
Philip Mudd called "al Qa'ida-ism." "In some ways," Mudd said, 

"the ideological fights are more important than the counterterrorist 
operations."3o 

But whose job was it within the U.S. government to develop 

and execute a counternarrativer Many agencies played a role. The 
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State Department was the lead for public diplomacy but had not 

developed a comprehensive interagency strategy to counteract al 

Qiida's ideology. In 1999 the State Department had disbanded 

the U.S. Information Agency, which had played a prominent role 

in countering Soviet ideology during the Cold War. The CIA was 
involved in some clandestine propaganda activity, but many senior 

officials did not view undermining al Qiidis ideology as a core 

mission. The Department of Defense was also involved in some 

efforts, but they were dispersed among U.S. Central Command, 

U.S. Special Operations Command, and other organizations. The 
FBI was not an ideal fit either. "I don't think the mission of the FBI 

is an ideological mission," explained Mudd. "Somebody else has to 

worry about ideas and how to prevent those ideas from spreading 
around the world."31 

This conclusion produced an ad hoc and inadequate U.S. 

response. Nevertheless, al Qa'ida leaders-especially Ayman al

Zawahiri-understood the gravity of Sharif's expose. To say that 

Zawahiri was angry about Rationalization of Jihad in Egypt and the 
World would be a gross understatement. He was apoplectic and 
deeply hurt by his old associate's accusations. He wrote that his 

long response was "one of the most difficult things that I have writ

ten in my life" and that he had agonized about whether to write it 
at all.32 But the strategic dangers of remaining silent against some

one with Sharif's credentials were simply too great. Quoting from 

the tenth-century Arab poet Abu al-Tayyib Ahmad ibn Husayn 

al-Mutanabbi, Zawahiri offered a glimpse into his inner struggles: 

Fate afflicted me with so many troubles that my heart was 

Wrapped in a membrane of arrows fired at me. 

Fresh volleys of arrows broke on those already in my heart. 
I no longer worry about them because it is fruitless to worry.33 

It was one thing for his archenemy, President George W. Bush, 
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to insult him. But it was quite another to be attacked by a once 
dear friend. 

By this time Zawahiri had been on the run from the United 
States and virtually every Western and Middle Eastern government 
for over seven years. Many of his colleagues had been imprisoned or 
killed, some quite brutally; he was lucky to be alive. Still, he looked 
forlorn. His salt-and-pepper beard had grayed, and the circles under 
his eyes had darkened. Like Sharif, he wore thick glasses because of 

his dimming eyesight. The mark of constant prayer on his forehead, 
the zebiba, had become more pronounced. Even his teeth looked 

aged, with a conspicuous buildup of plaque on the bottom row. 
Zawahiri called his manifesto A Treatise on the Exoneration oj 

the Nation oj the Pen and Sword oj the Denigrating Charge oj Being 
Irresolute and Weak. The majority of Sharif's document, he charged, 
criticized al Qa'ida but said virtually nothing about the Egyptian 
government, one of "the most corrupt regimes that Egypt has ever 
seen and has, as both its loyalists and opponents agree, perpetrated 
more torture and murders than any previous regime."34 How could 
Sharif fail to criticize the Egyptian government? The only possibil
ity, he mused, was that Egypt's security services must have assisted 
in writing, editing, and publishing the document. After all, Zawa
hiri pointed out, Sharif wrote from a prison cell in Egypt. 

Zawahiri also accused Sharif of gross irresponsibility in fail
ing to criticize the United States for its "barbarities." The indict

ment was a cheap shot. Sharif had criticized the United States 
and had supported jihad against the Americans in Afghanistan. 
In a rhetorical swipe, Zawahiri asked if the electrical current for 
the fax machine used to serialize Sharif's book also powered the 
Tura prison's electric chair. He also suggested that the Americans 
must have been involved in producing the document. "What is your 
opinion about the U.S. embassy and the FBI and CIA bureaus in 
Egypt?" he asked. "By the way, they are the bodies that supervise 
your revisions."35 
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It was a classic Zawahiri tactic. What better way of denigrat~ 

ing Rationalization of Jihad in Egypt and the World than to accuse 
Sharif of direct complicity with the infidels? But Sharif gave follow~ 

up interviews with AI~Hayat to explain his arguments better, and 

his son, Ismail, acknowledged that the book accurately reflected 
his father's views. 

Even if the book was untainted by infidel views, Zawahiri 

insisted that it aided the enemies of Islam. "It served in the best 
possible way," he wrote, "the interests of the alliance that the crusad~ 

ers and Jews have with our rulers, who act in contradiction of sharia 
... The United States is the first beneficiary from these revisions."36 

Zawahiri then debated specific points. On civilian casualties, 

he conceded that al Qa'ida operatives had made mistakes in killing 

women and children, but pointed out that al Qa ida was engaged 
in a war and "those who have made mistakes can be held account~ 

able and those who suffered damage can be recompensed accord~ 
ing to Sharia."37 But jihad must continue, he protested. Even in the 

Prophet Muhammad's era, he pointed out, Muslim commanders 

made mistakes. 

At the same time, Zawahiri maintained that it was legitimate to 
kill civilians, including Muslims, under some conditions. One was 

during night raids, in which al Qa'ida targeted specific individuals 

and killed women or children accidentally. "If they are not separated 
from the others," he wrote, "it is permitted to kill them including 

old people, women, young boys, sick persons, incapacitated persons, 
and unworldly monks."38 A second condition involved killing those 

who supported infidels by providing money, information, or other 

aid. Although they were not engaged in actual fighting, abetting 
the enemy was just as condemnable. "It is permitted to kill women, 

young boys, and the old and infirm if they help their people," 

Zawahiri wrote.39 A third condition was when civilians were used 
as human shields. "If they mix with others and one cannot avoid 

killing them along with the others," Zawahiri insisted, "then it is 
permitted to kill them."40 
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Logic was never Zawahiri's strong suit. His reasoning grew 

increasingly strained as the list of caveats for civilian casualties 
grew longer. He maintained, for example, that while the United 

States and its allies allowed women to join the armed forces, "those 
[women] who are not soldiers still behave like men" and "hence it is 

permitted to kill them."41 The same applied to young boys and even 

infirm old men from the West. "We stated above that every Muslim 

in the world should now fight them and kill them wherever they 

are found, be they civilians or military men," he wrote. "We meant 
every word."42 

As Zawahiri saw it, the Muslim world was engaged in a vio
lent clash of civilizations with the West. It was the U.S.-led crusad

ers on one side and Islam on the other. Embellishing his political 

weight, Zawahiri did not refer to al Qa'ida in the document but 
rather to the "mujahideen." This rhetorical move presumptuously 

implied that he spoke for the entire ummah, or Islamic community. 

War was the only option in this struggle to the death. "This reli

gion came through the sword, rose by the sword, will persist by the 
sword, and will be lost if the sword is lost," he claimed.43 Zawa

hiri's argument was based not just on his understanding of Mus
lim actions since the apex of the caliphate but on his belief that 

the United States and its Arab allies, including Egypt, committed 

countless atrocities. Al Qa'ida's actions weren't terrorism, he said, 
but the United States' were. 

Zawahiri also vigorously denied the charge that al Qa'ida failed 

to secure the support of the ulema, rattling off a list of individuals 
who supported al Qa'ida's views. They included the Afghan insur

gent leader Jalaluddin Haqqani, Sayyid Qutb, Abdullah Azzam, 
and nearly two dozen others, some of whom, like Qutb, had been 

killed for their extreme convictions. Zawahiri also accused Sharif 

of hypocrisy. He lacked religious credentials, Zawahiri fumed, yet 

had the audacity to masquerade as an authority. "The author says 
he is neither a religious scholar nor a mufti but he still calls this 

action permitted, that action obligatory, and that one prohibited," 
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Zawahiri wrote. "He passes Sharia judgments over momentous 

events that are rarely judged by one religious authority alone."44 

Sharif's goal, Zawahiri charged, was to "stop the Muslim jihad" 

and prohibit protests against ruling regimes in the Middle East 

"whether by word of mouth or act of hand, or even peaceful pro

tests in the form of demonstrations, strikes, sit-ins, conferences, and 
meetings."45 Even worse, Sharif supported an appeasement strategy 

that placated the crusaders, Jews, and heretics in the Egyptian gov

ernment. This was an unfair accusation. Sharif strongly supported 

jihad when Muslim nations were attacked but argued that jihad was 

only one of several options available to Muslims. 
Still, a formidable army of extremists came to Zawahiri's 

defense, many of them Egyptians who had worked closely with 

Zawahiri and knew Sharif personally. Their goal was clear: to 

demean Sharif's name and disparage his credentials. One of the 

most vocal critics was Adil Abd aI-Majeed Abd al-Bari, better 

known to his colleagues as Abbas or Abu Dia. In 1996, Zawahiri 

appointed Bari as head of Egyptian Islamic Jihad's cell in London, 
and he rented an apartment on Beethoven Street, a residential area 

within walking distance of Paddington train station.46 Bari was an 

erudite, well-spoken lawyer who had defended numerous Islamists 

in Egyptian court, including the spiritual leader of al-Gama'a al

Islamiyya, Umar Abd aI-Rahman, who was convicted in the United 

States for involvement in the 1993 World Trade Center bombing.47 

In the meantime Bari had become a wanted man. The United 

States indicted him for his alleged involvement in the 1998 terror

ist attacks against its embassies in Nairobi and Dar es Salaam.48 In 
1999, Bari was imprisoned in the United Kingdom following Oper

ation Challenge, a Scotland Yard and MIS effort against Egyptian 

extremists. 
Though he was stuck in jail, Bari could not stay on the sidelines. 

He leapt to Zawahiri's defense and labeled Sharif a failed leader 

who had been forced out of Egyptian Islamic Jihad because of his 
poor organizational skills. He was "dismissed as Amir [of Egyp-
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tian Islamic Jihad] because of his complacency about the group's 
concerns," Bari remarked. Sharif's book must have been inspired 
by revenge for his alienation from Egyptian Islamic Jihad a decade 
earlier. "His anger here is equal to his anger because of his dismissal 

from being the Amir of the group," Bari concluded.49 

Muhammad Hasan Khalil al~Hakim, who used the nom de 

guerre Abu Jihad al~Masri, agreed. He was an al Qa'ida opera
tional and propaganda leader who resided primarily in Iran. "This 
is not the first time we object to the opinions and fatwas by Shaykh 
Sayyid Imam," he said. "We were dumbfounded and amazed by 
how he ended his involvement with the jihad group which was for 
reasons inconsistent with Islamic law."50 As al Qa'ida's senior leader 

for Egypt, he was not exactly objective. Hakim, who was later killed 
by a U.S. drone strike in Pakistan, had a boxer's muscular jaw, a tree 
trunk of a neck, and a receding hairline that gave him a wild, edgy 
aura. He also sported a thin layer of stubble and flashed a confident 
grin, like a Hollywood movie star. For Haki'm, Sharif's Rationaliza
tion of Jihad in Egypt and the World was the pathetic last gasp of a 
failed leader. The document was motivated by revenge and vitriol, 
pure and simple. 

Sharif had "lost his mind," remarked Hani al-Siba'i, an Egyptian 
lawyer and member of the Egyptian Islamic Jihad shura.51 Siba'i, 
who was more colloquially referred to as "Doctor" or "Shaykh Doc~ 
tor," had worked with both Zawahiri and Sharif In 1999, Egyp~ 
tian authorities convicted him in absentia, along with Zawahiri and 
Sharif, of planning to overthrow the Egyptian government and sen
tenced him to fifteen years in prison. But he had secured political 
asylum in the United Kingdom, where he established the Almaqreze 
Centre for Historical Studies in London. Over time he became an 

annoyance to the British, arguing on Al Jazeera that the July 2005 

attacks were "a great victory" for al Qa'ida. Wearing a svelte navy 
blue blazer, button~down dress shirt, crisp white collar, and oval 
spectacles, he could have been mistaken for an investment banker 
had it not been for the scraggly beard and black Muslim prayer cap. 
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Speaking softly but confidently into the camera, he remarked that 
al Qa'ida had "rubbed the noses of the world's eight most powerful 

countries in the mud," a reference to the G-8 members, who were 

meeting in the United Kingdom at the time of the attack.52 

Hakim, Saba'i, and others now considered Sharif a lackey of 

the West and its allies. "From the beginning of the memorandum 
to its end," wrote Siba'i, "he was in favor of the Americans and he 

poured out his anger against the two Shaykhs Usama bin Laden 
and Ayman al-Zawahiri."53 For Hakim, Sharif's book was "the 

result of a strategic project for the Egyptian Intelligence."54 

Many didn't believe that Sharif could criticize al Qa'ida and 

ignore the sins of the Egyptian government. "The question that 

presents itself and awaits a response from Shaykh Sayyid: Is the 

tyrant Hosni Mubarak to terrorize more than 70 million Egyptian 
Muslims" only to have Sharif ignore his actions? asked Abu-Basir 

al-T artusi, a Syrian SalaH cleric also living in London, who posted 

his response to Sharif on jihadist websites.55 

Perhaps the most powerful critique of Sharif, however, came 

from Hani al-Siba'i, who dug into Sharif's past writings and com

pared them to Rationalization of Jihad in Egypt and the World. His 

strategy was to use Sharif's past arguments to :::ounter his current 

ones. Siba'i outlined how Sharif's past works had denounced Egyp

tian rulers as apostates and contended that "jihad against them is 
a must." In a document titled Terrorism Is Part of Islam, Sharif had 

written that" dividing people into civilians and military personnel 
is an invented way, and has no origin in the Islamic sharia."56 For 

Saba'i and other detractors, Sharif had accomplished the antithesis 

of what his title promised. 
"Shaykh Sayyid did not rationalize the work of jihad as he 

claims in his revisions titled 'Rationalization of Jihad,' but he can

celed, abolished, and forbade jihad and incriminated those who are 

trying to revive it," remarked Abu-Basir al-T artusi. "Therefore the 
correct title for his revisions should be 'Retraction ofJihad."'57 
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The Debate Expands 

Sharif had prepared for many of these criticisms. "I know how they 
think," he said, "and the suspicions they will cast. Therefore, I will 

reply to them before they present these suspicions." 

To the charges of hypocrisy, he said that his early opinions on 

jihad, apparent in some of his writings like The Essential Guide for 
Preparation, had begun to change more than a decade before. 

To the charges of bias by his jailers, the Egyptian government, 
he wrote, "What is significant is the evidence presented by the writ~ 
ing, and not where it took place."58 

"Was I in an Egyptian jail in 1992 when I denounced Aljihad 

Organization's armed actions inside Egypt? I was in Pakistan at that 
time and I was in Sudan in 1994," he noted. "When I did this, was 

I in the hands of Egyptian intelligencer"59 The real issue, he said, 

was the substance of his writing. 'They know in advance that they 

cannot respond to the arguments in the document. This is because 

I do not speak without providing proof from the Qur'an and the 

prophet's Sunnah. They found that they had nothing left but to 

slander the author by alleging that it was written by the Egyptian 
intelligence service and the security services."6o 

Sharif also responded to the argument that his book was help~ 

ing the Americans and other infidels. 'This accusation was made 

against us when we joined the Afghan jihad against the commu~ 

nists," he remarked in an interview in Al-Hayat. "They said that we 

were U.S. agents and that our jihad served the United States against 
the Russians."61 Neither Sharif nor most who supported him were 

zealots of the West. In their eyes, the United States, Israel, and 

Arab regimes were guilty of atrocities. 

By late 2007 the debate had grown beyond either Sharif or 

Zawahiri and had moved into digital battlefields: jihadist web~ 

sites, Internet chat rooms, e~mails, and newspapers and magazines 

spanning the Muslim world, though most Western officials were 

unaware of it. A growing throng began to attack Zawahiri and 



278 HUNTING IN THE SHADOWS 

his defenders. Nabil Nairn, an influential Egyptian Islamic Jihad 
member, described Hani al-Siba'i as one of the "jihadis of Scotland 
Yard."62 Nairn's voice carried a lot of influence, in part because of his 

long association with Zawahiri, Siba'i, and others. When Zawa

hiri left for Saudi Arabia and Pakistan in the 1980s, he turned 

over command of the Egyptian faction of Egyptian Islamic Jihad 

to Nairn. By the mid-1990s, however, Nairn began to have sec

ond thoughts about the effectiveness of the armed struggle against 
the Egyptian government and focused instead on Israel. 63 And he 

became extremely critical of Zawahiri's dangerous radicalization 

and push toward global jihad. 
Others lamented that the continuing bloodshed was weakening 

Islam and causing Muslims to kill each other. "My brother Usama 
bin Laden, the image ofIslam today is not at its best," wrote Salman 

al-Awdah, a Saudi cleric and Muslim scholar, in an open letter to 

bin Laden. "People all over the world say that Islam orders the kill

ing of those who do not believe in it ... Where is the mercy in kill

ing people? Where is the mercy in turning many Muslim countries 
into regions of war and fighting? The Prophet, God's prayers and 

peace be upon him, conquered and subjugated the entire Peninsula 
without any massacres."64 

Awdah, who was born in AI-Basr village in Saudi Arabia in 

1956, was an antiestablishment SalaH cleric. Like Nabil Nairn and 

others, he was deeply disturbed by al Qa'ida's atrocities. Much of 

the violence, he felt, was predicated on "misunderstood or misinter
preted arguments based on sharia."65 Awdah used multiple media 

forums to convey his views. Extraordinarily photogenic, with his 
neatly trimmed black beard and white-and-red-checked kaffiyeh, he 

was a dynamic speaker and appeared regularly on Al Jazeera and 
other television programs. He also acted as the general supervisor 

for IslamToday.com, the website of the Saudi periodical AI-Islam 
AI-Yawm. Like many other critics of al Qa'ida, he was certainly not 
pro-American and had criticized the U.S. invasion of Iraq, co sign

ing an "open letter to the Iraqi people" that called for "defensive 
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Adam Gadahn was raised 
in southern California 
and recruited by an al 
Qa'ida facilitator while 

attending a mosque in 
Orange County. He later 
moved to Pakistan and 

became an active member 
of al Qa'ida's propaganda 
efforts. Federal Bureau of 
Investigation 

Abdulla Ahmed Ali prepares his martyrdom video during a 2006 at 
Qa'ida plot to destroy airplanes On their way from London to the United 

States and Canada. But British police and intelligence foiled the plot, with 
help from U.S. agencies. AP Photo/Metropolitan Police 



Sheikh Abdul Sattar Abu Risha (right) helped lead a revolt against aI Qa'ida in Iraq, ending the 

second wave of violence. AI Qa'ida in Iraq's decision to kill large numbers of civilians alienated the 

local Iraqi population. U.S. Department of Defense/Lance CorporalJulian Bil/mair 

Najibullah Zazi led an al Qa'ida plot to bomb New 

York City subways after training in Pakistan's tribal 

areas. But U.S. intelligence and law enforcement 

agencies discovered the plot and arrested Zazi in 2009, 

shortly before the attack. AP Photo/Ed Andrieski 

After training with aI Qa'ida in the 

Arabian Peninsula in Yemen, Umar 

Farouk Abdulmucallab actempted to 

blow up a Detroit-bound airliner in 

December 2009 as part of al Qa'ida's 

third wave. But the bomb partially 

malfunctioned and failed to take down 

the aircraft. AP Photo/US. Marshals 
Service 



On May 1, 2010, Faisal Shahzad 
tried to launch a terrorist attack in 

New York City, but the bomb failed 
to detonate. Shahzad had t'eceived 
his bomb-making training from the 

Tehreek-e Taliban Pakistan. AP 
Photo/U.S, Marshals Service 

Anwar al-Awlaki, who was 
born in the United States, was 
instrumental in initiating a 
third wave of terrorism from 
his base in Yemen. He leveraged 
the Internet and other social 
media forums to distribute 
radical propaganda and recruit 
new members. AP Photo/Site 
Intelligence Group 

From his base in Chicago, David Headley 
presented a new model for terrorism during al 
Qaidas third wave. He worked si'multaneously for 
several militant groups, including al Qa'ida and 

Lashkar-e-Taiba. U.S. Department of Justice 



President Barack Obama talks with members of the national security team in the Situation Room 
of the White House on May 1, 2011, the day of the raid against Osama bin Laden. White Housel 
Pete Souza 

Abboltabad Compound. 2011 

Osama bin Laden's compound in Abbottabad, 
Pakistan. His capture signaled the end of the third 
wave and was a testament to the patient work 
of U.S. special operations forces, the CIA, the 
National Security Agency, and other secret agencies. 
Central Intelligence Agency 



A U.S. MQ-IB Predator unmanned aerial vehicle prepares to take off. U.S. drone 
attacks increasingly targeted al Qa'ida leaders in Pakistan, Yemen, and other countries, 
contributing to the end of the third wave. U.S. Air Force/Technical Sergeant Sabrina 
Johnson 
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jihad" against U.S. military "occupation."66 He believed the United 

States had come to the Middle East to start a Shi'a~Sunn:i war. 
"It will be good for Israel and the United States," Awdah argued. 
"They will support both sides, fan the fire of this war, and applaud 
it. People will kill each other."67 

Another al Qa'ida critic was Shaykh Yusuf al~Qaradawi, an 
Egyptian Islamic theologian and affiliate of the Muslim Brother~ 
hood, who condemned al Qa'ida and its tactics, arguing, "Islam 
says that unjustly killing human beings is a major crime that comes 
after polytheism and it has not been approved by divine scrip~ 
tures."6B Qaradawi was a heavyweight in many Muslim circles and 
had been banned from the United States and the United Kingdom 
for his extreme views, a testament to his credentials. He publicly 
supported suicide attacks against perceived foreign occupiers of 
Muslim lands-including those in Israel, Palestinian territory, and 

Iraq-but condemned al Qa'ida for attacking Muslims. 
Qaradawi had impeccable religious credentials. In 1973 he 

earned a Ph.D. from AI~Azhar University, the Harvard of Sunni 
Islamic learning and Arab literature, writing his dissertation on 
"Zakah and Its Effect on Solving Social Problems." Yet he embraced 
modern technology and became a television icon, running a pro~ 
gram called Ash~Sharia wal~Hayat (Sharia and Life) on Al Jazeera. 
He was an animated and charismatic speaker. On his show he could 
be histrionic, waving his hands and shouting at one moment, quiet 
and controlled the next, yet he was compelling and empathetic, 
and deftly used multiple media formats to reach young people 
all over the world. He could even be hip. He often wore a white 

prayer cap, fashionable glasses, and a button~down shalwar kameez. 
For IslamOnline.net, a popular website he helped found in 1997, 
he served as chief religious scholar. His anti~American and anti
al Qa'ida stance made him a paradox for U.S. intelligence agencies, 
who often disagreed about whether he was a moderate, mainstream, 
or extremist Sunni cleric. His criticism of Zawahiri showed that 
not all young Muslims were taken with al Qa'ida's appeals. 
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A number of other Egyptian Islamic Jihad members came to 
Sharif's defense. Ahmad Yusuf Hamdallah, an Egyptian Islamic 
Jihad leader, characterized Sharif's book as a "tsunami" that would 
affect current and future generations. He, too, scoffed at the idea 
that Sharif's new assertions were the result of pressure from Egypt's 
security agencies.69 In 1981, Hamdallah had been convicted in con
nection with the assassination of Egyptian president Anwar Sadat, 
and he had spent years in and out of jail. Usamah Siddiq Ayyub, a 
prominent Egyptian Islamist living in Germany, described Sharif's 
writings as "a turning point," saying that "the revisions conducted 

by the Islamic Jihad derive their importance from the fact that they 
were drawn up by the first person to lay down the principles of 
jihadist ideology in the world."70 

Equally significant, however, was the assault on al Qa'ida from 
two powerful Sunni organizations, Egypt's Muslim Brotherhood 
and Palestinian Hamas. In an article published on the Muslim 
Brotherhood's website, ikhwanweb.com, the group "welcomed the 
reviews carried out and declared by the Islamic Jihad group lead
ers."71 After coming under withering criticism from Zawahiri for 
this modest support ofShari£ the group attacked Zawahiri himself 
Dr. Isam al-I ryan, a member of the Muslim Brotherhood's Guid

ance Bureau and its chief spokesman, wrote that "al-Zawahiri's pol
icy and preaching bore dangerous fruit and had a negative impact 
on Islam and Islamic movements across the world."n In addition, 

leaders of Hamas, which the U.S. government designated a ter
rorist organization, attacked Zawahiri.73 Hamas's political leader, 
Khaled Meshaal, said that the group had "its own vision" and did 
not need al Qa'ida's advice.74 "May God have mercy on our brother 
Ayman al-Zawahiri for making many mistakes," said Khalil Abu 
Layla, a senior Hamas leader.75 ·Both were responding to Zawahiri's 
accusation that Hamas had flouted Islam and" fallen in the swamp 
of capitulation" by participating in Palestinian elections,?6 

The most devastating attacks against al Qa'ida came from a 
seemingly innocuous source. In 2008 al Qa'ida's media organiza-
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tion, As~Sahab, announced that Ayman al~Zawahiri was prepared 

to answer questions posted on jihadist websites. Hundreds of indi~ 
viduals responded, including supporters of al Qa'ida, media organi~ 

zations, hostile critics, and presumably foreign intelligence agencies. 

At first blush it appeared to be a well~conceived propaganda and 

recruitment move. Al Qa'ida was leveraging some of the most 

advanced social media and encouraging a personable, one~on~one 

dialogue with the charismatic Zawahiri. This would perhaps be the 

public's only opportunity to engage directly with al Qa' ida's second~ 
in~command. "I thank all who took an interest in As~Sahab's invita~ 

tion to an open meeting with me," Zawahiri said, "and I thank in 

particular the unknown soldiers from those garrisoned on our front 
lines in jihadist media."77 Yet Zawahiri's gamble backfired. In the 

manner of many town hall meetings, there were sycophants prais~ 
ing al Qa'ida, but also a sizable number who had come to express 

their grievances. 

"Excuse me, Mr. Zawahiri," asked Mudarris Jughrafiya, who 
described himself as a geography teacher, "but who is it that is kill~ 

ing, with Your Excellency's blessing, the innocents in Baghdad, 

Morocco, and Algeria? Do you consider the killing of women and 
children to be jihad?" 

Talib Jami'i Tib al~Jazaa'ir, a medical student from Algeria, sim~ 

ilarly inquired, "Is killing women and children jihad in your view? I 
want al~Zawahiri to answer me about those who kill the people in 

Algeria. What is the legal evidence for killing the innocents?" 

"And what is it that makes legitimate the spilling of the blood of 
even one Muslim?" asked another questioner, who identified him~ 

self as I'laamiyyah. 
"Many people in the Islamic world," wrote another, "complain 

that al Qa'ida organization was behind many operations that tar~ 

geted innocent civilians and Muslims within the Islamic nations 

and many Muslims and children died as a result of such opera~ 

tions. Do you not think that you are shedding prohibited and 
innocents' blood?"78 
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The exchange did not produce the propaganda victory Zawa~ 

hiri had imagined. The decision to hold a virtual press conference 

suggested a desire to communicate and alleviate growing concerns 

among jihadists about the future of the movement. Instead, his 
responses, and particularly his failure to respond to some questions, 

revealed growing doubts about al Qa'ida. 

Declining Support 

In addition to growing discontent on the Internet and in the Arab 

press, public opinion polls showed that Zawahiri and al Qa'ida 

were losing the war for hearts and minds. Support for Osama bin 

Laden plummeted in much of the world: from 56 percent in 2003 

to 20 percent in 2007 in Jordan; from 20 percent to 1 percent in 

Lebanon; from 15 percent to 5 percent in Turkey; from 59 percent 

to 41 percent in Indonesia; and from 46 percent to 38 percent in 
Pakistan?9 Many had grown tired of the bloodshed. "Killing those 

civilians in civilian aircraft and trains and in buildings and hotels 

is not the legitimate form sanctioning the killing of an unbeliever," 

wrote Sharif. He warned Muslim youths, "0 you young people, do 

not be deceived by the heroes of the Internet, the leaders of the 

microphones and the dealers of slogans who are themselves the 
largest suppliers of tombs and prisons."8o 

Through all of the criticism within Islam, however, there was 

no coordinated American response. Some officials, including the 

FBI's Philip Mudd, argued that this debate was an opportunity 

to support Islamic groups that opposed al Qa ida, such as Egypt's 
Muslim Brotherhood. "The Brotherhood's role in our new decade~ 

long campaign against al Qa'ida and its affiliates doesn't appear 
prominently in the U.S. debate," Mudd wrote. "It should, espe~ 

cially for those who accept the maxim that the enemy of an enemy 

is a friend." 

But Mudd went further, arguing that the U.S. should reach out 
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to the Brotherhood. "The rise of Muslim Brotherhood activists is an 

opportunity for the US. As we debate how to best respond to this 

Islamist wave, we should not lose sight of the fact that the Brother~ 
hood could curb the spread of al Qa'ida's violent extremism."81 

Yet Mudd's view was too radical for many US. government 

officials, who labeled the Brotherhood an extremist organization. 

Thus the reverse wave against al Qa'ida happened in the absence of 

a US. strategy to counter al Qa'ida's message. As US. officials dith~ 
ered, it became clear that al Qa'ida had gone too far. Its leaders sup~ 

ported a nearly limitless war that had engulfed much of the Muslim 

world in bloodshed. Moreover, al Qa'ida had failed to establish a 

caliphate, a goal that many believed was naive and unrealistic to 
begin with. Instead, they had lost the one country where their ver~ 

sion of sharia law was established, Afghanistan, after the overthrow 

of the Taliban. "There are those who say that jihad has conclusively 

failed as a method for removing the governing regimes in Muslim 
countries," a questioner remarked to Zawahiri during his virtual 

press conference. 'They claim that this jihad has brought disasters 

upon our outreach and missionary work and [has not given us] a 
single good thing."82 

Zawahiri had no response. The second wave had now ended. 

Al Qa'ida's punishment strategy, which involved targeting civilians, 

backfired. In several countries where al Qa'ida had established a foot-
hold, such as Iraq, national security forces had improved and were 

able to establish order, undermining al Qa'ida's sanctuary. Stories 

about the decline of al Qa'ida began to appear in the media. Not only 

had the organization been losing support in its home region, it had 

repeatedly failed to hit the US. homeland. It was time to try again, 
thanks in part to the work of an upstart Yemeni~American named 

Anwar al~Awlaki. 



PART III 

THE THIRD WAVE 
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MAY 7, 2007, was a tepid spring evening in Cherry Hill, New 

Jersey. The setting sun painted a gilded layer within a band 
of clouds that slid across the sky. Only 5 miles east of Philadel

phia in the Delaware Valley, Cherry Hill is an icon of American 

suburbia. Money magazine anointed it one of the most desirable 

places to live in the United States. It boasted one of the first large 

indoor shopping malls east of the Mississippi, with chic, upscale 
stores like Nordstrom and Abercrombie & Fitch, a median family 

income of $88,401, and a plethora of well-educated doctors, law

yers, and engineers.' 

That evening, Dritan Duka and his brother Shain arrived at 

a split-level apartment on East Tampa Avenue. The Dukas were 

Albanians from Kosovo, whose family had entered the United 

States illegally through Mexico in 1984. They were in Cherry Hill 

to pick up three AK-47 Kalashnikov rifles, four M16 fully auto

matic assault rifles, and four handguns. But they were not alone. A 

team ofFBr and other federal agents had tailed them. The FBI had 

clandestinely infiltrated the group and secured live video and sound 

of the meeting. Dritan Duka had ordered the weapons on April 6. 

He and several colleagues planned to mount a multipronged ter
rorist attack against U.S. soldiers and civilians at Fort Dix, a U.S. 

Army base about 30 miles away. The plan called for a quick strike 

287 
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and an equally rapid retreat-a hit-and-run. The group had com

pleted training in the Pocono Mountains of Pennsylvania and at 

paintball complexes. In prior months they had also conducted sur

veillance of Fort Dix and other US. military bases. 

In January 2007, a few months before, Dritan and Shain had 

explained to one of their colleagues, Besnik Bakalli, that they 

needed more weapons. 
"We have four," said Shain. 

"We have nine-millimeter handgun," added Dritan in a thick 

Albanian accent. 
"We have one handgun," continued Shain. "We have shotgun." 
"Yes," said Bakalli. 

"We have an assault rifle, machine gun," Shain explained. 

Bakalli stopped him. "It's a machine gun?" 
"It's not a machine gun," chimed in Eljvir Duka, Dritan and 

Shain's twenty-three-year-old brother. 
Dritan protested. "Yes, machine gun, it's not full Bam! Bam! 

Bam!" he said, trying to imitate the sound. "It goes by itsel£ Auto

matic. And we have that SKS," he continued. 

Bakalli stopped him. "SKSt 
"Yes, SKS Yugoslavian," Shain answered, referring to the 

Yugoslav-made SKS automatic rifle, a poor man's version of the 
AK-47.2 

These formidable weapons could certainly inflict damage, but 

the group needed assault rifles. The plan was to kill as many US. 
soldiers as possible. Two years later, Nidal Malik Hasan, a major 

in the US. Army, would use an FN Five-seveN semiautomatic 

weapon to shoot nearly four dozen people at Fort Hood, Texas, 
killing thirteen of them.3 The Dukas didn't know this, of course, 

but they knew assault rifles would be necessary. In April 2007 they 

turned to a friend, Mahmoud Omar, to help procure the weapons. 
"We need to talk." said Dritan. "The list, I need all the, the AKs. 

The M16s and all the handguns. AKs, the M16s and all the hand

guns. All of them I need," he repeated. "He has four right now. Each 
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one. I want all of the AKs, all the M16s, I think there was four, no 

five AKs I think and four M16s. And I need all the handguns, one 

of each. Everything he had except that RPG and the M60."4 

Omar agreed to buy the weapons from a contact in Baltimore; 

May 7 was the delivery day. As the FBI watched on hidden surveil, 

lance cameras, Omar, who was actually an FBI informant, handed 

over the weapons in the living room of his coffee' colored apartment 
on East Tampa Avenue.5 Omar's haul included four Colt M16Al 

machine guns, one Poly tech AKS,762 semiautomatic rifle, and 

two Norinco AK-47 semiautomatic rifles.6 Shortly after 9 p.m., 

a SWAT team and dozens of federal agents burst into the living 

room, which was sparsely decorated with a faded brown couch 
and low,end, offwhite vertical blinds. Several other accomplices, 

including Mohamad Shnewer, Eljvir Duka, and Serdar Tatar were 

arrested at different locations that day? 
The disruption of the Fort Dix plot was a succ(;ssful coun, 

terterrorist operation. The FBI had infiltrated an extremist cell 
preparing to conduct a combined,action operation against U.S. sol, 

diers. They used signals intelligence and human assets to penetrate 

the cell, piece together the support network, and capture the plot
ters. While the cell members did not have a direct connection to al 

Qa'ida, they were nonetheless inspired by the message of Osama 
bin Laden, Ayman al,Zawahiri, and an up,and,coming radical 

preacher named Anwar al,Awlaki. It was the kind of strategy that 

some extremists, including the Syrian strategist Abu Mus'ab aI, 

Suri, had embraced. AI,Suri, whose work was widely circulated on 
jihadist web sites, encouraged Muslims to become involved in "indi, 

vidual jihad and small cell terrorism."s 

Fort Dix also showed the limitations of an attack without the 

direct involvement of al Qa'ida or one of its affiliates. The cell was 

chronically short of weapons, deficient in the technological savvy 
to produce homemade explosives, and inept in countersurveillance 

techniques. While its members could have caused a limited num, 

ber of casualties, they were unlikely to orchestrate a mass,casualty 
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attack like those on New York and Washington in 2001, Madrid in 
2004, and London in 2005. Still, the growing influence of Anwar 
al~Awlaki, based in Yemen, was the first indication that a third wave 
was imminent. 

This Life Is Nothing 

The Fort Dix plotters underwent a radicalization process funda~ 
mentally different from that of the September 11 hijackers, Jose 
Padilla, Adam Gadahn, and many other previous cases. The New 

Jersey group had never trained in an al Qiida camp, never been 
approached by an al Qi ida recruiter, and never actually met an al 
Qa'ida operative. The core group-Mohamad Shnewer, Serdar 
Tatar, and the Duka brothers-came from different backgrounds.9 

The Duka brothers-Dritan, Shain, and Eljvir-were from 

Debar, Macedonia, and spent time in Texas and Brooklyn before 
arriving in Cherry Hill. They had hopes of fame and fortune. Elj~ 
vir was in a rock~music video, Dritan was an extra in the televi~ 
sion show Law & Order, and Shain was in a commercial for the 
World Wrestling Federation.lO But these promising opportunities 
soon fizzled out. Dritan, whose friends often called him Anthony 
or Tony, was the oldest. At twenty~eight, he was stout and burly, 
played basketball, and hung out at the local Dunkin' Donuts. He 
and his wife, Jennifer Marino, an Italian~American convert to 
Islam, had five children. Eljvir, whose friends called him Sulay~ 
man or Elvis, and Shain were more rambunctious. High school 
classmates remember them as exuding "a gangster attitude" and as 
"incredibly disruptive" in school. Neither Eljvir nor Shain gradu~ 

ated from high schoolY After they dropped out, they operated a 
roofing company, and then Dritan and Shain owned a pizza res~ 
taurant together in Turnersville, New Jersey. They sold the busi~ 
ness in 2005 but made no money. This was not the America they 
had envisioned. 
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"We were lacking, our whole life lacking," Shain explained to 
Besnik Bakalli. "And our whole lives since we've been in America we 

have only gotten by," he continued. "There [were] times when it was 

very hard, and we would go into debt with the food suppliers that 
would bring us the supplies." 

"Man, this life is nothing, man," replied Bakalli. 

Shain's family had squeezed themselves into a small apartment. 
"We lived, Besnik, in an apartment, all of us. It was Dritoni with 

two kids. Look, my Dad, my Mom, Dritoni, his bride. He had two 
kids at the time, Dritoni, me, Sulayman," Shain lamented. There 

were ten people in total, crammed into a two~bedroom apartmentP 

Mohamad Shnewer, a Palestinian from Jordan, moved to the 
United States when he was two years old. He was a chronic under~ 

achiever, dropping out of Camden County College and living at 
his parents' house, with its unkempt yard and cluttered carport. 

After quitting his job at the family store following a dispute with 
his father, Shnewer began driving a taxi in Philadelphia. Over~ 

weight, he struggled with low self-esteem and spent much of his 

free time watching Nickelodeon and playing video games, especially 

Madden NFL, the American football video game named after the 
sports commentator and Super Bowl-winning coach of the Oak

land Raiders. Shnewer knew the Duka brothers from high school, 

and Eljvir married one of his sisters, Hnan. They also attended the 

AI~Aqsa Islamic Society Mosque in Philadelphia and the Islamic 

Center of South Jersey in PalmyraP 
Serdar Tatar, the final key member of the plot, moved to the 

United States with his family in 1992 from Turkey. Although 

Tatar failed to graduate from Cherry Hill High School West, 

dropping out during his junior year, he earned a high school 
equivalency diploma and worked at his father's restaurant, Super~ 

Mario's Pizza. As Tatar became more religious, his father, Muslim 

Tatar, grew increasingly perturbed. 'Tm not a religious person," he 
said. "I don't want my son to be a religious person, but he was a 

religious person."14 Serdar Tatar eventually left SuperMario's and 
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took a job at a 7~Eleven convenience store on the Temple Univer~ 

sity campus. Yet he remained in contact with the Duka brothers 
and Mohamad Shnewer, whom he had met at Cherry Hill High 
School West. 

The group shared a collective frustration with their lives. They 
often griped about the U.S. wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, the Rus~ 
sian war in Chechnya, and the plight of Palestinians. Yet these sen~ 
timents were not uncommon, especially among young Muslims, 
and it was unlikely that the men would have resorted to violence if 
an eloquent American preacher named Anwar al~Awlaki had not 
helped tip them in that direction. 

The Rise of Awlaki 

Anwar Nasser Abdulla al~Awlaki was born on April 22, 1971, 
in Las Cruces, New Mexico, where his father was studying on a 
Fulbright scholarship.ls Awlaki spent much of his childhood in 
Yemen. His father served as minister of agriculture and fisheries 

there, and Awlaki studied in a secular high school in the capital, 
Sana'a. In 1991 he moved to the United States to attend Colo~ 
rado State University. Awlaki was torn between Yemen's deeply 
conservative religious culture and freewheeling American ways.16 
He hesitated to shake hands with women on religious grounds, 
yet he was arrested twice for soliciting prostitutes. The first time, 
he pleaded guilty to a lesser charge by agreeing to enter an AIDS 
education program and pay $400 in fines and restitution. The 
second time, he pleaded guilty and was sentenced to three years' 
probation, fined $240, and ordered to perform twelve days of 
community service.17 

Awlaki eventually became enthralled with jihad. After a sum~ 
mer visit to Afghanistan, he brought back an Afghan hat and wore 
it proudly around the Colorado State campus. In 1994 he mar~ 
ried a cousin from Yemen, and he served as imam of the Denver 
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Islamic Society from 1994 to 1996, though he had no formal reli~ 
gious training. He was exactly the type of person that Sayyid Imam 
Abd al~Aziz al~Sharif and others had warned about-a charlatan 
posing as a trained Islamic scholar. Awlaki later served as imam 
of the Masjid AI~Ribat al~Islami mosque in San Diego, which was 
attended by two of the September 11 hijackers, Nawaf al~Hazmi 
and Khalid al~Midhar.18 He relocated to northern Virginia inJanu~ 
ary 2001 and became imam of the Dar al~Hijrah mosque in Falls 
Church, which was attended by Hazmi and yet another September 
11 hijacker, Hani Hanjour. Later he served as the Muslim chaplain 
at George Washington University. 

Fluent in English, renowned for giving eloquent talks on Islam, 
and adept at attracting young non~Arabic speakers, Awlaki "was the 
magic bullet," according to the Dar al~Hijrah mosque's spokesman, 
Johari Abdul~Malik. "He had everything all in a box."19 Indeed, 
Awlaki's charismatic, soft~spoken style and stirring lectures earned 
him a growing cadre of followers. He had a disarming aura and 
unnerving confidence, with an easy smile and a soothing, eloquent 
voice. He stood a lanky six feet, one inch tall, weighed 160 pounds, 
and had a thick black beard, an oversized nose, and wire~rimmed 
glasses. He spoke in a clear, almost hypnotic voice. "He had an 
allure," saidJohari Abdul~Malik. "He was charming."20 

When Awlaki spoke, he used his hands like an orchestra 
conductor, slicing them through the air and flicking his wrists. 
To emphasize points, he occasionally shrugged his shoulders or 
touched the tip of his index finger to his thumb, moving it down~ 
ward in a sweeping motion, sometimes violently. For Awlaki, speak
ing was an art, not a duty. 

He also understood the intricacies of the Internet and used 
it to broadcast his messages. His fluency in vernacular English, 
unabashed advocacy of jihad, and Web~savvy approach were a pow~ 
erful combination. His lectures were available on the Internet and 
his CDs were sold in Islamic bookstores around the world. Awlaki 
operated his own blog and was active on several social networking 
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sites. His supporters set up sites on Facebook and MySpace devoted 

to proselytizing his sermons and praising him. Awlaki envisioned 

himself as a vanguard figure among English~speaking Muslims. It 

was his mission to spread the word. 
"Most of the Jihad literature is available only in Arabic and 

publishers are not willing to take the risk of translating it," Awlaki 

acknowledged. 'The only ones who are spending the money and 

time translating Jihad literature are the Western intelligence ser~ 
vices. And too bad, they would not be willing to share it with yoU."21 

Most of Awlaki's on~line English lectures were nonviolent and 

centered on traditional religious themes, the FBI discovered, but 

some of his most stirring sermons blended Sayyid Qutb's rigid 

dogmatism with al Qa'ida's sweeping ambition to overthrow Arab 

regimes and weaken their Western backers. Qutb and several of 

his works, including his magnum opus, In the Shade of the Qur'an, 
had a profound impact on Awlaki, especially during his tenure in a 

Yemeni prison in 2006 and 2007.22 

"Sayyid is a very prolific and eloquent writer. His style is 
unique," Awlaki confided. "I would be so immersed with the author 

I would feel that Sayyid was with me in my cell speaking to me 
directly. There was something about my reading in prison: I could 

feel the personality of the author through his words. I lived with In 
the Shade of the Qur'an for over a month."23 

u.s. counterterrorism officials like Philip Mudd watched 

Awlaki as he developed his own firebrand style. His sermon "The 

Story of Ibn al~Aqwa" called for modern~day jihad and served as a 

source of radicalization and legitimacy for those seeking to fight 

the United States in Iraq or Afghanistan.24 In 2006, in a departure 
from his earlier, more moderate lectures, Awlaki encouraged listen~ 

ers to his lecture "Allah Is Preparing Us for Victory" to take part in 

jihad during what he called the "Golden Era." In the lecture, which 

was in English and available for download on several public web~ 

sites, Awlaki strongly and openly supported violent jihad.25 

For FBI and other intelligence officials, Awlaki's rise was dis~ 



LEADERLESS JIHAD? 295 

turbing, because he had a talent for connecting with impressionable 
Muslims. "He has credibility with young people," Mudd said.26 

The Constants of Jihad 

Awlaki's sermon "The Constants of Jihad" mesmerized the Fort Dix 
plotters. They obtained an audio recording of the lecture, in which 
Awlaki spoke in a relaxed, assured tone. He urged listeners, 'Jihad 
will ... carryon until the Day of Judgment since we are told to wipe 
out (non-Muslims] from the world."27 Quoting from the Qur'an, he 

encouraged his followers to "fight those of the People of the Book 
who do not believe in God and the Last Day, who do not forbid 
what God and His Messenger have forbidden, who do not obey the 
rule of justice until they pay the tax and agree to submit."28 Based on 
the writings of Yousef al-Ayyiri, the founder of al Qa'ida in Saudi 

Arabia, the sermon was posted on several websites commonly used 
by Muslim extremists, and Awlaki hit the mark. 

"About Anwar al-Awlaki," Shain Duka exclaimed to his col

leagues. "You gotta hear this lecture. You gotta hear it. The tide? 
The tide is 'Constants ofJihad.'" 

His brother Dritan echoed this sentiment. "You gotta hear this 
lecture, this brother ... him locked up in Yemen, Anwar al Awlaki 
the imam in Washington, D.C., they kicked him out of the U.S. 
and now they locked him up in Yemen. He was talking about jihad, 
the truth, no holds barred, straight how it is!" 

Later, during the same conversation, which the FBI was clandes
tinely monitoring, the plotters listened to a recording of "Constants 

on the Path of Jihad." 
"You gotta listen to this," Shain insisted. "He has a whole vol

ume of this lecture." 
Dritan added, with perceptible excitement, "You can't buy it 

nowhere ... He's in jail, they arrest him, he's on house arrest ... For 
stufflike this, in Yemen." 
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Shain agreed. "You can't find it," he said. "In his own country 

they locked him up for speaking like this ... That's a good lecture, 
huh brother? ... There's no lies with this guy."29 

Awlaki had struck a chord with the Fort Dix plotters, inter~ 

preting Islam in a way they could understand and embrace. "This 
is the truth," said Eljvir Duka. "I don't give a damn what everybody 

says. This is Islam, this is the truth right here. So he doesn't sugar~ 
coat, he doesn't have any boundaries to the truth in this, and it's very 

... " He paused. 
"Why? Why am I stressing this point?" Eljvir asked rhetorically. 

"Because we're living in a time where confused Muslims themselves, 

they're confused ... about our own brothers, you understand? So this 
lecture is very necessary for people today."30 

For the Duka brothers and their colleagues, these were more 

than words. They were a clarion call to action. 

"A lot of people are waking up, brother," remarked Serdar Tatar. 

"They are waking up!" Dritan agreed, approvingly. "They're 
gonna wake up even more when, when they see the shining of the 
sword." 

"Prepare as soldiers," declared Tatar.31 

It was time to fight the infidels. Dritan told Bakalli that he was 
"going to start something," that "we have enough people," they could 

do jihad in the United States, and "Allah will keep (their families] 
safe."32 In the minds of the plotters, Awlaki's lecture was a fatwa to 

attack the United States. 

But Awlaki was not their only inspiration. They also watched 

jihadist videos, including the martyrdom videos of two September 

11 hijackers.33 On May 26, 2006, Mohamad Shnewer showed part 

of the group an al Qa ida recruitment video that featured speeches 

by Osama bin Laden, as well as a video that glorified the September 

11 terrorist attacks.34 Dritan praised Osama bin Laden and prayed 

that Allah would protect him.35 During a February 2007 trip to the 

Poconos, Shnewer played jihadist videos that featured the bombing 
of U.S. military vehicles. In one, a U.S. Marine's arm gets blown off. 



LEADERLESS JIHAD? 297 

When Shain Duka pointed this out, the group erupted in laugh

ter.36 Their self-indoctrination began to accelerate. 
'Tm sad brother, sad, sad!" said Dritan Duka. "In Kosovo, Mus

lims are being shot. Bosnia because they are Muslim they are being 

shot. In Somalia because they are Muslim in Chechnya because 
they are Muslim. In Iraq, Afghanistan, and Palestine." 

"Just because we are Muslim," repeated Bakalli. 
Dritan nodded his head. "It's only because we are Muslim that 

we are being shot, don't think that it's because of any other reason! 

They don't like us brother. And if you aren't upset by it then you're 
not human anymore."37 

For Dritan and his colleagues, the worst part was their own 
inaction. 

"It gets me upset once in a while," said Shain. "When you see 

them fighting and we are-" 
Bakalli cut him off. "We are in Dunkin' Donuts." 

"Having a great time," Shain nodded. 

"And us in Dunkin' Donuts," said Bakalli.38 

An Unsung Hero 

As the Duka brothers and their colleagues grew more agitated, Brian 
Morgenstern, an assistant manager at the Circuit City music store 

in Mount Laurel, New Jersey, saw something that frightened him. 
Morgenstern was a clean-shaven twenty-six-year-old with bright 

blue eyes, a sheepish grin, and long sideburns. In the first months 

of 2006, one of the Dukas' younger brothers, Burim, brought an 

8-millimeter film to Circuit City and asked Morgenstern to convert 

it to a DVD format. 
"I bas'ically started the conversion process," Morgenstern said. 

"Everything was working out okay. I continued other projects that 
I had to do." He then glanced at the video. "I saw people firing 

handguns and rifles, and what it seemed to me as fully automatic 
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weapons."39 The tape showed approximately a dozen young men 

at a snow-covered, rustic firing range in Gouldsboro, Pennsylvania. 
Some could be heard shouting "Allahu Akbar!" ("God is great!") 

and "Jihad in the States."40 The group included the Duka brothers, 

Serdar Tatar, Agron Abdullahu, and others firing at a range using a 
Beretta 92FS pistol, a Yugoslavian SKS semiautomatic rifle, a shot

gun, and a Beretta CX4 Storm rifle.41 

Morgenstern debated whether he should report the tape to the 

authorities. "I actually waited that night and weighed out my deci

sions," he said. "I went home. I talked to my family ~bout it, thought 
their input would be very helpful on the situation."42 He added, "I 

was considering whether or not this was really a threat, or some

thing serious. I came to the conclusion that that's not my job or 
decision to make."43 

The next day he called the Mount Laurel police. "They came 

over," he said, "and they looked at the video, and they stopped it at 

one point and said, 'Okay, this is serious, we need a copy: "44 Morgen

stern made them a copy and subsequently handed the 8-millimeter 

film and the DVD back to the Fort Dix plotters. 

The FBI and the Joint Terrorism Task Force out of Philadel

phia immediately commenced an investigation.45 The FBI opted to 

penetrate the cell using an informant, Mahmoud Omar, an Egyp
tian national, to record conversations with the men on the Circuit 

City video. Omar was a stout 180 pounds and had deep brown 

eyes, a shaved head, and a smooth, clean-shaven face.46 But he had 

a deeply checkered past. He entered the United States illegally 

in 1995 through Mexico and had been convicted three times for 
bank fraud.47 He had also illegally attempted to obtain a driver's 

license from the Virginia Department of Motor Vehicles.48 When 

confronted with the last of his bank fraud charges, he was given a 

tantalizing offer by the FBI. Would he agree to be a cooperating 
informantr'9 Omar said yes, and began receiving cash payments and 

other benefits from the government that eventually totaled approxi

mately $240,000.50 
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Omar did not have to start from scratch in penetrating the cell. 

He had attended the same mosque as Serdar Tatar in Palmyra, 

New Jersey, and shared with him an interest in cars. Omar had 

been in the business of buying, repairing, and then shipping cars 

overseas for sale, and Tatar was in need of a vehicle because his 
wife had been involved in an accident.51 Omar also knew Moha~ 

mad Shnewer and identified him from a photograph taken from 

the Poconos firing range videotape.52 He told the FBI that Shnewer 

was "tight with the religion," implying that he was a devout Muslim, 
and worked at his family~owned food market. Shnewer had previ~ 

ously delivered food to Omar's apartment, and Omar had repaired 
Shnewer's car. Omar had sometimes talked about the wars in Iraq 

and Afghanistan with Shnewer.53 

Omar's participation was a pivotal break for the FBI. It allowed 

them to get close to the plotters without triggering suspicion. Omar 
gained access to the cell in March 2006, first by visiting Plaza Food 

Market & Halal Meats, the New Jersey grocery store owned by 
Mohamad Shnewer's father. Over the next several months he devel~ 

oped a relationship with Shnewer, accompanying the Dukas and 

Shnewer on a fishing trip in July 2006. During the trip Shnewer 
showed videos on his laptop of Iraqi insurgents attacking US. sol~ 

diers, as well as propaganda videos of Osama Bin Laden.54 

Between August 11 and 14, Shnewer and Omar traveled to the 
US. Army base at Fort Dix, the US. Army base at Fort Mon~ 

mouth, McGuire Air Force Base, Dover Air Force Base, and Lake~ 

hurst Naval Air Station to conduct surveillance for a potential 

terrorist attack.55 Omar was hooked up with a body wire and had 
a closed~circuit television camera hidden in the dashboard of his 

vehicle. Shnewer took his laptop with him on the trips and played 
videos while Omar drove.56 As they approached Fort Dix, Shnewer 

said that he was scouting the watchtowers from which officials 

could see who was entering and exiting the base. He bragged that it 

would be easy to infiltrate the checkpoints and get inside.57 

As they drove into Fort Dix, Shnewer remarked, "This is 
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exactly what we are looking for. You hit 4,5, or 6 humvees and light 
the whole place and retreat completely without any losses."58 

Shnewer told Omar that he would think about the next surveil
lance target, discuss it with Eljvir Duka, and let Omar know. That 

night Shnewer conducted surveillance of Fort Monmouth on his 

own, though an FBI surveillance team was on his tail. After pass
ing Fort Monmouth, Shnewer continued in the same direction for 

approximately 100 yards, then made a U-turn and drove slowly past 
the fort's main gate.59 

After Shnewer and Omar returned to the Philadelphia area, 

they discussed targeting the U.S. Coast Guard facility in Phila

delphia.60 Around November 28, Serdar Tatar acquired a map of 
the U.S. Army base at Fort Dix, labeled "Cantonment Area Fort 

Dix, NJ," and provided it to Omar to help plan and coordinate 
an attack.61 Tatar had obtained the map from his family's res

taurant, which needed maps to deliver pizzas on the base. Omar 

gave the map to Shnewer, who placed it in a secret location.62 By 
this time, however, Tatar had begun to suspect that Omar was a 

federal agent.63 

Fortunately, the FBI had introduced a second informant, 

Besnik Bakalli, into the terrorist cell. Bakalli, who spoke Albanian, 

befriended the three Duka brothers and began recording their con

versations. From July 2006 to January 2007 they met at a Dunkin' 
Donuts after attending mosque on Fridays.64 On January 19, 2007, 
Dritan, Eljvir, Shain, and Bakalli went paintballing.65 Bakalli also 

accompanied them on their second trip to the Poconos, in February 

2007, where they discussed jihad and went to buy guns.66 During 

that trip he recorded several conversations using a body wire and a 

surveillance video in the cabin occupied by the plotters. 

On February 1, as they drove to Gouldsboro, Pennsylvania, 

Dritan Duka, Shain Duka, and Bakalli discussed their belief that 

the United States was waging an unjust war against Muslims.67 

Dritan and Shain opined that as Muslims, they had a duty to fight 
on behalf of other, oppressed Muslims. Shain and Dritan also dis-
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cussed the benefits of dying as a martyr.68 As Dritan Duka noted, 
several members of the group, including Serdar Tatar, wanted to 
kill Americans. "He wanted to join the American military," Dritan 
explained. 

"What do you mean he wants to go?" asked Bakalli. 

Dritan quickly responded, "And he's wanted to kill them from 
inside." 

"Oh, he wants to go and join the army?" asked Bakalli again. 
"Yeah!" said Dritan. 

Bakalli was incredulous. "Are you serioust 
Dritan looked at him. "And he was very serious, just to get in 

and kill them," he said. "He's a maniac, he sees like we aren't human 

by watching Muslims get killed every day."69 

They eventually arrived at 2717 Eagleview Drive, Gouldsboro, 
the same house the Duka brothers had rented the previous year. 
Prior to the group's arrival, the FBI had rented the house! for a short 

period to install surveillance equipment. Beginning on February 
2, law enforcement officials conducted video surveillance at Penn~ 
sylvania State Game Land 127, the same firearms range shown on 

the DVD from January 2006. They observed the group firing an 
SKS semiautomatic rifle, a Beretta Storm semiautomatic rifle, 

a Mossberg 12~gauge pump shotgun, and a 9~millimeter Beretta 
handgun.7° The men blew through 1,000 rifle rounds, 1,000 hand~ 
gun rounds, and 500 shotgun shells.71 On the evening of February 
4, Shnewer, who had brought his laptop, played an assortment of 
jihadist videos for the others.72 The FBI had audio and photo sur~ 
veillance. On the evening of February 5, the group discussed Islam. 

"But what I am saying," said Dritan, "my point is, in order to 

spread your way you have to fight. So Islam, Islam is not going to 
war, just to take over the world . . . you are going to war to put 
Allah's laws on the earth ... which is true justice." 

Eljvir Duka agreed. He said that the fighting would end when 
"the Muslims have the ... authority, true power in the world ... 
Yeah," said Eljvir, "then it's gonna end."73 Eljvir stated that it was 



302 HUNTING IN THE SHADOWS 

their religious duty to join in the jihad because their Muslim broth~ 
ers were being shot in Chechnya and elsewhere. 

When they returned to Cherry Hill, the Duka brothers con~ 
tinued to conduct tactical training for an assault on u.s. soldiers74 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the group exaggerated the number of u.s. 
soldiers killed by Iraqi insurgents. 

"When Zarqawi was alive," boasted Eljvir, "he tallied and gave 
estimated total-" 

Dritan cut him of£ "Thirty thousand" killed, he said. 
"Forty thousand," replied Eljvir. 
"Almost forty thousand," Dritan agreed. 
"Forty thousand," repeated Eljvir. 
"We've killed," affirmed Dritan. "American soldiers."75 

By March, cell members were mentally preparing themselves 
for an attack. 

"Do not fear, 'Oh I'm afraid, I don't know if I should do it,'" 

mimicked Dritan in a sarcastic voice. "Do it!" he shouted. "Be a 
man, do it!" 

Bakalli responded, "No but Shaheen, it's-" 
Dritan quickly interrupted him. "Because if it's your time, you're 

gonna die anyway!" 
"Yeah but Shaheen," said Bakalli, "it's killing us man, you can't, 

you can't do it, we can't do it, we cant do it, we got no ass to do it. I 
mean-" 

Dritan cut him off again. "I will do it Insh'allah." 
"I mean, just because we don't know and for example we talk 

and talk," said Bakalli. 

"We just haven't found out how to do it," remarked Dritan. 
"With what to do it," Bakalli clarified, implying that they still 

lacked sufficient weapons. 

"That's the problem," Dritan agreed, "because I'm ready! Where 
would we find them:' It's hard to find when you don't know people. 
For now," he continued, "seven are a lot, you can do a lot with seven 

people." 
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"Yeah," said Bakalli. 

"Eh," Dritan repeated confidently. "You can do a lot of damage 
man, seven people."76 

Mahmoud Omar, who was still viewed with some skepticism 

as a possible informant, volunteered to help purchase firearms from 
a contact in Baltimore. During a March 28, 2007, telephone con~ 

versation between Dritan and Omar, which the FBI tapped, Omar 

explained that his Baltimore contact had provided a list of avail~ 

able weapons,?7 That evening Dritan Duka picked up the list from 

Omar and placed the order on April 6.78 By this point the core cell 

members were Serdar Tatar, Mohamad Shnewer, and the three 

Duka brothers. It was not entirely clear that Fort Dix was the only 

target, or even the preeminent target. But their objective was clear: 

to kill U.S. military personneL 

On May 7, Omar delivered the weapons, and Dritan and Shain 
Duka were arrested at Omar's apartment. Mohamad Shnewer, Elj~ 

vir Duka, and Serdar Tatar, who were not present at the transac~ 

tion, were detained at different locations that day,?9 All five were 

convicted of conspiracy to harm U.S. military personneL Dritan 

and Shain Duka received life sentences, with an additional thirty 

years for weapons charges. Eljvir Duka and Mohamad Shnewer 

were given life sentences, and Serdar Tatar was sentenced to thirty~ 

three years in prison. 

JFK Plot 

The Fort Dix plot was not the only terrorist threat from individuals 

inspired by al Qa'ida. In 2007, FBI agents arrested Russell Defreitas 

for plotting to blow up jet fuel supply tanks and pipelines at John 

F. Kennedy (JFK) International Airport in New York. Three of 
Defreitas's associates-Kareem Ibrahim, Abdul Kadir, and Abdel 

Nut-were also arrested. The cell had conducted physical surveil~ 

lance of JFK Airport, made video recordings of its buildings and 
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facilities, analyzed satellite photographs of the airport on the Inter

net, and sought additional expert advice, financing, and explosives. 

There were several similarities between the JFK and Fort Dix 

plots. The JFK plotters did not have a direct relationship with al 
Qa'ida and had never spent time at a terrorist training camp, which 

made it more difficult for them to execute the plan they had con
cocted. In fact, they were an unimpressive lot. Russell Defreitas, 

the leader, was a naturalized u.s. citizen from Guyana who was 

sixty-three at the time of his arrest. He had a weathered face, pro
nounced wrinkles under his eyes, and a graying beard. Beneath a 

calm exterior, however, was an uncontrollable rage. Defreitas lived 

in a shabby apartment at 740 Euclid Avenue in Brooklyn, part of 

a row of dilapidated brick high-rise buildings. He had worked as a 

cargo handler for Evergreen Company at JFK Airport but was laid 
off in 2001 and cycled through an assortment of odd jobs. At one 

point he sold incense on the street.80 

Defreitas's coterie of plotters was fairly innocuous. Kareem 

Ibrahim was sixty-two at the time of his arrest. He had retired after 

working at various accounting jobs and had played as a musician 

in a steel drum band that toured the United States. A citizen of 
Trinidad born as Winston Kingston, he had converted to Shi'a 

Islam around the age of twenty-one. Abdul Kadir, fifty-five, who 

had served as a member of the Guyanese Parliament, had the most 
nefarious connections of the group. He converted to Shi'a Islam 

around 1972 and developed a relationship with some Iranian gov

ernment officials, unsuccessfully soliciting help from them and sev
eral terrorists to execute the plot. 81 Abdel Nur was fifty-seven at the 

time of his arrest and had been deported from the United States on 

drug-trafficking charges in the 1980s. 

Yet despite their lack of terrorist training, the cell members dis

played an uncanny desire to attack the United States. As with the 

Fort Dix plot, the FBI recruited an informant to penetrate Russell 
Defreitas's network. The informant's name was Steve Francis Tav

eras, and he went by several aliases, including Terry DeSouza and 
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Anas Knaddert.82 Taveras had a sordid past that FBI officials lever~ 

aged. He was convicted of federal drug trafficking and racketeering 
charges in the Southern District of New York in 1996 and was 

again convicted of drug trafficking in 2003. But the government 

offered to reduce his sentence if he agreed to be an informant, and 

dangled a salary that Taveras accepted. He had originally met Def
reitas at the AI~Khoei Mosque in Queens, New York.83 

On July 13, 2006, an intermediary formally introduced Tav~ 

eras to Defreitas at the Gertz Plaza Mall in Queens. Defreitas and 

Taveras met again on July 28 and August 1. Taveras's first objec~ 

rive was to build trust with Defreitas, and he played on Defreitas's 

hatred of Israel and concern with the plight of Muslims. During a 
discussion of the 2006 Israeli war in Lebanon, Defreitas and T av~ 

eras agreed that Muslims always incurred the wrath of the world 

while Jews received a pass. Defreitas, who was beginning to warm 

up to Taveras, said he envisioned an attack that would make the 

World Trade Center strike seem small. On August 7, Defreitas 
asked Taveras whether he could speak to him about something 

confidential. Taveras nodded. Defreitas confided that there were 

"brothers" who wanted to do something bigger than the World 
Trade Center attacks. He said the "brothers" were not Arabs but 

were from Trinidad and Guyana. Defreitas said the operation 
involved a "cell" of "six or seven" people and inquired whether Tav~ 

eras was interested in participating.84 

This was textbook intelligence work: Defreitas had actually 
recruited the FBI's informant to join the terrorist plot! 

"Can I ask you a question?" one of Defreitas's contacts asked 

Taveras in a phone call on September 10, which was recorded by 

the FBI. "Would you like to die as a martyr?" 

Taveras was caught off guard. Yes, he replied, struggling to 

compose himself. Dying as a martyr was the greatest way to die in 
Islam. 85 Taveras thought he had hesitated too long, but his answer 

satisfied the cell member. 

As the plan developed, Defreitas traveled to Guyana to meet 
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other members of the cell and discuss the plot. Recognizing that 

they had no terrorist training, Abdul Kadir and other members 

tried to enlist support from various sources: the Iranian govern~ 

me nt, the Trinidad militant group Jamaat al Muslimeen, and, most 
strikingly, al Qa'ida operative Adnan el~Shukrijumah. 86 U.S. offi~ 

cials failed to uncover any further links with Shukrijumah, indicat~ 

ing that the group had failed to connect with al Qa'ida. 

Still, Defreitas pushed forward. On January 3, 4, 10, and 11 in 

2007, he and Taveras conducted surveillance of JFK Airport. Dur~ 

ing each trip they traveled in Taveras's car, which the Joint Terrorism 

Task Force had fitted with audio and video equipment. In addition, 

law enforcement officers conducted their own surveillance of Def~ 

reitas and Taveras. Defreitas's goal was to attack the fuel tanks at 

the airport, which were linked to the Buckeye Pipeline, which dis~ 

tributed fuel and other petroleum products to sites in Pennsylva~ 

nia, New Jersey, and New York. The pipeline was also the primary 

transporter of jet fuel to JFK and other New York area airports.87 

Defreitas was growing impatient. On January 3 he announced 
that one of his contacts in the Caribbean "really wants to get this 

thirig going. He's very sincere about it ... So he really want[sJ to get 
it done but he want[sJ to get it done the right way," Defreitas told 

Taveras. "That way we don't want to regret starting something that 

we can't finish." 

Later that evening Defreitas and Taveras called one of their 

contacts in Guyana to report on the day's surveillance. The FBI was 

again listening. 
"Mission accomplished today," said Defreitas, clearly proud of 

himself. 
"All right," came the response. "That's good, that's good, that's 

good." 

Defreitas then responded that he had seen the American televi~ 

sion evangelist Pat Robertson predicting that a disaster would hit 

America and a tsunami would hit several states. "So he's probably 

not too far of£ huh?" Defreitas commented. His contact chuckled. 
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Defreitas and Taveras returned to JFK the next day, January 4. 
"I got to show you all the escape routes," explained Defreitas, "how 
to get in, and how to get out."88 

Defreitas directed Taveras to the back side of the airport and then 

to another roadway inside the airport. They arrived at the fuel tanks, 

which were adjacent to a small body of water, and discussed blowing 
them up. Defreitas explained that security there was virtually non, 

existent. During the return drive from ]FK, Defreitas discussed how 

much damage they could cause. He predicted that the plot would 
result in the destruction of the "whole of Kennedy," that only a few 

people would escape, and that part of Queens would explode because 

some of the pipes were underground. They would "get our blessings 
and our rewards" and "a place in paradise," Defreitas said confidently. 

It would also be a huge blow to the United States. 

"Anytime you hit Kennedy, it is the most hurtful thing to the 

United States," Defreitas explained, struggling to control his excite, 

ment. "To hit John F. Kennedy, wow. They love John F. Kennedy 
like he's the man. If you hit that, this whole country will be in 

mourning. It's like you can kill the man twice." 

During the conversation, Defreitas described how he had been 

waiting several years for the right opportunity to execute his plans. 
"These things used to come into my brain-well, I could blow this 

place up," he told Taveras. But he was afraid to act on it back then. 

"So I would just wipe it out of my head. And then I would go some' 

place again, and I would see the same thing. And I would sit and 

see a plane taxiing up the runway. And I would say, if I could get a 

rocket, then I could do a hit. By mysel£ I am thinking these things. 
But I had no connections with no Arabs or nobody-I'm a Muslim 

working in the airport for so many years."89 He was now prepared 

to accomplish what he had only fantasized about. 

After traveling to Guyana in late January 2007, Defreitas and 
Taveras returned to New York. The flight landed at JFK on Feb, 

ruary 28, and United States Customs and Border Patrol officers 

searched Defreitas and his belongings. They questioned him and 
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copied his phone book, which contained the names and telephone 
numbers of Kadir and others involved in the plot. It is unclear 
whether this detainment was coordinated with the FBI, since it 
nearly compromised the case. Defreitas became increasingly suspi~ 
cious that he was being watched, as did the other plotters. 

"Right now in Trinidad," Abdul Kadir explained to Taveras in 
a phone call recorded by the FBI, it "is hot, with respect to national 
security, and the international security." Kadir, who was clearly 
frazzled, offered some advice: "When you're traveling, do not walk 
with anything that can implicate you. Remember the copies that 
you had:''' he inquired, possibly referring to the downloaded Google 
Earth images of JFK Airport. "It will be advisable not to walk with 
that, just in case they decide to search you in Trinidad. Because 
if they search you and they find that, you have to explain to them 
what you're doing with that."90 

By June 1 the plot had developed far enough for a likely prosecu~ 
tion. The FBI arrested Defreitas as he sat with Taveras at the Linden~ 
wood Diner, a popular establishment in Brooklyn that served both 
New York City police officers and mob bosses. Taveras was sipping 

a coffee and downing a cheesecake and Defreitas had barely touched 
his salmon dinner when the FBI took Defreitas into custody. 

"1 didn't feel anything was wrong," said Sharon Fitzmaurice, the 
waitress who served them. "They didn't act suspicious."91 

The same day Abdul Kadir was arrested at Pia reo International 
Airport in Trinidad and Tobago aboard a plane headed to Venezu~ 
ela and eventually to Iran.92 Kareem Ibrahim and Abdel Nur were 
arrested shortly thereafter in Trinidad.93 Ibrahim, Nur, and Kadir 
were later extradited to the United States, where they faced trial. 
Defreitas and Abdul Kadir were sentenced to life in prison.94 Abdel 
Nur was sentenced to fifteen years in prison.95 

By the time of the arrests, an attack was not yet imminent. 
Defreitas and his group had conspired to use explosives to attack 
JFK Airport, especially the fuel tanks and pipeline. They certainly 
hoped to cause devastation along the heavily populated areas tran~ 
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sited by the pipeline and inflict economic and psychological damage 
on the U.S. economy. But the attack was probably not feasible, at 
least as envisioned by the plotters. Without cl~ser links to al Qi ida 
or another terrorist group, Defreitas and his band were severely 
hamstrung. 

Still, the FBI's success in penetrating the cell illustrated an effec~ 
tive use of clandestine tactics. Defreitas was certainly impressed. "You 

guys are the best," he remarked to FBI agents after his arrest on June 
1, when he was presented with bugged conversations implicating him 
in the plot.96 

Amateur Hour 

For senior FBI officials like Philip Mudd, these homegrown plots 
were a cause for concern. "As we sat around in meetings," he said, "a 

lot of us would go back to Oklahoma City. If one of those guys got 
lucky-for example, got the right mix of fertilizer-it could have 
been serious."97 

Mudd referred to these types of terrorists as the "like~mindeds." 
Unlike the terrorists linked to core al Qa'ida in Pakistan or one 
of its affiliated groups, the like~mindeds represented the spread 
of al Qa'ida's ideology to "new recruits who are inspired but not 
trained by the group."98 Al Qa'ida was struggling in Iraq and com~ 

ing under withering criticism in the Arab world, and it had failed to 
develop a serious plot against the U.S. homeland for several years, 
thanks in part to improved U.S. counterterrorism efforts. CIA 
drones had killed several al Qi ida external operations chiefs, such 
as Hamza Rabi'a, which had further disrupted the group's ability 
to plot an attack. Abu Ubaydah al~Masri, who was involved in the 
2005 London attacks and the 2006 transatlantic plot, had died of 
tuberculosis. 

All that was left, for the moment, were a handful of plots from 
the 1ike~minded groups Mudd referred to. In December 2006, FBI 
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agents arrested u.s. citizen Derrick Shareef when he attempted to 
purchase grenades and weapons for a self-planned terrorist attack in 
a Chicago shopping mall. Shareefwas inspired by al Qa'ida's global 
ideology yet received no direction or assistance from a foreign terror
ist group. In June 2006 the FBI arrested members of a Miami ter
rorist cell that planned to attack the Sears Tower in Chicago and the 
FBI field office in Miami. The group members were U.S. citizens 
who conspired to conduct attacks consistent with al Qa'ida's goals, 
although none of them had actual contact with an al Qa'ida mem
ber. While these groups could be dangerous, the absence of a direct 
connection to al Qa'ida or one of its affiliates made them dilettantes. 

'You wouldn't believe how much cannon fodder I had," Abu 
Zubaydah had remarked after he was captured. For every compe
tent operative Zubaydah had identified, there were dozens more 
who were mostly useless.99 A select few homegrown terrorists like 
Timothy McVeigh, who bombed the Alfred P. Murrah Building in 
Oklahoma City in May 1995, had the military training to perpe
trate a significant attack. At best, the 2006 and 2007 plots would 
have killed a handful of Americans and scared many more-no 
small feats, to be sure. But they were never going to be the spec
tacular, mass-casualty attacks al Qa'ida was hoping for. 

More distressing for the FBI was the rise of charismatic indi
viduals linked to al Qa'ida, especially Anwar al-Awlaki, who kept 
gaining followers. 

One of the Fort Dix plotters, Eljvir Duka, who had been inspired 
by Awlaki, wrote a note to one of his cellmates. "May Allah shower 
you with his mercies and may Allah be the second one with you in 
your cell," he said. "Now you see why we were going to sacrifice all 
for the sake of Allah in jihad. The Prophet said' fight in the way of 
Allah first with the mouth then with the sword: We weren't able 
to finish," he continued. lOo But others would try again. This time, 
however, it wasn't an inspired network oflike-mindeds that planned 

the attack. Core al Qa'ida was back, and the third wave was gaining 
momentum. 
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THE OATAR AIRWAYS flight ianded in Peshawar, Pakistan, the 

Pashtun city that Osama bin Laden, Ayman al-Zawahiri, 

and other Arab fighters had used as a base during the anti-Soviet 

jihad. It was August 28, 2008. As the plane taxied down the run

way, N ajibullah Zazi and his two colleagues, Adis Medunjanin and 
Zarein Ahmedzay, strained to peer through the plane's oval win

dows. From the runway they could see the airport's main terminal, 

a squat, rectangular building with grimy windows and a hulking 
crystal-blue sign outside that read PESHAWAR INTERNATIONAL AIR

PORT. At one end of the airport a railroad line cut diagonally across 

the runway, a relic of the Khyber Pass Railway, the colonial-era 

route that zigzagged through the rugged snowcapped mountains 

along the Afghanistan-Pakistan border. 

The three men had departed the day before from Newark 

International Airport on Qatar Airlines Flight 84.1 "Our plan," said 
Zazi, "was to go to Afghanistan and fight with the T aliban."2 

Zazi, who sometimes went by Najib, was a handsome twenty

four-year old immigrant from Afghanistan living in the United 
States. He had thick, neatly trimmed black hair, a wiry 2-inch

long beard, and a noticeable mole under his left eye. In the United 

States he dressed smartly, preferring button-down, collared shirts. 

He used several credit cards and he loved basketbalL Such con-

311 



312 HUNTING IN THE SHADOWS 

sumerism was a marked contrast to the values of his upbringing in 
Afghanistan. Born on August 10, 1985, in a small village in Pal<.-
tia Province, he came from the Zazi (or Jaji) Pashtun tribe, as his 
last name indicated, which lives on both sides of the Afghanistan~ 
Pakistan border. In 1992 his family moved to Peshawar as Afghani~ 
stan descended into civil war following the withdrawal of Soviet 
forces. Zazi's father, Mohammed Wali Zazi, did not stay long in 
Pakistan but moved to New York, where he scraped by as a cab~ 
driver working twelve~hour shifts. Zazi and the rest of the family 
joined him in 1999 and settled into a two~bedroom apartment at 
33~24 Parsons Boulevard, Apartment 6F, in Flushing, a cramped 
blue~collar neighborhood in Queens.3 

Zazi was a devout Muslim as a teenager, though by no means 
radical. His family attended the Masjid Hazrati Abu Bakr Sid~ 
dique, a large white mosque with a turquoise minaret located around 
the corner from their house. Some members of the mosque were 
extremists, such as Saifur Rahman Halimi, who had links with the 
radical Afghan jihadist Gulbuddin Hekmatyar.4 Zazi struggled 
as a student at Flushing High School and eventually dropped out. 
Beginning in 2004, he became a fixture on Stone Street in Lower 
Manhattan's financial district, not far from Ground Zero, where 

he operated a coffee and pastries vending cart. Patrons remembered 
him as the affable, beaming man who wore a tunic and had a GOD 

BLESS AMERICA sign on his cart.s In 2006, Zazi married his cousin, 
who remained in Pakistan. 

When he disembarked from the Qatar Airways plane at 
Peshawar International Airport, it was the start of a reunion for 
Zazi. He had come home. He brought two colleagues from New 
York: Medunjanin, a Bosnian immigrant who became a natural~ 
ized U.S. citizen in 2002 and had earned a master's degree in eco~ 
nomics, and Ahmedzay, a New York City cabdriver and a high 
school friend of Zazi. 

The trip to Pakistan, however, wasn't merely a homecoming. 

The men had come to fight for the T aliban. They met with senior 
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al Qa'ida operatives, including former Florida resident Adnan el~ 

Shukrijumah, and soon agreed to execute one of al Qa'ida's bold~ 

est plots since September 11, 2001: a suicide attack on the New 

York City subway system modeled in part on the successful 2005 

attacks in London. Zazi's operation was an order of magnitude 
larger than the handful of amateur plots from "like~minded" net~ 

works. This one had the potential to kill scores of Americans 

and spread fear across the country. The plot involved some of al 
Qa'ida's most experienced operatives and focused on America's 

largest city. 
It was up to US. intelligence and law enforcement agencies to 

uncover the plot, which was conceived and supported in Pakistan, 

and then track down Zazi and his terrorist cell before they could 
execute the attack. US. officials would have two desperate weeks 

in which to put the pieces together during an extraordinarily tense 

and terrifying hunt. 

Onward to Waziristan 

In January 2008, FBI director Robert Mueller appointed Art 

Cummings as the executive assistant director for the FBI's National 

Security Branch, putting him in charge of all counterterrorism and 
counterintelligence at the Bureau. Cummings had methodi~ally 
moved up the FBI's ladder. "At every level, from street agent to field 
supervisor to headquarters executive, Art's career has concentrated 

on investigating and managing counterterrorism and counterintel~ 

ligence operations," Mueller said in praise.6 Cummings lived on a 
23~foot sailboat near Annapolis, Maryland, not far from the US. 

Naval Academy, during the week. On many evenings he stopped at 
a deli near the Chesapeake Bay Bridge and picked up a sandwich, 

a bag of SunChips, and a cold drink. On the weekend he drove 

two hours south on Interstate 95 to Richmond, Virginia, where his 

wife, Ellen, and their three children lived? 
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As he settled into his new job, intelligence reports coming into 

FBI Headquarters suggested that al Qa'ida might be shifting its 
strategy. "They began to focus more on taking advantage of walk

ins, people who found al Qa'ida and volunteered to conduct an 
attack on the u.s. homeland," observed Cummings. "This was very 

different from many of their previous operations, where they had 

been patiently involved in long, complex plans." 

Al Qa'ida's shift in strategy was unsettling for some in the FBI. 
"What I am particularly concerned about," remarked Cummings, 

"is the day that al Qa'ida decides they don't want to do a 9/11~style 
attack and focuses on smaller, easier operations."8 In October 2002, 

John Allen Muhammad and Lee Boyd Malvo had wreaked havoc 
in Washington, D.C., with only a Bushmaster XM~ 15 semiauto~ 

matic .223~caliber rifle. Two men with guns and a van can do a lot 

of damage, Cummings thought, and they might be hard to catch. 

Al Qa'ida was not quite there yet. But Cummings correctly fore~ 
saw that al Qa'ida's core leadership in Pakistan had begun to move 

toward more opportunistic plots. 

In November 2008 an American citizen, Bryant Neal Vinas, 

was arrested for plotting to attack trains outside New York City. 

He had become radicalized with a small group of extremists, trav~ 

eled to Pakistan to attend al Qa'ida training camps, developed a 

relationship with senior al Qa'ida leader Younis al~Mauritani, and 
planned attacks in the United States.9 Vinas's contact with a vola~ 

tile social network was exactly the kind of development that con~ 
cerned Philip Mudd. 

For Mudd, this network did not constitute a formal cell but 

rather an informal "cluster." It was an important distinction. 

Vinas had embedded in a nebulous community of like~minded 

individuals. They helped radicalize him through informal discus~ 

sions, emotional support, and an opportunity to train overseas. 

For Mudd, the key moment in the radicalization process was 

when individuals like Vinas began asking a simple question: Why 
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isn't anyone else defending Muslims against injustice? Here was 
the moment when vague discontent could boil over into specific 

and dangerous acts. lO 

Now Najibullah Zazi provided an ideal opportunity for al 
Qiida. When Zazi and his colleagues arrived in Peshawar, they 
stayed at the home of Zazi's uncle, Lal MohammedY Their goal 

was to fight the United States. 
"1 took this offer from Allah," explained Medunjanin, "and 

planned to go to Afghanistan to join the T aliban and wage jihad 
against the U.S. occupation and the corrupt and imposter Karzai 
government, to help overthrow it, and establish the perfect justice 
of Allah. This meant that we were presented to kill the occupying 
forces, including the United States military."12 

They jumped in a taxi and directed the driver to take them 
to the Afghanistan border but were turned back by Pakistani 
security officials. They began inquiring around Peshawar about 
joining the Taliban. Soon word of their arrival reached Ahmad 
Bangash, an al Qa'ida external operations facilitator who some
times went by Zahid. At the beginning of September, Bangash 
interviewed Zazi, Ahmedzay, and Medunjanin and decided that 
they should meet with senior al Qa'ida officials in Waziristan 
and potentially attend a training camp. Bangash was apparently 
impressed by their willingness to come so far and leave so much 
behind, without any intention of returning to the United States. 
He had likely checked into their backgrounds, which would have 
been easy because some of Zazi's family, including his wife, still 
lived in PeshawarP 

Bangash rented a Toyota Corolla and took them to North 
Waziristan in Pakistan's tribal areas to meet several al Qiida lead

ers, including external operations chief Saleh aI-Somali. As his nom 
de guerre indicated, he originally hailed from Somalia, and he had 
advanced in al Qiida's propaganda outfit to head operational plan
ning.14 He was killed by a U.S. drone strike in Pakistan in Decem-
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ber 2009. As a token of his dedication, Zazi gave Bangash a camera, 
a laptop, and cash for Somali.1s 

Zazi, Ahmedzay, and Medunjanin were then transported to an 
al Qa'ida training camp in South Waziristan. Unlike the expansive 
training camps in Afghanistan before the September 11 attacks, such 
as Derunta and al-Farouq, the al Qa'ida camps in Pakistan around 
this time tended to be small and were not well populated. They were 
also easier to abandon quickly if there was advance notice of a Paki
stani raid or U.S. drone strike. After several days of weapons train
ing, the three men left South Waziristan. For Zazi, the interaction 
with al Qaida operatives and visits to North and South Waziristan 
had a profound impact, bordering on a religious revelation. 

"During the training, al Qa'ida leaders asked us to return to the 
United States and conduct martyrdom operations," Zazi acknowl

edged. "We agreed to this plan. I did so because of my feelings about 
what the United States was doing in Afghanistan:'16 Zazi had gone 
into Pakistan to join the T aliban but came out as a suicide bomber. 

It is uncertain when Zazi began to radicalize, though his 

Queens mosque had experienced a major split after the Septem
ber 11 attacks. When the imam, Mohammed Sherzad, spoke out 
against the T aliban and Osama bin Laden, pro-T aliban members 
of the mosque revolted, praying separately in the basement and the 
parking lot. They eventually ousted the imam. It is unclear where 
the Zazis fell, though Mohammed Sherzad said that he saw several 
members of the Zazi family, including NajibulIah, praying in the 
parking lot with those who opposed himY Over time, Zazi became 
more radical and began to seek out more radical voices. For exam
ple, he listened to Anwar al-Awlaki's lectures on-line.1s 

The plan was for Ahmedzay and Zazi to return to South 
Waziristan a month later to receive explosives training from al 
Qa ida. Ahmedzay, who was beginning to have second thoughts 
about participating in the attack, decided not to go, and Zazi 
attended by himself.19 Zazi's training in South Waziristan was 
critical for several reasons. It gave him the technical experience nec-



AL QA' IDA STR IKES BACK. 317 

essary to put together a bomb, which would have been more dif

ficult if he had used only Internet instructions. Zazi wa~ trained in 

peroxide~based detonators and explosives by two former students of 

the deceased senior bomb maker Abu Khabab al~Masri, who had 

pioneered peroxide~based mixtures, poisons, and chemical mix~ 

tures for al Qa'ida. Masri had been killed in a U.S. drone strike in 

South Waziristan in July 2008. Zazi received just under a week of 

training in South Waziristan. He also received two or three days of 
classroom training on firearms, followed by hands~on training that 

involved weapons assembly, cleaning, and firing with handguns, 

rifles, and other weapons. 

Figure 13: Map ofZazi's Trip to Pakistan 
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But the most intensive work was the explosives training. Zazi 
was instructed to prepare explosives in a room with the doors closed 
but with exhaust fans that could clear the fumes. Al Qa'ida bomb 
makers taught him to use the explosives HMTD and TATP, which 
had been used in the 2005 London attacks and Richard Reid's 
failed 2001 shoe bomb attack. After preparing the explosives, Zazi 
learned to prepare detonators using several combinations of ingre~ 
dients: ghee (which is clarified butter) and flour, hydrogen peroxide 
and flour, and ammonium nitrate. He and his handlers discussed 
placing homemade bombs in suicide vests, which could be packed 
with ball bearings, nuts, or nails to maximize fragmentation and 
kill or maim a greater number of people. 20 

Al Qa'ida's plan called for Zazi, Medunjanin, and Ahmedzay 
to detonate a homemade explosive in a New York City target such 
as a bus, a movie theater, or a subway train crowded with people. 
Zazi was meticulous in planning for the operation. "I took notes on 
the training and later e~mailed a summary of the notes to myself, so 
that I could access them in the U.S.," he said.21 

Zazi agreed to target New York City. Pre~attack casing, surveil~ 
lance, and reconnaissance would be virtually unnecessary, because 
he was already familiar with the place. Several other al Qa' ida oper~ 
atives besides Saleh al~Somali and Ahmad Bangash participated in 
the plot. One was Rashid Rauf, the British Pakistani who had been 
involved in the 2006 transatlantic plot foiled by MI5 and the Lon~ 
don's Metropolitan Police. A second was Adnan el~Shukrijumah, 
who had trained with Jose Padilla at an al Qa'ida camp in Kanda~ 
har in 2001.22 

Shukrijumah was one of al Qa'ida's most evasive operatives, a 
ghostly James Bond figure. Intelligence reports placed him at vari~ 
ous locations around the world, occasionally at the same time, often 
in Pakistan but also in more exotic places such as Brazil, Guyana, 
and Trinidad. The 2007 JFK Airport plotters had tried to contact 
Shukrijumah but had failed. He spoke several languages-Arabic, 
English, Urdu, Spanish, and French-and was believed to carry 
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passports from Saudi Arabia, Canada, Trinidad, and Guyana. He 
also used an impressive list of cover names, such as Jafar al~Tayyar, 
Hamad, and Abu Ari£23 Shukrijumah possessed an affable person~ 
ality that enabled him to blend into new environments quickly and 
remain amicable and composed under stress. 

Shukrijumah stood five feet, six inches tall, had a medium 
build, and weighed something north of 130 pounds. He occasion~ 
ally wore a beard, though sometimes he preferred a mustache and 
goatee. His pronounced nose bent slightly to the left, and he had 
a discernible scar on the left side of his face, approximately 1 inch 
down and 1 inch forward from his left earlobe, near his eye. He 
had thinning black hair, dark eyes, and an olive complexion that 
revealed his Saudi heritage.24 Shukrijumah was born in Saudi Ara~ 
bia on August 4, 1975, to Gulshair Muhammad el~Shukrijumah 
and Zuhrah Ahmed. His father was an Islamic scholar with the 
Saudi government. In 1983 he was transferred to New York City 
to lead a mosque in Brooklyn, but Shukrijumah and his family, 
including his sisters and brother, remained in Saudi Arabia. After 
he graduated from high school in Saudi Arabia, the family moved 
to New York City, around late 1995, to reunite with Gulshair, who 
moved them to Miramar, Florida, the following year.25 

Miramar, a city with a subtropical climate located between 

Miami and Fort Lauderdale and flanked by the Everglades, must 
have been an abrupt change for the family compared with the sea~ 
sonal harshness of the American Northeast. Shukrijumah attended 
classes at Broward Community College in Fort Lauderdale from 
the summer of 1996 to 1998, using the name Jumah A. EI~Chukri. 
He majored in chemistry, but he never graduated.26 In an extraor~ 
dinary video, which the FBI released to the public to help iden~ 
tify Shukrijumah, he gave a presentation on jumpstarting a car to 
a Broward Community College class. It illustrated why he was so 
treasured by al Qa'ida: he had a knack for chemistry, computers, 
and technology, which made him useful for everything from bomb 
making to propaganda. And he was eminently likable, even funny. 
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"My name is Adnan," he said, with a discernible Saudi accent, 

standing in front of a blackboard smeared with white eraser marks. 

He wore a striped, button-down shirt that hung loosely over his 

pants and sported a thin beard. He occasionally consulted index 

cards cradled in his hands. 

"First thing, I'm going to show, when we are jumpstarting a car 

we have two things. We have the good battery in your car, which is 

smiling here; and the dead battery in the dead car, which is angry 
here." He pointed to the blackboard, where he had sketched two 

three-dimensional boxes that represented the batteries. 
"Then we have two cables, which is like this," he said, holding 

up a pair of gangly jumper cables resting on a chair at the front of 
the room. "One with two red sides and the other with two black 
sides." 

Shukrijumah's presentation was simple and lucid. The students 

appeared to be interested; some took notes. Shukrijumah also 

explained the dangers of accidentally mixing the cables. "You can 
blow the fuse inside of the engine, inside of the car, under the hood," 

he explained, drawing a rudimentary hood on the chalkboard. "A 

second thing could happen that you could burn the pc, the com

puter in your car. All new cars now have computers to run the fuel 

injection system in the car. 
"So whenever you see a man, don't be scared, or a woman, wait

ing for you to help them, stop and help them," he urged in conclusion. 
"But help them the right way."27 When he finished the presentation, 

the students clapped approvingly as he placed the jumper cables on 
the chair. His message sounded like a Good Samaritan sermon. 

However, not long after enrolling at Broward Community Col
lege, Shukrijumah had begun to show signs of violence. According 

to Broward County Central Courthouse records, Miramar police 

arrested him in October 1997 for felony charges of child abuse 
and battery.28 He was twenty-two years old at the time and appar

ently hit one of his sisters in the face and bit another on the arm on 
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October 12. This episode seemed anomalous-a would~be al Qa'ida 

operative picking on girls. 
He also began to show signs of radicalization around this time. 

He frequented the Darul Uloom Islamic Institute in Pembroke 

Pines, where he apparently met Jose Padilla, and by 1999 made his 

way to al Qa'ida camps in Afghanistan. He quickly became a pro~ 
ficient operator. He completed al Qa'ida's security course, which 

lasted nearly two months and covered such topics as target surveil~ 

lance and secure communications techniques. Late in that year, 

Shukrijumah attended a basic weapons and explosives course at the 
al-Farouq camp in Kandahar.29 The first part involved basic instruc~ 

tion on explosive materials and assembly. The second part was an 

advanced course that taught Shukrijumah how to construct an 
improvised device from commonly available materials like fertilizer 
and household chemicals, as well as how to build switches, circuits, 

and timers for homemade bombs. While in Kandahar he developed 
a close relationship with Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, who hand~ 

picked him for operations in the United States and Europe.3o 

Over the next several years, Shukrijumah was involved in a 

number of plots, most of which failed. Around 2001 he conducted 
surveillance of various targets in the United States, including the 

White House and areas frequented by former U.S. president 

Jimmy Carter. In September 2001 he reportedly sent a threatening 

e-mail to President Bush, apparently from an Internet cafe in Paki
stan, saying that a day was coming "he would never forget." He was 

tasked by Khalid Sheikh Mohammed to attack the Panama Canal 

using vessels laden with explosives and to detonate them as they 

passed through the canal. The operation was never executed. He 
may also have been involved in al Qa'ida's chemical and biological 

programs beginning around 2002. Shukrijumah's understanding of 

the United States and his operational experience made him a key 
asset-and recruiter-for Najibullah Zazi.31 
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Final Preparations 

The opportunity to mix with Adnan el~Shukrijumah, Saleh al~ 
Somali, Rashid Rauf, and Ahmad Bangash must have been exhila~ 
rating for Zazi. The "martyrdom operation" began to take on a new 
significance. "To me," said Zazi, "it meant that I would sacrifice 

myself to bring attention to what the United States military was 
doing to civilians in Afghanistan by sacrificing my soul for the sake 
of saving other souls."32 

How had Zazi and his colleagues been recruited so quickly? 
They had arrived in Peshawar, soldiered through an al Qi ida train~ 
ing camp, and been sent to conduct a terrorist attack in the United 
States all within four months. What began as an exhilarating adven~ 
ture to join the T aliban-perhaps in part to escape the doldrums of 
running a coffee and pastries cart in Lower Manhattan-became 
a well~planned, significant al Qa'ida terrorist plot. Zazi may have 
been surprised to make contact so effortlessly, especially since al 
Qiida was undoubtedly jittery about infiltration by Western spy 
agencies. Nevertheless, the speed of his conversion illustrated a 
striking vulnerability for al Qa'ida. It would be a herculean task to 
transform Zazi and his colleagues overnight into competent bomb 

makers and operators, especially since they had no background in 
weapons and explosives. Al Qa'idis decision also suggested that its 
leaders were desperate for Americans with legitimate passports to 
conduct U.S.~based attacks. 

In order to remind himself of the techniques he'd learned, 
Zazi sent handwritten notes to two of his e~mail accounts while in 
Pakistan, so he could later download them onto his laptop in the 
United States. The notes contained directions for making TATP 
by using hydrogen peroxide, acetone, and hydrochloric acid. They 
mentioned that acetone was found in nail polish remover and that 
hydrogen peroxide could be found in ''Hair Salon-20-30%." The 
notes discussed formulations for mixing hydrogen peroxide with 
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flour and listed ghee as a fuel that could be used to help initiate the 

explosive device.33 

Armed with his recipe, Zazi flew from Peshawar to JFK Airport 

on January 15, 2009, aboard Qatar Airways Flight 83. Al Qaida 

operatives staggered the return dates for Zazi and his colleagues, 

almost certainly to minimize suspicion. Medunjanin departed at 

the end of September 2008 and Ahmedzay left Pakistan on Janu~ 
ary 22, 2009.34 Zazi had given Ahmad Bangash his Hotmail and 

Yahoo! e~mail addresses for future communication. One was reg~ 

istered to a Kado Khan and the other to a Kado Gul in Peshawar, 
Pakistan. Yet since he'd been given little countersurveillance train~ 

ing, Zazi used nearly identical passwords for his e~mail accounts, 

making them easier for intelligence agencies to hack later on.35 

Back in the United States, Zazi, Medunjanin, and Ahmedzay 

began operational planning for an attack. They agreed that Zazi 
would prepare the explosives, Zazi and Ahmedzay would assem~ 

ble the devices in New York, and all three would conduct suicide 
attacks.36 "Beginning around June 2009," said Zazi, "I accessed my 

bomb~making notes and began researching where to find the ingre~ 

dients for the explosives. 1 also took trips to New York, and met 

with others to discuss the plan, including the timing of the attack, 
and where to make the explosives." 

It was time for final preparations. 
"I then used the bomb~making notes," he continued, "to con~ 

struct explosives for the detonators in Denver. The explosive was 
hydrogen peroxide."37 

By this time Zazi had moved from New York to Colorado, per~ 

haps to elude the clandestine network of police and FBI informants 

swarming across New York City. But he had also run into serious 

financial troubles. According to court documents, Zazi filed for 

bankruptcy in United States Bankruptcy Court, Eastern District 
of New York, in March 2009.38 His financial records show debt 

steadily rising from creditors typically used by his age group: Best 
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Buy, Bank of America, Chase Manhattan, Macy's, and T~Mobile.39 

He had virtually no money except for $500 in cash at his apartment, 
a $500 security deposit, $1,400 worth of household appliances, 
and the clothing he owned. He had nothing in checking or sav~ 

ings accounts.40 He later completed an Internet course on personal 
financial management run by GreenPath, Inc., but he remained in 
a near~permanent state of debt.41 

Zazi moved in with his aunt and uncle on East Ontario Drive 
in Aurora, Colorado, an upscale neighborhood surrounded by man~ 
icured golf courses. Aurora is located 8 miles east of Denver on the 
city's prairie fringe. It boasts a population of more than 300,000, 
and its modest collection of flourishing business parks and Fortune 

500 companies follow a suburban cadence. Zazi worked as a driver 
for a ground transportation company named Big Sky, and then for 
ABC Airport Shuttle, driving a fifteen~person shuttle van between 
Denver International Airport and downtown Denver. In July 2009 
his uncle kicked him out and he moved in with his parents, who had 

just relocated to an apartment complex on East Smoky Hill Road 
in Aurora.42 

Zazi did, however, visit New York on at least two occasions 
before the impending attack. Early in 2009 he met with Ahmedzay 
and Medunjanin in Queens. They agreed to conduct the attacks 
during the month of Ramadan, which began on August 22 and 
ended on September 20. Zazi traveled a second time to New 
York and discussed further details with Ahmedzay. They decided 
to conduct suicide attacks on subway trains rather than target a 
large structure such as a building.43 Zazi began to construct the 
bombs, using his notes as a reference. He conducted several Inter~ 
net searches for hydrochloric acid and bookmarked websites on two 
different browsers for "Lab Safety for Hydrochloric Acid." He also 
searched a beauty salon website for hydrocide and peroxide. Dur~ 
ing July and August, Zazi purchased unusually large quantities of 
hydrogen peroxide and acetone products from beauty supply stores 
in the Denver metropolitan area. On July 25 he purchased six bot~ 
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tles of Liquid Developer Clairoxide, which contained high concen
trations of hydrogen peroxide, at a beauty supply store in Aurora. 
On August 28 he purchased twelve 32-ounce bottles of Ms. K's 
Liquid 40 Volume, another hydrogen peroxide-based product, 
from the same store.44 

Zazi preserved his sense of humor as he was preparing to kill 
innocent civilians. When an employee at the Beauty Supply Ware
house inquired about the volume of materials he was buying, he 
deadpanned, "I have a lot of girlfriends."45 

Medunjanin and Ahmedzay helped.46 They purchased a 
I-gallon container of a product containing 20 percent hydro
gen peroxide as well as an 8-ounce bottle of acetone. They pro
cured an acetone product in the first week of September, as well 
as 32-ounce bottles of Ion Sensitive Scalp Developer, a product 
containing high levels of hydrogen peroxide, on three occasions 
during the summer of 2009.47 Ahmedzay also evaluated potential 
bombing targets in New York, which was easy for him.48 "I was 
familiar with the city," he had explained to Adnan el-Shukrijumah 
and other al Qa'ida operatives. "I was a New York City taxi driver, 
and knew the city very well."49 

Now it was time to build the bombs. Zazi boiled some of the 
ingredients on the stove at his uncle's house in Aurora, but that 

posed too many security risks.50 He searched for a suitable loca
tion. The July 2005 London bombers and the 2006 UK transat
lantic plotters had rented apartments specifically to construct the 
bombs. Zazi, however, chose a nearby hotel in Aurora, where he 
checked into a suite that included a stove on August 28. On Sep
tember 6 and 7 he rented the identical suite at the same hotel. His 
bomb-making notes suggested that in order to make T ATP, it was 
necessary to heat the ingredients and make them highly concen
trated. He used a pot to concentrate hydrogen peroxide by boil
ing it down, running the exhaust fans over the stove to vent the 
fumes. But he soon encountered problems, perhaps because he had 
spent so little time training in South Waziristan. On September 6 
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and 7, Zazi sent e~mails to Bangash asking about the correct mix~ 

ture of ingredients to make explosives. Each message appeared to 
be more urgent in tone than the last. He mostly wanted to know 

how to incorporate the flour and ghee, two ingredients listed in the 

bomb~making instructions. Zazi emphasized in the e~mails that he 
needed answers quickly.51 

On September 8, Zazi searched the Internet for a home 

improvement store in zip code 11354-Flushing, New York, his 

old neighborhood. He then searched the home improvement store's 
website for muriatic acid, a diluted version of hydrochloric acid that 

could be used as the third component of T A TP. Zazi viewed four 

different types of muriatic acid, including one brand-Klean~Strip 
Green Safer Muriatic Acid-several times.52 

In his conversations with Ahmad Bangash, Zazi had agreed 
to use the terms wedding and marriage to indicate that the opera~ 

don was ready and the targets had been selected. The attack would 

involve the three suicide bombers-Zazi, Ahmedzay, and Medun~ 

janin-detonating bombs on three separate subway cars in New 
York City. In a video teleconference involving FBI and New York 

Police Department officials, FBI experts pointed out that Zazi's 

notes, which had been seized through an intercept, indicated that 
his bombs were nearly identical to those manufactured by Moham~ 

med Siddique Khan and the other London bombers. The method 

had become al Qa'ida's new trademark. 

In early September, Zazi sent a message to Bangash. "The mar~ 
riage is ready," he wrote.53 

A Race Against the Clock 

Zazi was less than two weeks away from an attack and had miracu~ 

lously escaped detection. But U.S. and British intelligence agencies 
suddenly stumbled on an extraordinary lead, which came from a 

terrorist investigation in the United Kingdom earlier that year. 
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On April 8, 2009, UK police had arrested Pakistani national 

Abid Naseer and ten associates in Liverpool and Manchester, Eng~ 

land, for involvement in an al Qa'ida-linked terrorist plot. The 

counterterrorist effort was code~named Operation Pathway and 

was led by MI5.54 Like Zazi, Naseer had sent an e~mail in April 

to Ahmad Bangash, which was intercepted by intelligence offi~ 

cials, indicating that his group was prepared to carry out an immi~ 

nent attack. Bangash had introduced Najibullah Zazi to senior al 

Qa'ida leaders in Pakistan. Abid Naseer, it turned out, had been 

in Peshawar in November 2008, around the same time as Zazi. In 

the e~mails, Naseer used coded language to refer to different types 

of explosives. In early April, again using coded language, he told 

Bangash that he was planning a large wedding for numerous guests 

between April 15 and 20 and that Bangash should be ready. UK 
authorities conducted searches of the plotters' homes, where they 

found large quantities of flour and oil as well as surveillance photo~ 

graphs of public areas in Manchester and maps of Manchester's city 
center posted on the walL55 

u.s. and British intelligence agencies continued to monitor Ban~ 
gash's e~mail account. In early September they intercepted Zazi's mes~ 

sage that the marriage was ready. This indicated that the attack was 
imminent, and the FBI and U.S. law enforcement officials immedi~ 

ately kicked into overdrive. By that time Zazi and his cell had decided 
to conduct the attacks on Manhattan subway lines on September 14, 

15, or 16.56 The clock was ticking. "I had a tingle in my stomach," said 

one senior New York Police Department official involved in the case. 
"I had never faced anything quite like this before."57 

After being briefed on the intelligence, FBI director Mueller 

called together his closest advisers around 7 a.m. The mood was 
serious. The FBI would conduct a thorough investigation of Zazi 

and his network. But there were numerous questions: How many 

people were involved? Where were they? What was the plot? How 
advanced was it? For Philip Mudd, one of the first objectives was 

understanding the "spiderweb," which included more than just the 
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plotters. It also meant uncovering the trainers and facilitators (some 
of whom were in Pakistan), the money trail, the bomb components 
(including where the plotters were purchasing the ingredients), 
individuals who had helped radicalize them, and possible targets. 

It would be a challenging intelligence hunt, and Mudd's experi~ 
ence in the CIA came in handy. He believed the plot was manageable. 
"Now that we had them in our sights," he commented, "we needed to 
throw everything at the plotters."58 The FBI, led by the Joint Terror~ 
ism Task Forces in Denver and New York, began tapping phones, 
contacting human sources who might have information, and collect~ 
ing intelligence with the help of the CIA, National Security Agency, 
and other U.S. intelligence agencies. Still, the existence of a major 
domestic al Qa'ida plot was frustrating, since it raised questions about 
other plots the government had missed. "Damn," remarked Mudd. 
"We've been at this for almost ten years. Who else is out there?"59 

With Zazi firmly in their sights, the Denver Joint Terrorism 
Task Force, led by the FBI, began conducting twenty~four~hour 
surveillance in Colorado, with assistance from the New York Joint 
Terrorism Task Force. On September 9, agents clandestinely fol~ 
lowed Zazi as he left his residence in Aurora, rented a car, and 
began driving across the United States to New York.60 "I am going 
to Chicago," he told his family. He would be going" for T abligh," he 
said, meaning Islamic education.61 

Zazi took a laptop computer that contained the bomb~making 
instructions and loaded up his car with the T A TP mixture, wires, 
muriatic acid, and light bulbs.62 Surveillance teams followed him 
during the entire 1,700~mile drive. Outside Denver he was pulled 
over by a police officer who looked inside the car but, after see~ 
ing nothing suspicious, let him go. Zazi was stopped again on the 
New Jersey side of the George Washington Bridge by Port Author~ 
ity police, not New York Police Department officers. New York 

police commissioner Raymond Kelly apparently did not want to be 
responsible for allowing a bomb to enter New York City, just in 
case something went awry during the operation. So Port Authority 
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pulled Zazi over as a part of a "random" stop, though bomb~sniffing 

dogs found nothing after circling the outside of his car.63 

If the Joint Terrorism Task Force's goal was to keep the opera~ 

tion covert, it clearly didn't work. Zazi became spooked, believing 

that he was being followed-which he was.64 He arrived in New 
York City on the afternoon of September 10 and traveled to Flush~ 

ing. The FBI intercepted a call from Zazi's cell phone that day in 

which he expressed panic that law enforcement officers were track~ 

ing his movements.65 He entered a mosque in Queens and dumped 
the items from his trunk-the muriatic acid, light bulbs, and 

wires-in the trash cans at the rear of the facility.66 Agents from 

the Joint Terrorism Task Forces were not yet aware that Zazi had 

discarded the materials. They had parrly lost track of him. 

Ups and Downs 

Detective Dan Sarkovsky from the New York City Police Depart~ 

ment's Intelligence Division then contacted Ahmad Wais Afzali, 

a popular imam in Queens, for assistance. This would prove to be 
one of the most controversial moments in the investigation. Born 

into a wealthy family in Kabul, Afzali had fled Afghanistan with 
his parents and two brothers after the 1979 Soviet invasion. They 

moved to Queens, where his father opened two restaurants and the 

children graduated from high school. Afzali played handball and 

became passionate about cars. When he was a teenager, a former 

girlfriend accused him of rape and he pleaded guilty to attempted 
sexual abuse. Because of the felony conviction, he was the only mem~ 

ber of his family to be denied U.S. citizenship. He began a career as 

an imam, first at a local mosque and later as the director of a funeral 

home that served the Muslim community. Afzali eventually became 

a respected imam, renowned for his passionate sermons, which, 

according to his wife, could "inspire tears" among attendants.67 

He also began to act as a liaison between the police and the 
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immigrant Afghan and Pakistani communities in Queens. Afzali 
had a reputation for respecting and supporting the United States, 
even opening his funeral home to a Muslim soldier from Queens 
who was killed in Iraq. The New York Police Department's intelli~ 
gence unit sometimes contacted him when they had questions. After 
September 11, law enforcement agencies in several major U.S. cit~ 
ies, including New York, ramped up their outreach programs with 
Muslim communities.6s Afzali had worked with the police on and 
off since September 11 without pay, acknowledging that he "was 
upset because the people involved claimed to follow my faith."69 

Detective Sarkovsky asked Afzali whether he was familiar with 
four individuals, including Najibullah Zazi. Afzali responded that 
he knew three of the four,7° Sarkovsky, accompanied by a lieuten~ 
ant from the New York Police Department, then went to Afzali's 
house and showed him four photographs. Afzali identified three of 
the individuals, including Zazi, who had worshipped at a mosque 
where Afzali had led prayers. Unbeknown to the FBI, Sarkovsky 
asked Afzali to obtain information for the police about Zazi's 
whereabouts, intentions, and associates.71 "Find out as much as pos~ 

sible about them," he pleaded.72 

Sarkovsky did not share with Afzali the reason for the police 
interest in Zazi, nor did he tell the imam what he should or should 
not do to collect information.73 In addition, FBI officials insist that 
the New York Police Department did not inform them of its deci~ 

sion to show the photos to Afzali, despite the fact that the Joint 
Terrorism Task Force, which answered to the FBI, was running the 
case,74 Afzali quickly began to inquire within the community about 
Zazi, and on September 11 he received an angry call from Zazi's 
father, which lasted about twenty minutes. 

"Who are your And what do you wantr" Mohammed Zazi 
demanded, clearly perturbed. FBI officials, who had tapped 
Mohammed Zazi's phone, were listening,75 

"Don't worry, I am from the mosque," Afzali replied. Moham~ 
med Zazi calmed down and took a deep breath. 
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"Where's your son?" began Afzali. "I want to talk to him." 

"Why?" Mohammed Zazi shot back. 

Afzali said he just wanted to talk to him. 
"Is everything okay?" Mohammed Zazi asked. 
"Yes," replied Afzali/6 

Mohammed Zazi explained that his son was on a business 

trip to New York and gave Afzali his phone number. After hang

ing up, he dialed his son. "Afzali is going to call you," he explained, 
in a conversation the FBI was also listening to. "Afzali, the one in 

New York," he continued. Mohammed Zazi elaborated that he was 

referring to "the imam." 
"So before anything else," he advised his son, "speak with Afzali. 

See if you need to go to Afzali or to make, make yourself aware, hire 
an attorney. What has happened? What have you guys dond"77 

During the conversation, Zazi received a call from Afzali. He 

clicked over. 

"How are you?" asked Zazi politely. 
"What's going on?" asked Afzali. "I just want to say hello. 

Where have you been?" 

Zazi responded, somewhat defensively, that he had moved to 

Colorado with his family and was working full-time.78 Then Afzali 

got to the point. 
"I want to speak with you about something," he told Zazi. "I 

want a meeting with you. You probably know why I'm calling you 

for this meeting. I was exposed to something yesterday from the 

authorities. And they came to ask me about your character. They 

asked me about you guys. I'm not sure if somebody complained 
about you. I'm not sure what happened. And I don't want to know." 

Referring to the New York Police Department, he relayed Detec
tive Sarkovsky's request: "Please, we need to know who they are, 
what they're all about."79 

Afzali inquired when Zazi had last traveled to Pakistan. 

Eight months ago, Zazi replied. 
"You went to visit your wife, right?" Afzali asked. 
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"Yeah," replied Zazi, somewhat curtly. 

Afzali then explained that the police "came to the masjid to ask 

for help. That is a good sign. Trust me, that is a good sign. The 

bad sign is for them coming to you guys and picking you up auto
matically. Don't get involved in Afghanistan garbage, Iraq garbage," 

Afzali advised. He then added, "Listen, our phone call is being 
monitored."80 

Later that day, FBI agents intercepted another phone call 

between Afzali and Zazi. Zazi told the imam that his rental car 
had been stolen and that he feared he was being watched. He also 

said that the people watching him took his car. 
"Is there any evidence in the cart Afzali inquired.81 

"No," said Zazi, who explained that the people who took his car 
were probably the "same ones who had been following him all day."82 

Zazi ended the conversation, and Afzali didn't hear from him again. 

FBI agents, who had been conducting extensive covert surveil

lance of Zazi and his colleagues, were unaware that Afzali had been 

brought into the case until they heard his voice on wiretaps. Furi

ous that the investigation may have been compromised, the FBI 

took control of all matters related to the investigation, and tension 

between the FBI and the New York Police Department exploded.83 

"Sometimes sources go bad," said Philip Mudd. "It happens."84 

Zazi's suspicions about his car were accurate. The Joint Ter

rorism Task Force had towed his rental car, which was parked in 

Queens. During the search they found a laptop computer contain

ing a JPEG document with nine pages of handwritten notes with 

formulations and instructions regarding the manufacture and han

dling of initiating explosives, main explosives charges, explosives 

detonators, and components of a fusing system.85 They also raided 

the Queens residence where Zazi had spent the night and found an 

electronic weight scale in the closet. The scale and batteries both 
contained Zazi's fingerprints. FBI explosives experts concluded 

that the scale was suitable for performing several of the procedures 

outlined in the instructions, such as weighing the hydrogen perox-
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ide and other precursor chemicals to determine proper concentra~ 

tions and ratios.86 

Rental records show that Zazi was supposed to return his car 
in New York on September 14, 2009. But on September 12, fear~ 
ing that he had been compromised, he flew from La Guardia Air~ 

port to Denver.87 After he returned to Colorado, agents executed a 

search warrant at his apartment complex on East Smoky Hill Road 

in Aurora. s8 On September 16 members of the Denver Joint Ter~ 

rorism Task Force interviewed Zazi about the handwritten notes 
found on his computer. Zazi replied that he had never seen the 

document before. He claimed that if the handwritten notes were on 

his computer, he must have unintentionally received them as part of 

a religious book he had downloaded in August.89 On September 17 

and 18, FBI agents again interviewed Zazi in Denver. He admitted 

that during his 2008 trip to Pakistan he had attended courses and 

received instruction on weapons and explosives at an al Qa' ida facil~ 

ity in the tribal areas of Pakistan.9o 

Zazi was now desperate and told his uncle that he might kill 
himself.91 Before anything else happened, however, he was arrested, 

on September 19. Five months later he pleaded guilty to conspiring 

to use weapons of mass destruction, conspiring to commit murder 

in a foreign country, and providing material support to a terrorist 

organization. In November, Ahmad Bangash, the al Qa'ida opera~ 

tive who had maintained contact with him, was arrested by Paki~ 

stani authorities. And on January 10, 2010, the FBI arrested Adis 

Medunjanin and Zarein Ahmedzay.92 

Bring Him to Justice 

The United States had escaped another terrorist attack, but a third 
wave of al Qa'ida activity was building. The plot had been thwarted 

in part because of a global counterterrorist hunt involving clandes~ 

tine U.S. government agencies. Many of these agencies were not 
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publically recognized, including the National Security Agency, 

whose communications intercepts were essential to understand 

the network. Still, the Najibullah Zazi case was unsettling for Art 

Cummings and Philip Mudd. There appeared to be a growing dan~ 

ger from radicalized Americans who were prepared to use violence 
in the United States. If this was to be the future of counterterrorism, 

better communication between the FBI and local law enforcement 

agencies would be necessary. 
"Despite rising threats from groups outside al Qa'ida's core lead~ 

ership, the risk from al Qa'ida central persists," wrote Mudd several 

months after the Zazi arrest. The plot, he concluded, illustrated 
that "al Qa'ida's core leadership, despite substantial losses, remains 

intent on striking critical infrastructure-especially transporta~ 

tion-in U.S. population centers."93 

Based on Zazi's operation and similar plots, Mudd realized that 

al Qi ida was not planning attacks as sophisticated as the Septem~ 
ber 11 events. Even when individuals had direct ties to al Qi ida's 

leadership, he concluded that they were not "not typically directed 

out from the center of action (Pakistan/Afghanistan), but [were) 
instead drawn into it."94 This development indicated the spread of 

al Qiidis revolutionary ideology. For several years Zazi had stewed 

over what he perceived as a U.S.-led global struggle against Islam. 
Much like the Fort Dix plotters, he had turned to on-line Islamic 

preachers. One was Anwar al~Awlaki. Another was Shaykh Abdal~ 

lah Ibrahim al~Faisal, a radical Muslim cleric in Jamaica who had 
influenced Germaine Lindsay, one of the four suicide bombers in 

the 2005 London attacks. Zazi and his colleagues listened to Inter~ 

net lectures, watched dozens of videos of the wars in Iraq and other 

countries, and turned their anger over the suffering of Muslims into 

rage and their rage into violence. 
In a hushed New York City courtroom after his arrest, Zarein 

Ahmedzay quoted from the Qur'an and explained why he had pre
pared to kill himself and scores of innocent civilians on a New York 

City subway. ''Verily, Allah has purchased of the believers their lives 
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and their wealth for the price of Paradise, to fight in the way of 

Allah, to kill and get killed. It is a promise binding on the truth in 

the Torah, the Gospel and the Qur'an," he said. 

Ahmedzay cited the Afghanistan and Iraq wars, condemning 

them as struggles "against Islam." He also mentioned the Israeli 
occupation of Palestinian territory and warned that the "Zionist 

Jews" were an acute threat to the United States. These realities, 

he argued, made violence unfortunate but inevitable. "I personally 

believed that conducting an operation in the United States would 

be the best way to end the wars," he said.95 

Ahmedzay's logic ignored the fact that the United States had 

launched wars in both countries because of the attacks in New York 

and Washington. Ahmedzay may have believed that his own attack 

would produce in the United States something similar to the Span

ish response to the 2004 Madrid attacks, which led to a withdrawal 

of Spanish forces from Iraq. In any event, his argument revealed a 

warped sense of reality. It also left many family members dismayed. 
"If the guy was involved in all this stuff," said Habib Rasooli, 

a businessman in Queens and a relative of Najibullah Zazi, "I say, 

'O.K., bring him to justice: I'd bring him myself."96 

Zazi's target was the United States. But it wasn't just Americas 

largest cities that had to be concerned. Zazi had built his bombs in 

suburban Denver, nearly 2,000 miles away from his target. The plot 

included three individuals who lived in the United States, traveled 

freely with legitimate passports and driver's licenses, and under

stood the nuances and rhythms of American life. Zazi had even 

passed an airport security background check in 2009, only a few 
months before his planned attack. It all seemed too easy. 

What could be next? American officials were about to find out. 



THE RISE OF YEMEN 

ART CUMM INGS RECEIVED an urgent message on his BlackBerry. 

It was Christmas Day 2009, and he was relaxing with his wife 

and children in Richmond. The temperature outside had climbed 

above freezing, and a cold rain had begun to fall. The week before, 
a huge storm that meteorologists referred to as the "1-95 Special" 

moved up Interstate 95 from Richmond to Washington, Baltimore, 

New York, and Boston, burying the region in snow and crippling 

public transportation.1 

Someone from the FBI command center was now on the line. 

"Call back on your secure phone," he told Cummings. 

When Cummings returned the call, he learned that a twenty
three-year-old Nigerian named Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab, 

who had worked with al Qa'ida operative Anwar al-Awlaki, had 

attempted to detonate an improvised explosive device on a North

west Airlines flight headed to Detroit. The bomb had been sown 

into his underwear but had failed to explode. Cummings jumped 

into his Dodge Charger and arrived at FBI Headquarters in the 
afternoon.2 Washington's streets were deserted, and huge snow

drifts blocked the sidewalks outside FBI Headquarters on Penn

sylvania Avenue. Cummings joined a secret video teleconference to 

discuss the plot with other senior officials, including White House 

336 
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counterterrorism chief John Brennan, National Counterterrorism 

Center director Michael Leiter, deputy secretary of the Depart

ment of Homeland Security Jane Lute, and several others. 

The attack, they quickly discovered, had been planned in 

Yemen and perpetrated by the al Qa'ida fugitive Anwar al-Awlaki. 
A month before, a US. Army major, Nidal Malik Hasan, had 

gunned down thirteen people and wounded forty-three others at 

Fort Hood, Texas, partly because of Awlaki's instigation. In June 

2009, Abdulhakim Mujahid Muhammad, who had changed his 
name from Carlos Bledsoe, opened fire with a semiautomatic rifle 

on a military recruiting center in Little Rock, Arkansas, killing 

one soldier and wounding another. He had listened to Awlaki's 

sermons and spent time in Yemen.3 Awlaki had now become a 

dangerous enemy. 
"The fact that fighting against the US. army is an Islamic duty 

today cannot be disputed," Awlaki announced in an essay defend

ing the gunman. "No scholar with a grain ofIslamic knowledge can 

defy the dear cut proofs that Muslims today have the right-rather 

than duty-to fight against American tyranny."4 

While central al Qa'ida, based in Pakistan, had tried and failed 
to attack the US. homeland in recent years, its Yemeni affili

ate proved more successfuL A cadre of US. intelligence, military, 

diplomatic, and law enforcement officials, including Cummings, 

were now scrambling to identify Awlaki-inspired plots and disrupt 

them. In both the Abdulmutallab and Hasan cases, however, US. 

agencies had some information on the terrorists but failed to take 
adequate action. Looking back on the events, the White House 

admitted that the "US. government had sufficient information to 

have uncovered and potentially disrupted the December 25 attack." 

But intelligence analysts" failed to connect the dots that could have 
identified and warned of the specific threat."5 

The third wave was triggered by several factors. One was al 

Qa'ida's ability to take advantage of weak governments in Yemen, 
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Somalia, and North Africa. In Yemen, President Ali Abdullah 

Saleh's regime began to collapse in the wake of widespread unhap~ 

piness with social, economic, and political conditions in the coun~ 

try. In nearby Somalia, al Shabaab, an Islamic militant organization 

dedicated to overthrowing the Somali government, made inroads 

into the southern part of the country in 2008 and 2009. Al Qa'ida 

initially adopted a selective strategy that involved targeting police, 

military, and other government officials instead of civilians. Much 

as in Afghanistan before September 11, there was little counter~ 
terrorism response from the United States in North Africa and 

the Arabian Peninsula, since U.S. policymakers were focused on 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Iraq. Lives had been lost in the Hasan 

attack and nerves had been frayed in both, but even more worrying, 

a new enemy had emerged: Anwar al~Awlaki. Yemen was now the 

center of al Qa'ida's third wave. 

Inspire the Believers 

The Shabwah region of Yemen lies southeast of the capital city, 
Sanaa, and borders the Gulf of Aden in the Arabian Sea. The 

weather is stifling and the land is lifeless. Soft tones of khaki 

and magenta color the sun~baked earth and crescent~shaped 

sand dunes. A series of rugged peaks climb to 7,000 feet, sprin~ 

kled with sparse vegetation and connected by parched river~ 

beds. When rain comes, which it rarely does, the water sprints 

down the thin, rocky valleys, washes out the topsoil, evaporates 

quickly, and leaves the land dry and thirsty. Apart from a few 
patches of farmed land, the rest is desert. Here, local tribesmen 

exist in perpetual poverty and violence. Bedouin encampments 

appear occasionally, populated by desert~dwelling Arab nomads. 
Shabwah was a resting point on the ancient caravan routes from 

North Africa to Asia, on which camels lugged incense and other 

commodities. 
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This remote landscape attracted Anwar al-Awlaki, who had 
been a driving force in the rebirth of al Qa'ida's affiliate in the 

Arabian Peninsula. Its predecessor group had been decimated by 
Saudi intelligence, with some help from the United States, after its 

involvement in attacks such as that on the USS Cole in 2000. Abu 

Ali al-Harithi, its leader, was killed in a missile strike in 2002 along 

with Kamal Derwish, a U.S. citizen who helped radicalize the 
Lackawanna, New York, cell. The Arabian Peninsula had largely 

operated as a facilitation and support hub for foreign fighters in the 

years that followed, but it produced few major plots focused on the 

United States.6 
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In January 2009, al Qa'ida publicly announced that Saudi and 
Yemeni operatives had unified under the banner of a single group, 
which they named al Qa'ida in the Arabian Peninsula.7 Awlaki 
pledged bayat to Nasir al-Wahishi, the group's amir, a thin, olive
skinned Yemeni with dark hair and crooked teeth.8 Wahishi had 
attended al-Farouq training camp in Afghanistan in the late 1990s 
and had developed a close relationship with Osama bin Laden, han
dling some of his finances and guesthouses. In 2002, Wahishi fled 
to Iran along with some al Qa'ida leaders, but he was apparently 
arrested by the Iranian government and handed over to Yemeni 
authorities. He escaped from a Yemeni prison in 2006.9 

Wahishi then spent several years building a network in Yemen 
dedicated to overthrowing the government of Ali Abdullah Saleh 
and establishing an Islamic emirate. U.S. intelligence agencies, which 
had been carefully monitoring the group's activities, were familiar 
with the new group's leaders. Wahishi's deputy, Said al-Shihri, was 
a Saudi national who had spent time in the U.S. prison in Guanta
namo Bay. Al Qa'ida in the Arabian Peninsula included a combina
tion of Yemeni jihadists, alumni from al Qa'ida in Iraq and the Saudi 
branch of al Qa'ida, and several other factions that were reunified 
under Wahishi. In his zeal to create an Islamic emirate, Wahishi also 
established an army to seize control of territory in southern Yemen. 

The creation of an al Qa'ida affiliate in Yemen heralded the 
organization's reemergence in the land of the Prophet. Awlaki's 

decision to join the newly formed al Qa'ida in the Arabian Penin
sula in 2009 was a coup for Wahishi. Al Qa'ida had a stale mes
sage before he arrived. Awlaki settled in the Shabwah Governorate, 
and he had several wives-a Yemeni, an American, and a Croatian 
national-and children.lO From his Yemeni base, he ran his global 
jihadist enterprise, serving as a senior external operations chief. 
Awlaki continued to develop his blog (www.anwar-alawlaki.com). 
which was later shut down. He also improved his Facebook and 

MySpace pages and posted on YouTube and other social media 
forums to proselytize his jihadist message. 
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"The Internet has become a great medium for spreading the call 

of Jihad and following the news of the mujahideen," Awlaki wrote.ll 

He encouraged supporters to become "Internet mujahideen" by 

establishing discussion forums, sending out e-mail blasts, posting 

or e-mailing jihadist literature and news, and setting up websites 

dedicated to distributing information. He mixed his impressive 

communication skills with an ability to simplify complex religious 

and political issues for mass consumption. He was not an Islamic 

scholar, had never studied at a credentialed Islamic university, and 

was unfit to issue religious guidance, but he was an impeccable 

salesman. His willingness to stand up to the United States made 

him a potent enemy. 

Perhaps his most innovative contribution was to help create 

Inspire magazine. Published by al Qa'ida in the Arabian Peninsula, 
it took its name from a verse in the Qur'an describing the Battle of 

Badr, fought between Muslims and their opponents near Medina 

in Saudi Arabia. "And inspire the believers to fight," it encouraged 

readersP An editorial in Inspire's introductory issue explained the 

magazine's raison d'etre. 'This Islamic Magazine," it proclaimed, 

"is geared towards making the Muslim a mujahid in Allah's path."l3 

The magazine presented a Salafi version of Islam in English 

and focused on issues of interest to al Qa'ida's Yemeni members. 

But its target audience was the broader English-speaking Muslim 
readership. The hope was that individuals would be "inspired" 

to conduct attacks against the West and its allies. Inspire maga

zine was modern in appearance and suited for a young, impres
sionable audience. The first issue included colorful computerized 

graphics; essays from al Qa'ida's top leaders, such as Osama bin 
Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri; poems; helpful sections on how 

to send and receive encrypted messages; and suggestions about 

what to take (and not to take) when going on violent jihad. The 
editors also had a sense of humor, quoting part of a monologue 
by American comedian David Letterman on George W. Bush's 

memoir: "In the book, 'Decision Points,' he will reveal all the bad 
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decisions and mistakes that George Bush made as President ... 
this is volume one."14 

The magazine also had a macabre side. In an essay titled 
"Make a Bomb in the Kitchen of Your Mom," there were step~by~ 

step instructions in English on how to build a bomb with read~ 

ily available household ingredients, complete with photographs 

and diagrams. Britain's external spy agency, MI6, and its signals 

intelligence agency, Government Communications Headquarters, 

mounted a cyber attack dubbed Operation Cupcake: when Inspire 
followers tried to download the sixty~seven~page magazine, they 
received recipes for "The Best Cupcakes in America" from the Ellen 

DeGeneres show. 
Awlaki wrote the lead article for the first issue. "So what is the 

proper solution to this growing campaign of defamation?" he asked 

rhetorically, referring to a perceived war against Islam by Western 

governments. "The medicine prescribed by the Messenger of Allah 
is the execution of those involved," he answered. ''Their proper 
abode is Hellfire."15 

Many of al Qa ida in the Arabian Peninsula's top leaders 
respected Awlaki's infectious confidence, willingness to be involved 

in terrorist operations, and contacts elsewhere in the movement. 

In January 2009 he released an article titled '~4 Ways to Support 

Jihad," which outlined the many ways in which a person could par~ 

ticipate. Some were extreme, like conducting suicide operations 

and sponsoring the family of a suicide bomber. Others were more 
innocuous, like fundraising.16 He also recorded a sermon titled 
''The Story of Ibn al~Aqwa," which called for modern~day violent 

jihad and served as a source of radicalization and legitimacy for 
impressionable Muslims. Unlike the U.S.~born al Qaida official 

Adam Gadahn, who struggled to gain listeners despite thousands 
of You Tube posts, Awlaki soon built a significant following. His 

actions had an impact on Muslims around the world. This raised 

major civil liberties questions for social media companies. 

Awlaki's blog and Facebook pages were shut down in Novem~ 
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ber 2009. The video-sharing website YouTube removed hundreds 

of Awlaki videos. The company, owned by Google, explained that 

it would not remove videos containing purely religious content, but 
it would remove any that contained "dangerous or illegal activi

ties such as bomb-making, hate speech and incitement to com
mit violence" or came from accounts "registered by a member of a 

designated foreign terrorist organization."17 But there was a murky 

gray area between purely religious messages and violent messages. 
Awlaki moved effortlessly along that rhetorical frontier. In the end, 

the debate was moot. YouTube users continued to upload new 
Awlaki videos, and YouTube couldn't keep up with the numerous 

identical copies. The number of new websites and other forums 

hosting Awlaki proliferated. 
u.s. intelligence agencies were particularly concerned because 

Awlaki was both a strategist and an operator. u.s. intelligence ana

lysts believed that he was involved in a March 2009 suicide bomb

ing against South Korean tourists in Yemen and an August 2009 
attempt to assassinate Saudi prince Muhammad bin Nayif.18 Awla

ki's connection to Americans, especially those plotting attacks in 

the United States, concerned the FBI and CIA most of all. 
U.S. citizen Barry Bujol, a resident of Hempstead, Texas, 

sought Awlaki's advice in joining al Qa'ida. Bujol had e-mailed 

Awlaki many times, requesting assistance in helping the muja
hideen, and Awlaki had sent him "44 Ways to Support Jihad."19 

The FBI arrested Bujol for attempting to provide material support 
to al Qa'ida in the Arabian Peninsula. Paul Rockwood, who had 

converted to Islam in Virginia, became a strict adherent of Awla

ki's after listening to "The Constants of Jihad" and "44 Ways to 

Support Jihad." He later planned a series of violent jihad-inspired 

assassinations and bombings.20 In a case investigated by the FBI's 

Washington field office, U.S. citizen Zachary Chesser e-mailed 

Awlaki for spiritual guidance and asked for help in joining al Sha
baab in Somalia. Chesser had watched online videos and listened to 

digitized lectures "almost obsessively," especially those by Awlaki.21 



344 HUNTING IN THE SHADOWS 

Awlaki responded several times, and Chesser started his own You
Tube home page under the username LearnTeachFightDie, where 
he posted videos and hosted discussions.22 "Awlaki inspires people 
to pursue jihad," Chesser explained.23 

Countless others, including Farooque Ahmed, who was 
arrested for planning bombings at Metrorail stations in Washing
ton, D.C., listened to Awlaki's propaganda.24 Senior FBI officials 
worried about terrorist use of the Internet. But it was more than the 
Internet, insisted Philip Mudd. "People radicalize via other people," 
he noted. "The Internet is an accelerator."25 

Mudd saw the terrorist threat to the United States grow
ing more diffuse now, with individuals who had never met an al 
Qa'ida member carrying on the al Qa'ida "revolution" in the United 
States. Al Qa'ida was not primarily interested in conducting its 
own attacks, he contended, but tried to inspire others. 'The key to 
this twenty-first century revolution," Mudd believed, "is the Inter
net, which provides an avenue for the transmission of images (Abu 
Ghraib), preachers (Anwar Awlaki), publications (Inspire), and chat 
rooms in which future jihadists meet virtually to discuss what they 
see and hear. And to radicalize each other."26 

One problem, he concluded, was that traditional intelligence 
methods-human and technical penetration of a clearly defined 
collection target~were not well suited to identifying these indi
viduals, because they did not have identifiable links with terrorist 
groups. Most were watching videos and reading magazines. They 
were not directly in touch with known terrorists by phone or e-mail, 
which made it more difficult for probing U.S. intelligence agencies 
to find them. Anwar al-Awlaki had mastered the art of reaching 
out to these individuals. Essentially he had cast a wide net in the 
sea of potential operatives. Rather than recruit in traditional, risky 
ways, he could let people come to him. He had something special 
in store for one such recruit-Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab. Just as 
with Bujol, Rockwood, Chesser, and Ahmed, Awlaki didn't make 
the first move. Abdulmutallab came to him. 
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Alone and Afraid 

Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab was born on December 22, 1986, in 
Lagos, NigeriaY His father, Alhaji Umaru Mutallab, was chair~ 
man of the First Bank of Nigeria and the former Nigerian federal 
commissioner for economic development. Abdulmutallab, who was 
called Farouk by his family, enjoyed a privileged childhood.28 His 
father owned a mansion in Abuja and houses in the Nigerian cit~ 
ies of Kaduna, Lagos, Katsina, and Funtua, as well as in London, 
and he spent a considerable part of his childhood in Kaduna, in an 
affluent neighborhood of the northern city. The area was an indus~ 
trial hub, with an extensive rail and road network that transported 
textiles, machinery, steel, aluminum, and petroleum products to 
overseas markets. 

Abdulmutallab held generally positive memories of his child~ 
hood, but they were mixed with some bad ones. "We lbe in terror 
throughout our lives," he wrote in an on~line chat room session in 
2005, "that highway robbers don't stop us on the street at broad 
daylight, and sometimes we have sleepless nights fearing armed 
robbers will break into our houses. The police are apparently the 
robbers and the enemy," he noted with some dismay over the cor~ 
ruption in his home country.29 

Abdulmutallab lived abroad for much of his childhood, attend~ 
ing various boarding schools and universities. When he was twelve, 
his parents sent him to the British School of Lome in the West Afri~ 

can country of Togo. He developed an early love of Islam, though 
he was by no means radical, and became increasingly involved in 
Islamic activities. When he was fifteen, the school's Muslim chap~ 
lain asked him to help run the salat, the obligatory prayer five times 
a day, and to encourage students to attend Qur'an classes. "The 
position instilled in me an added responsibility to be a good ambas~ 
sador ofIslam and a caller towards Allah," he recalled.30 

In September 2005, Abdulmutallab enrolled at University Col~ 
lege London to study mechanical engineering. He had a medium 
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build, dark skin, and discolorations on his forehead. His full red~ 

dish lips, flat nose, and boyish face made him look even younger 
than he was. Abdulmutallab's peers in London remembered him 

as a modest and affable student, sometimes excessively polite, who 
loved soccer and exhibited tenderness toward others.31 In one ses~ 

sion on the website Islamic Forum, a chat room for young Mus~ 

lims at gawaher.com, a participant explained that her parents were 

having marital problems. "Stay strong sister, May Allah help you 

through this," Abdulmutallab wrote compassionately. ':All i can do 

for you for now is pray. May Allah out of his Mercy help you. His 
is the Best disposer of all affairs."32 

Abdulmutallab also had an infectious sense of humor, which 

was often self~deprecating. In one post on Islamic Forum, he 

expounded on the joys of sleeping. "During some holidays i use to 

sleep for about 1O~ 12 hours," he wrote, "trying to imitate deep sleep~ 

ers, i just loved the idea of someone being a heavy, deep sleeper, plus 
i believed in the more sleep, the taller one gets :laugh."33 He ended 

his entry, as he often did, with "biggrin," a written version of the 

smiley~face icon that many others used in social media forums. 

This outwardly charming young man also wrote on~line that he 

wrestled with bouts ofloneliness, exposing a painful inner struggle. 
He was torn between his fastidious devotion to Islam and the reali~ 

ties ofliving in the West. "First of all, i have no friend," he wrote in 

one Islamic Forum posting. "Not because i do not socialise, etc. but 

because either people do not want to get too close to me as they go 
partying and stuff while i dont, or they are bad people who befriend 

me and influence me to do bad things. Hence i am in a situation 

where i do not have a friend. i have no one to speak to, no one to 

consult, no one to support me and i feel depressed and lonely. i do 
not know what to do." 

Abdulmutallab was clearly not alone, at least in a physical sense. 

As a student, he had a daily schedule crammed with studying for 

classes, socializing with friends, praying, and playing soccer. Still, 
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he felt isolated and torn between what he called "liberalism" and 
"extremism." "The Prophet said religion is easy and anyone who 

tries to overburden themselves will find it hard and will not be able 
to continue," he wrote. "So anytime i relax, i deviate sometimes and 
then when i strive hard, i get tired of what i am doing i.e. memo' 
rising the quran." The two competing lifestyles vexed him. "How 
should one put the balance right?" he asked.34 

The on' line forum was generally supportive of struggling 
Muslims, but Abdulmutallab received some negative responses. 
"Hmmm," said one individual, whose chat room name was 
D,ZiNeR, "this kinda was me some time ago ... but now, im 
waaaay past it."35 

A few others were more constructive. "You do have a friend 
always there!" said another, identifying herself as Batoota. "Never 
feel that you are alone ... for Allah is· the light of the heavens and 
the earth, He is the cure where there is an illness, He is the guide 
when all is lost, and He is the Merciful with his servants."36 

Batootas message was exactly what the struggling Abdulmutal, 
lab needed. "My God, you made me almost cry sister," he responded, 
the weight temporarily alleviated. "Thanks for the lovely words."37 

During his time at University College London, he was a mem, 
ber of the university's Islamic Society, serving as its president dur, 
ing his second year, from 2006 to 2007. A fellow Muslim student 
frequently saw Abdulmutallab praying in the quiet room. Another 
recalled that he always wore traditional Nigerian dress for prayers 
on Friday. Muslim students in the Department of Mechanical 
Engineering occasionally sought religious advice from him, because 
they regarded him as knowledgeable.38 

During his time at university, Abdulmutallab appeared to 
become more religiously conservative. In an on,line discussion of 
the morality of high school proms, his views were straightforward. "I 
think it's haram," he said, indicating that it was prohibited in Islam. 
"There's also the extravagance in spending for the prom, drinking 
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usually takes place, music that excites the evil desires. For alcohol, 
it is even haram to sit on the table where it is served. In proms this 
will usually inevitably happen."39 

Abdulmutallab had also become critical of the U.S. wars in 

Afghanistan and Iraq. He played a role in putting together a "War 
on Terror Week" at the university. The program brought together 
a variety of individuals, such as former Guantinamo Bay detainee 
Moazzam Beg, to examine the" death of thousands of innocent lives 
and thousands more detained illegally without trial or judgment."4o 

Struggling to find camaraderie in London, Abdulmutallab 
increasingly found company on chat rooms like the Islamic Forum 
and YouTube, but also on jihadist websites. It was his decision 

to seek companionship on-line that led him to Anwar al-Awlaki. 
Within a year of his graduation from University College London, 
he had become radical and decided to join al Qa'ida. What pushed 

Abdulmutallab over the edge? The answer lies in part in his rela
tionship with Awlaki. 

Training in Yemen 

In 2005, Abdulmutallab had traveled to Yemen to study at the 
Sanaa Institute for the Arabic Language.41 His goal was to improve 
his Arabic skills so he could read the Qur'an in its original lan
guage-pure and unadulterated.42 But he also went as a tourist, 
meandering through the shops and markets of the picturesque Old 
City, tasting local delicacies (along with the food in Pizza Hut and 
Kentucky Fried Chicken), and visiting amusement parks.43 Sanaa 
had been inhabited for more than 2,500 years. The grandeur of 
the architecture reinforced the faith of the impressionable young 
Abdulmutallab. Many of the tightly crammed houses were deco
rated with ornate stucco friezes, intricately carved frames, aesthetic 
coping that decorated the walls, and exquisite stained glass win-
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dows. One of the most popular attractions was the Suq al-Milh 
(Salt Market), where the Sana'a institute's students sampled warm 
bread, spices, raisins, and other local dishes. 

For Abdulmutallab, Sana'a was a labyrinth; its oppressively high 
walls, narrow corridors, and strange noises frightened and tanta
lized him. Nevertheless, he wrote in an on-line post, "I find the city 
beautiful and the weather cool as the city is about 2000m above sea 
level," adding that the weather was so moderate that "even the Brits 
aren't complaining about the heat."44 

Before he left London, Abdulmutallab had been listening to 

Awlaki's on-line sermons, including "44 Ways to Support Jihad." It 
was thus a shock to encounter this star of radical Islam in the flesh. 
The two first met at the Sana'a institute when Awlaki was intro

duced to the students. It was a surreal moment for Abdulmutallab 
and had a profound impact on his radicalization. 

In "44 Ways," Awlaki complained that "the kuffar today are 
conspiring against us like never before." This onslaught, he argued, 
required a violent response in which "jihad becomes obligatory on 
every Muslim." 

Awlaki's reasoning hearkened back to the extremist argu

ments of the Egyptian scholar Sayyid Qutb, who had been so 
influential for Osama bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri. Qutb 
had argued that violent jihad was a duty for Muslims, on par with 
the five pillars of Islam: zakat (almsgiving), hajj (the pilgrimage 
to Mecca), salat (daily prayers), sawm (fasting during Ramada), 
and the shahada (accepting Muhammad as God's messenger).45 
A particularly important form of jihad, Awlaki continued, was 
to become a suicide bomber. "Asking Allah to die as a shaheed 
pleases Allah because it shows him that you are willing to give 
your life for him," he said. 

For many al Qi ida leaders, encouraging suicide operations 
was sufficient. But not for Awlaki. He went further, arguing that a 
failure to commit suicide could be disastrous for Islam. "44 Ways" 
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included the following passage: ''The reason why the enemies of 
Allah succeeded in defeating some Muslims and taking over their 
land is because they have lost their love for martyrdom." 

Never mind that Awlaki hadn't volunteered to give up his own 
life-his words had a profound impact on Abdulmutallab. Back 
in London, Abdulmutallab downloaded such sermons as "Battle 
for the Hearts and Minds," "Lessons from the Companions Liv
ing as a Minority," and "The Dust Will Never Settle Down."46 

These lectures were mesmerizing. Awlaki spoke in a soothing, 
lucid tone, his voice rising and falling symphonically. He was a 
skilled orator and obsessively quoted U.S. newspapers and maga
zines, think-tank studies, and government reports to emphasize 
key points. In a particularly invidious lecture, "Battle for the 
Hearts and Minds," he cited articles from U.S. News & World 
Report, a study by the U.S.-based RAND Corporation, and the 
U.S. Department of Defense's Quadrennial Defense Review to sup
port his claim that the United States was engaged in a clandestine 
effort to destroy Islam. 

Abdulmutallab graduated from University College London in 
August 2008 as a satisfactory, though not academically outstand
ing, student.47 Several months later he enrolled at the University of 
Wollongong in Dubai, United Arab Emirates, for a master's degree 
in international business. His religious views had gradually become 
more radical, but it wasn't until he went to Dubai that he made a 
final decision to conduct violent jihad. He decided to attack the 
United States, he later acknowledged, "in retaliation for U.S. sup
port of Israel" and "in retaliation for the killing of innocent and 
civilian Muslims populations in Yemen, Iraq, Somalia, Afghani
stan and beyond."48 Around June 2009, Abdulmutallab told his 
parents that he was discontinuing his studies and would focus on 
sharia and Arabic in Yemen. His parents begged him to rethink 
his decision, pleading with him via text messages and phone calls, 
pointing out that he was doing well in school and would graduate 
later that year. Some of Abdulmutallab's replies were chilling. "I 
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wish you could see the truth that I see," he explained. "I am now 
doing the right thing."49 

Early in August 2009, Abdulmutallab returned to Yemen 
under the pretext of taking a refresher course in Arabic at the Sana'a 
institute. In truth he went to find Anwar al~Awlaki. This turned 

out to be more complicated than he had anticipated. Abdulmutal~ 
lab initially tried calling, texting, and even e~mailing Awlaki, but 
with little success. After making inquiries at Al~Iman University, 
he contacted Sheikh Abdul Majeed al~Zindani, the founder of the 
university. In 2004 the U.S. Treasury Department had designated 
Zindani a terrorist because of his connections to Osama bin Laden 
and financial support of al Qa'ida.so Zindani had also founded the 
Charitable Society for Social Welfare, an organization that Awlaki 
worked for while living in San Diego. It is unclear whether Abdul~ 

mutallab ever spoke to Zindani, but he apparently talked to his 
son, Dr. Abdallah Zindani. Abdulmutallab then wrote a letter to 
Awlaki outlining his background and his motivation to conduct 
violent jihad. He saved the information on a flash drive and passed 
it to a third individual for Awlaki.51 

He didn't have to wait long for an answer. He was soon con~ 
tacted by an al Qa'ida operative, and a meeting was arranged.52 

The leaders of al Qa'ida in the Arabian Peninsula were extremely 
cautious, aware that Western intelligence agencies were tracking 
them. When Awlaki's men picked him up, they removed the bat~ 
tery and SIM card from Abdulmutallab's phone and made sure he 
left behind his laptop, clothes, camera, and books. En route, they 

repeatedly changed vehicles and drivers, took Abdulmutallab to 
various houses, and requested that he use several aliases-as did 
everyone else.53 

Over the next few months, Abdulmutallab met with Awlaki 
several times. Initially they discussed basic issues, such as how 
Abdulmutallab had arrived in Yemen and his background and 
religious views. He had conviction and desire, but he badly needed 
training. In October he attended a training camp in the Shabwah 
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region, where over two dozen fighters dug trenches, crawled through 

barbed wire, and practiced tactical movements such as clearing 

buildings. The daily routine at the training camp consisted of rising 

early, praying, reading the Qur'an, completing warm~up drills, and 

undergoing tactical training. After lunch the students completed 

additional tactical training drills, and at night they stayed in tents.54 

While Abdulmutallab was at the camp, al Qi ida leaders asked 

him whether he would be interested in participating in a suicide 

mission. He responded that he was interested and would consider 

it. He was particularly useful for al Qi ida leaders because he had 

a Nigerian passport and a valid u.s. visa, so he could travel to the 
United States. In addition, he would probably not be known to 

Western intelligence agencies, since he was such a new recruit. In 

November, Abdulmutallab swore bayat to Nasir al~Wahishi and 

Osama bin Laden. Later that month, he returned to training camp. 
He improved his shooting skills, practiced battlefield maneuvers, 

underwent physical training, and listened to religious lectures by 
his instructors. Not all of it would be relevant to his suicide mission, 

but it provided an opportunity to bond with other fighters. 
Around this time Abdulmutallab sent a text message to sev~ 

eral family members saying that he would no longer be reachable 

and called his mother to say farewell, reportedly telling her that 
he was leaving for jihad.55 ''This is the last you'll hear from me," he 

explained. ''This phone number will be destroyed. When you get 
this text I have already been gone for three weeks."56 

In either late November or early December, Abdulmutallab was 

told that his mission would involve blowing up an airplane. He again 
met with Awlaki. The cleric asked if the young Nigerian agreed to 
conduct a suicide mission. "Yes," replied Abdulmutallab. Awlaki 

revealed that the mission would take place in the United States and 
provided some basic guidance. He requested that Abdulmutallab 

conduct the attack on a U.S. airline, carry out the attack only when 

he was ready, travel through an African country to avoid suspicion, 

and detonate the bomb over U.S. airspace.57 



THE RISE OF YEMEN 353 

Early in December, Abdulmutallab prepared a wasia, or last 
will and testament, in a handwritten letter addressed to his par~ 
ents. A video later released by al Qa'ida in the Arabian Peninsula's 
media arm, Al Malahim Media Foundation, showed him train~ 
ing in the Yemeni desert, armed with an AK-47 assault rifle. He 
and several dozen fighters fired assault rifles and rocket~propelled 
grenades and vaulted through obstacle courses. They used Brit~ 
ish, Israeli, and United Nations flags for target practice. Echoing 
Awlaki's propaganda pitch, Abdulmutallab explained that it was 
not just an obligation but a duty to fight. "The enemy is in your 
lands with their armies, the Jews and the Christians and their 
agents," he calmly explained, clad in a white robe and prayer cap, 
with an aging AK-47 and a black-and~white al Qa'ida flag in the 
background. "God said if you do not fight back, He will punish 
you and replace yoU."58 

Abdulmutallab was now ready for the operation. Poe just had 
to execute it. 

We Heard a Bang 

Al Qa'ida leaders had apparently advised Abdulmutallab to wear 
Western clothes and to avoid looking "too Muslim" but not to 
appear to be concealing his faith.59 On December 6, 2009, Abdul~ 
mutallab flew from Yemen to Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, on an Ethio~ 
pian Airlines flight. On December 9 he flew to Ghana, where he 
stayed for several days. Around December 16 he bought tickets 
for flights that would take him through Ethiopia, Ghana, Nigeria, 
and Amsterdam before arriving in Detroit-a circuitous route, as 
Awlaki had directed. He paid for the $2,831 tickets in cash, which 
is not unusual in Africa. On December 24 he boarded Northwest 
Airlines Flight 253 in Amsterdam, which was scheduled to arrive 
in Detroit on December 25. The flight carried 279 passengers and 
11 crew members.60 
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Figure 15: Abdulmutallab's Journey from Yemen to the United States 

Abdulmutallab's bomb maker in Yemen, who used the name 

Ibrahim as-Siri, among other aliases, had an ingenious solution to 

the problem of airport security. Since the September 11 attacks 

and the failed 2006 transatlantic airlines plot, airport security had 

significantly improved. Airports around the world had banned a 

growing list of items, from box cutters to liquids, aerosols, and gels. 

In the United States, the Transportation Security Administration 

established a 3-1-1 rule that permitted each passenger to carry one 
3.4 ounce (100 ml) bottle of liquid or less; one quart-sized, clear, 

ziplock bag; and one carry-on bag to be placed in a screening bin.61 

Al Qa'ida's challenge, then, was to circumvent these improved 
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security measures. As~Siri's solution was to build a bomb that 

could be placed in Abdulmutallab's underwear. The main explo~ 

sive charge consisted of 76 grams of Pentaerythritol (also known 
as PETN).62 The initiator consisted of a plastic syringe filled with 

ethylene glycol, which was supposed to be inserted into a chemi~ 

cal mixture of potassium permanganate stored in a cloth pouch in 
the underwear.63 The flame produced by the reaction was designed 

to be sufficient to initiate the TA TP a few seconds later, which 

in turn would initiate the PETN main charge. The explosion, al 

Qi ida leaders hoped, would bring down the airplane. Part of the 

device was wrapped in cellophane tape to prevent bomb~sniffing 
dogs from detecting the vapors. Most important, the bomb did not 

include large pieces of metal, such as wires and batteries, making it 
difficult for airport screeners to identify.64 As~Siri's design was suc~ 

cessful: the bomb went undetected in Addis Ababa, Accra, Lagos, 

and Amsterdam. 

But would it explode? As Northwest Airlines Flight 253 
approached Detroit, Abdulmutallab went to the bathroom to make 

final preparations for death. He "purified" himself by praying, 

washing his body, brushing his teeth, and putting on perfume.65 

When he returned to his seat, 19A, he complained that his stomach 

was upset and draped a blanket over his body. 
Jasper Schuringa, a soft~spoken Dutch filmmaker who was sit

ting in the same row as Abdulmutallab, described the scene. "We 

heard a bang, sounded like a firecracker going off, or a big balloon," 
he said. "Everybody reacted to the bang, but could not locate where 
it was coming from."66 

Abdulmutallab had injected the syringe into the chemical mix~ 
ture in his underwear, as As~Siri had instructed.67 A few seconds 

later, smoke began billowing from the seat and down the aisle. But 
the main charge, the PETN, did not explode. "I jumped over pas~ 

sengers between me and smoke," said Schuringa. "I saw a guy sitting 

and shaking. He was holding something like a pillow. On the floor 
there was a pillow on fire."68 
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Passengers and crew then subdued Abdulmutallab and used 
blankets and fire extinguishers to put out the flames. One flight 
attendant, Dionne Ransom-Monroe, asked Abdulmutallab what he 
had in his pocket. "Explosive device," said Abdulmutallab placidly.69 

He was holding a partially melted syringe, which was smoking. 
One alert passenger took the syringe from Abdulmutallab, shook it 
violently, and threw it to the floor of the aircraft.70 Schuringa began 
moving quickly. "I took off his clothes and put the fire out with 
water," he said. "I took him out of his seat and took him to first class 

area and stripped him completely of his clothes. He was shaking 
and didn't say anything. The crew gave me plastic cuffs and I cuffed 
him with the crew's help."71 

When Schuringa rose to leave the jet, his fellow passengers 

broke out in applause. 
As-Siri's bomb had failed to explode, but it had ignited, injur

ing Abdulmutallab and two other passengers. The airplane landed 
shortly after the incident at Detroit Metropolitan Airport. Abdul
mutallab was initially taken into custody by Customs and Border 
Protection and held at the international arrivals holding cell A_1.72 

He was later transported to the University of Michigan Medical 
Center. According to the Emergency Medical Services report, he 
had second-degree burns on his right inner thigh and genitals, first
degree burns on the palm of his left hand, and second-degree burns 
on the back of his left hand and right thumb. The bomb had par
tially exploded in his lap.73 

The FBI then questioned Abdulmutallab. He described his 
radicalization process, visits to Yemen, meetings with Awlaki, and 

preparations for the attack.74 

Despite the failure of the main charge to go of£ al Qi ida trum
peted the attack. "He infiltrated all the advanced, new machines 
and technologies and the security boundaries in the world's air
ports," a December communique gloated several days later.75 

The attack was unsuccessful, though largely because of mis
fortune and a faulty bomb. Abdulmutallab's plot reminded many 
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observers of Richard Reid's attempt to bring down American Air~ 

lines Flight 63 in December 2001. As in that case, fearless pas~ 

sengers such as Jasper Schuringa responded to the threat and 
detained the bomber. "I basically reacted directly," said Schuringa. 
"I didn't think."76 

But U.S. intelligence agencies had failed to detect the plot. 
There had been some indications that Abdulmutallab was a pos~ 

sible threat. After receiving his message in October 2009 that "this 
is the last you'll hear from me," Abdulmutallab's father contacted 

Nigeria's intelligence agency, which put him in contact with U.S. 

officials. On November 18, Abdulmutallab's father met with offi~ 

cials at the U.S. embassy in Abuja, Nigeria, to discuss his son's 

radicalization and disappearance in Yemen. U.S. government offi~ 

cials recorded Abdulmutallab's name in the Terrorist Identities 

Datamart Environment (TIDE), which included approximately 

550,000 names. They also recommended that Abdulmutallab be 

placed on the No Fly List, which would have prevented him from 
boarding the flight in Amsterdam?7 

But CIA Headquarters and the National Counterterrorism 
Center's Watch listing Office determined that there was insuffi~ 

cient information to place him on any of the watchlists.?8 While 

it would have been impossible to predict Abdulmutallab's even~ 

tual involvement in the attempted December 25 attack, the White 

House concluded in its review of the incident that the U.S. intel~ 

ligence community should have been able to "link information on 

him with earlier intelligence reports that contained fragmentary 
information."79 Indeed, separate reviews by the White House and 

the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence were explicit, cas~ 

tigating the intelligence community for having collected enough 
information between mid~October and late December to identify 

Abdulmutallab as a likely al Qa ida operative. The intelligence 

community's focus, they argued, was on attacks by al Qa'ida in 

the Arabian Peninsula on Americans and American interests in 

Yemen, as well as on supporting counterterrorist efforts in Yemen. 
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But it was not focused on attacks from Yemen directed against the 

u.s. homeland.8o 

The U.S. intelligence community was fortunate that the bomb 

malfunctioned. Their inattention had almost cost American lives. 

Most galling to the FBI and the CIA was that this was the second 

such attack in a month. Again, Anwar al~Awlaki's fingerprints were 

everywhere. 

A Ticking Time Bomb 

Born in Arlington, Virginia, in 1970 to Palestinian parents, Nidal 

Malik Hasan graduated from Virginia Tech with an engineering 

degree in 1992 and joined the u.s. Army in 1995.Bl Hasan was 
not a typical soldier. He was noticeably overweight, with a reced~ 

ing hairline and fleshy olive~colored cheeks. His program director 

at Walter Reed Army Medical Center, where he was a resident in 
the psychiatric program from 2003 to 2007, described him as "very 

lazy," unfit to graduate, in the bottom 25 percent of students, and 

regularly failing fitness requirements. Hasan was placed on proba~ 
tion and often failed to show up for work. 82 He was deeply troubled 

by the fact that he was a devout Muslim serving in an army fighting 

several wars in Muslim lands. 
In a June 2007 PowerPoint briefing titled "The Koranic 

World View as It Relates to Muslims in the u.s. Military," Hasan 

explained that he wanted to help "identify Muslim soldiers that 

may be having religious conflicts with the current wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan." "It's getting harder and harder for Muslims in the 

service to morally justify being in a military that seems constantly 

engaged against fellow Muslims," he wrote, adding that several 

Islamic scholars had issued fatwas saying that Muslims could not 
serve in the u.s. military. He then explained that Islam was explicit 

about Muslims who murdered other Muslims. "And whoever kills a 

believer intentionally," he quoted from the Qur'an, "his punishment 
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is hell; he shall abide in it, and Allah will send His wrath on him 
and curse him and prepare for him a painful chastisement."83 

Hasan's briefing looked like it was designed to help soldiers who 

struggled to practice Islam while serving in the U.S. military. There 

had been a history of unfortunate events stemming from such con
flicts. One of those cited in the briefing involved Hasan Akbar, who 

deployed with the U.S. Army's WIst Airborne Division. He tossed 

four hand grenades into several tents at a U.S. base in Kuwait in 

March 2003 and then fired his rifle during the ensuing chaos, kill

ing two officers and wounding fourteen people. Another involved 

Marine Corporal Wassef Ali Hassoun, who deserted the military 

in Iraq after citing disapproval of the war as a Muslim. 

Hasan's briefing offered straightforward recommendations. 
The "Department of Defense," he wrote, "should allow Muslim 

Soldiers the option of being released as 'Conscientious objectors' to 
increase troop morale and decrease adverse events."84 

The briefing reflected Hasan's inner struggle, especially his 

warning of "adverse events" if Muslim soldiers were asked to deploy 

to Muslim countries. His reaction was symptomatic of the United 

States' difficulties in communicating its intentions in Iraq and 

Afghanistan to Muslims at home and abroad. The U.S. military 

was fighting on behalf of Muslim governments in the cases he ref

erenced. Take Afghanistan: by 2007, U.S. forces were supporting 

a government in which 82 percent of Afghans had confidence in 

President Hamid Karzai, only 5 percent supported T aliban forces, 

and a striking 71 percent supported U.S. military forces in the 
country.8S Iraq was more controversial because of the U.S. invasion, 

though by 2007 Nouri al-Maliki had taken over as prime minister 

and was fighting an increasingly unpopular al Qa ida in Iraq. Still, 
the perception that the wars were "against Muslims" persisted. 

During Hasan's medical residency and postresidency fellow

ship, his superiors and colleagues observed his views becoming 

increasingly radical. Witnesses reported that Hasan openly sup
ported many of the principles of violent Islamist extremism in class 
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and in written academic papers.86 In the last month of his residency 

at Walter Reed, he fulfilled an academic requirement for gradua

tion to make a scholarly presentation on psychiatric issues by giv
ing an off-topic lecture on violent Islamic extremism. Hasan's draft 

consisted almost entirely of references to the Qur'an, without a 

single mention of a medical or psychiatric term. It also presented 

extremist interpretations of the Qur'an and suggested that revenge 
might be a defense for the terrorist attacks of September 11, 200l. 

Hasan's superiors warned him that he needed to revise the presen

tation if he wanted to graduate and concluded that it was "not sci
entific," "not scholarly," and a mere "recitation" of the Qur'an that 

"might be perceived as proselytizing." Both the draft and the final 

presentation warned that Muslim soldiers might kill other service 

members because of the conflict between God and the military. 87 

In December 2008, Hasan, like Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab, 

reached out to Anwar al-Awlaki. Hasan had met Awlaki in 2001 at 

the Dar al-Hijrah mosque in Falls Church, Virginia, where Awlaki 
was the imam. "Brother Nidal," Awlaki later explained, using 

Hasan's first name, "used to pray in my mosque." 

Over the next six months, Hasan and Awlaki exchanged at least 

eighteen e-mails that discussed the afterlife, the appropriate time 

for jihad, and how to transfer funds abroad without being noticed 

by law enforcement.88 "The first letter from Nidal was on Decem
ber seventeenth, 2008," Awlaki said in a December 2009 interview. 

"He contacted me first." Like Abdulmutallab, Hasan had reached 

out to Awlaki, not the other way around. 
"His first message," noted Awlaki, "was about the ruling of a 

Muslim soldier serving the American Army, killing his colleagues." 

Hasan had apparently inquired whether it was legitimate for a 

Muslim in the U.S. military to assassinate other soldiers. 
"And, via a group of letters," Awlaki went on, "Nidal explained 

his point of view about killing Israeli civilians and he supported 
that, and through these letters he mentioned sharia-based and real

istic excuses for targeting the Jews with rockets. Also, there were 
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some messages through which he asked about a method of transfer
ring some money to us in contributions for charity works."89 

As his correspondence with Awlaki continued, Hasan became 

increasingly agitated. He found a dent in his car and a dirty diaper 

on the windshield after work one day, offenses that he believed were 

perpetrated by someone who objected to his religious views. He did 
not agree with the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and told his com

manding officer that he wanted out of the army, offering to repay 
what he owed for medical schooL Hasan apparently went to the 

judge advocate general's office at Walter Reed to request that he be 

considered a conscientious objector and released from the army. But 
the officer informed him that he could not choose his wars. During 

this time, Hasan had a dream that he was in a "burning hellfire." 

After he moved to Fort Hood, Texas, in July 2009, Hasan's 

inner struggles worsened. John William Van De Walker, who lived 

in the same apartment complex, used a key to scratch Hasan's gray 

Honda Civic LX after seeing the bumper sticker on his car, which 
read "Allah is our protector."90 

Hasan was in a vicious circle. He was concerned about going 

to war and being captured. He was antagonizing his fellow sol
diers to the point that they began harassing him. And now the 

army informed him that he would deploy to Afghanistan in the 

fall of 2009.91 That was the last straw. At approximately 1:30 p.m. 
on November 19, Hasan walked into the Soldier Readiness Center 

at Fort Hood, a facility where soldiers were processed before and 

after deployment. He bowed his head for several seconds and then 
stood up and opened fire, screaming "Allahu Akbar!" It was aU over 

in a few minutes. Hasan calmly and methodically killed thirteen 
people, mostly soldiers, and wounded forty-three others before he 

was shot, disarmed, and captured.92 

One of the greatest tragedies of the attack, however, was that it 

could probably have been prevented. 
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That's Our Boy 

Major Hasan had initially come to the attention of the FBI in 
December 2008 as part of an unrelated investigation by the San 

Diego Joint Terrorism Task Force (JTTF). His first e-mail to 

Awlaki had sparked concern within the San Diego JTTF because 
Hasan was affiliated with the U.S. military. It was troubling that 

a military employee had sought Awlaki's opinion. Department 

of Defense officials checked a military personnel database. They 

mistakenly concluded that Hasan was a communications officer, 
not a physician, by misreading "comm. officer" in Hasan's military 

file as referring to a communications officer rather than a com

missioned officer. 
Investigators assessed that the content of the e-mails was con

sistent with research being conducted by Hasan as a psychiatrist 

at Walter Reed. Consequently, the JTTF concluded that Hasan 

was not involved in terrorist activities or planning.93 The task force 

decided not to disseminate Hasan's communications through nor

mal intelligence channels. In the meantime, the San Diego JTTF 

learned of another e-mail from Hasan to Awlaki, which should 

have raised concerns.94 

Much later, Awlaki would say, "I wonder where the American 

security forces" were. He was amazed that they had not uncovered 

his e-mail communication with Hasan, since they "claimed they can 

read the numbers of any license plate, anywhere in the world, from 
space."95 The problem, it turned out, was not an inability to inter

cept e-mail communications but blatant bureaucratic failure. 
In lieu of sending a normal intelligence communication, the 

San Diego JTTF sent a detailed memorandum to the Washing

ton, D.C., JTTF on January 7, 2009. Hasan was stationed at Wal
ter Reed at the time and therefore was in the jurisdiction of the 

Washington JTTF. Copies of that mem~randum were also sent by 

the FBI to relevant agents in its Counterterrorism Division. The 
memorandum surveyed Awlaki's significance, included the content 
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of Hasans initial e~mail communications, and requested an inquiry 

into Hasan. On February 25, more than six weeks after the Janu~ 

ary 7 memorandum, the WashingtonJTTF assigned the lead to an 
individual from the Defense Criminal Investigative Service (DCIS), 

the law enforcement arm of the Department of Defense's Office of 

the Inspector General.96 

The WashingtonJTTF's job was to figure out whether Hasan 

was engaged in terrorist activities, not whether he was becom~ 

ing more radical. The DCIS agent in Washington queried the 
department's personnel database and cleared up the confusion over 

Hasan's status in the army. He also queried the FBI's investigative 

databases to determine whether Hasan had surfaced in any prior 

FBI counterterrorism or other investigations-and found noth~ 

ing. Finally, the agent did a routine check of personnel files from a 
Department of Defense manpower center, which included Hasan's 

annual Officer Evaluation Reports from 2004 to 2008. The record 

here was somewhat confusing. The reports for 2007 and 2008 cov~ 

ered the years in which Hasan's public displays of radicalization to 
violent Islamist extremism were most pronounced, but they also 

praised his research concerning violent Islamist extremism as hav~ 

ing some applicability to counterterrorism and recommended pro~ 

motion to major.97 

The DCIS agent saw that Hasan had not tried to hide his iden~ 

tity in his communications with Awlaki, which he believed implied 

that the e~mails were part of legitimate research efforts. The agent 

considered interviewing Hasan, his superiors, and his colleagues 

but decided against it, for two reasons. First, he believed that since 
Hasan's e~mails came from the San Diego JTTF's investigation of 

Awlaki, the Washington JTTF needed to tread carefully. Inter~ 

viewing Hasan's superiors and colleagues might expose the inv~s~ 

tigation. Second, interviews might jeopardize Hasan's career. This 
would violate the requirement that FBI investigations use the "least 

intrusive means" possible.96 

In addition, it wasn't entirely clear to the FBI that Hasan was 
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doing anything illegal-at least not yet. The DCIS agent con
cluded that Hasan's communications posed no threat. The agent 

discussed his methodology, his rationale for not conducting inter
views, and his conclusions with his FBI supervisor, who approved. 

Neither the DC IS agent nor the FBI supervisor contacted the San 

Diego JTTF to discuss and validate the findings. Eventually the 
FBI's interest in Hasan waned. Hasan communicated with Awlaki 

during the summer of 2009, but the San Diego JTTF did not link 

any of the subsequent communications to Hasan's first e-mail. 
Nor was the Washington JTTF provided with the additional 

communications.99 

Shortly after the media began reporting on Hasan's attack at 

Fort Hood, one FBI agent told his DCIS colleague in San Diego, 
"You know who that is? That's our boy!"lOO 

Jihadist websites were buzzing with excitement. "We ask God 

that his intention was to support Islam and Muslims, so that he 
may be rewarded well," remarked someone whose on-line name was 

Qannas al-Jazira on the AI-Fallujah Islamic Forums website. 

"If the intention was to support the religion of God, or if it 

was for the sake of Muslims and their spilled blood, or their vio
lated honors," said a Sayf al-Ma'rakah on the :lame website, "then 

he is a hero by all means. We ask God to accept him as one of the 
martyrs."lO! 

An individual calling himself Jihadiste posted a congratulatory 

note on Muhajidin Electronic Network: "The hero who was mar

tyred is Major Malik Nidal Hasan. May God have mercy on him 

and grant him eternal paradise ... The Crusader Americas are now 
weeping for their dead and injured."102 

"May God bring forth many more of your kind Nidal," remarked 

an individual who used the name Abu Harun aI-Kuwaiti on Ana 

aI-Muslim website. He cautioned, "I bear witness that you are a 

predator. The only thing you were missing was an explosive belt. 
What I mean is, that after you had taken out seven or eight with 



THE RISE OF YEMEN 365 

your Klash, you would have ended it with the push of a button that 
would have destroyed the building and everything in it."103 

Al Qa'ida's media arm, Al Malahim Media Foundation, 
posted a forty~five~minute video of an interview with Awlaki. He 

praised Hasan and justified the killing of u.s. civilians, including 
children.104 "Nidal Hassan is a hero," said Awlaki. "He is a man 

of conscience who could not bear living the contradiction of being 

a Muslim and serving in an army that is fighting against his own 

people. Nidal opened fire on soldiers who were on their way to be 
deployed to Iraq and Afghanistan. How can there be any dispute 
about the virtue of what he has donet'105 

Approximately one month later, Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab 

tried to blow himself up above Detroit. 

Giving Islam a Bad Name 

For some FBI officials, like Art Cummings, Hasan's intentions 

were somewhat unclear. "His contacts with al~Awlaki to ask him 

f~r certain advice appeared to anyone looking at it to be research 

consistent with the paper he was writing on behalf o£ and funded 
by, the U.S. military," Cummings pointed out. "His questions were 

probing: 'Well what about this, and how do you justify that?' So 
where was the snapping poinr?"I06 

For Philip Mudd, another problem was the enormous amount 

of raw information on terrorist activity generated by the U.S. inrel~ 

ligence community. "Maybe we could have identified Nidal Hasan," 

he said, "maybe not. But the volume of intelligence we were looking 

at was enormous. There are a lot of false positives." There were also 

legitimate civil liberty questions, Mudd continued, since 'f\meri~ 

cans have every right to visit web sites and download Awlaki lec~ 
tures."107 Monitoring the Internet to find potential terrorists, Mudd 

believed, raised serious questions about how intelligence services 
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can protect the public by preventing acts of violence and ensure that 
citizens have their free speech protected. IDS 

Nevertheless, the fact remains that the United States had intel

ligence on both Abdulmutallab and Hassan as possible threats and 

failed to prevent the attacks. The Hasan case was particularly egre

gious, since the San Diego JTTF had intercepted e-mails between 
Hasan and Anwar al-Awlaki, a known terrorist. Whether Hasan 

was conducting official business was immaterial, since it should 

have raised suspicions that a U.S. government official was in regu

lar contact with a terrorist. Hasan wasn't doing it covertly but was 

open about his work for the Department of Defense. It should have 
been caught. There was poor coordination between the FBI and 

the Department of Defense's Criminal Investigative Service, and 

between FBI field offices and headquarters. The congressional 

inquiry led by Senator Joseph Lieberman concluded that there were 
"specific and systemic failures in the government's handling of the 
Hasan case."I09 

Law enforcement aside, one thing was indisputable: Anwar al

Awlaki had now become one of America's most dangerous enemies, 

along with Osama bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri. He spear
headed the third wave from his base in Yemen, as al Qa'ida in the 

Arabian Peninsula secured a foothold in a country with a finan

cially, organizationally, and politically weak central government. 
Awlaki had direct involvement in two serious terrorist attacks and 

plots that matured within six weeks of each other. His media activi

ties were radicalizing individuals around the world and preparing 

them for violent jihad. And Yemen, one of the poorest countries in 

the world, with a gross domestic product of $2,700 per capita, was 
catching up to the Afghanistan-Pakistan border region as terror

ism's most dangerous breeding ground,uo 

Yet for all of the apparent gains made by al Qa'ida in the Arabian 

Peninsula, it paid a heavy price in the worldwide Islamic community. 
Many Muslims couldn't comprehend the violence. Abdulmutallab's 

fellow participants on the Islamic Forum were distraught. "If indeed 



THE RISE OF YEMEN 367 

that brother is trying to blow up a plane full of civilians with women 
and children on board," said one on~line participant, "that would be 

a criminal act and he deserved to be punished for it."lll 

Yet another, who went by the on~line name Dot, was even more 

frank, saying,"It's a shame that any Muslim would turn into a ter~ 

rorist, trying to kill innocent civilians. Such people give Islam a 
bad name. I can't believe that someone who stayed in our friendly 

online community, for over 2 years, has failed terribly to learn any~ 

thing from all the articles and posts that fill this for'um, about the 

true spirit of Islam, being a message of peace and total submission 

to The All~Merciful, Allah, who forbade the killing of civilians 

even at times of war, and our beloved prophet Muhammad who 

taught us that if someone killed a single person, it would be as if he 

killed all humans, and if he saved a single person, it would be as if 

he saved all humans. 
"We must not lose hope, insha'Allah," Dot concluded. "We will 

continue our mission, to call for Islam with peace and courtesy, and 

to teach young Muslims that all acts of terrorism against civilians 
are totally prohibited in Islam."lI2 



A DIFFERENT BREED 

ON OCTOBER 3, 2009, FBI agents from the Chicago Joint Ter
rorism Task Force watched David Coleman Headley leave 

his apartment, a whitewashed, four-story brick building on the 

north side of Chicago. They were conducting twenty-four-hour 

surveillance on him, posting agents outside his apartment, moni
toring his e-mail accounts, and listening to his phone conversations. 

Headley was a tier-one terrorist target for the FBI, worthy of their 

best agents. He was on his way to O'Hare International Airport 

to catch a flight to Philadelphia and then to meet with terrorists 

in Pakistan, including a senior al Qa'ida external operations leader. 

A light rain fell on the city, blown by stiff southwest winds, as 

the temperature crept above 50 degrees. Chicago was still reeling 
from the failure earlier that week of its bid to host the 2016 Olympic 

Games, which eventually went to the Brazilian city of Rio de Janeiro. 

President Barack Obama, basketball superstar Michael Jordan, and 

television mogul Oprah Winfrey had led an'intense lobbying push, 

but the effort had fallen just short. Headley would have seen the 

headlines, but he was consumed by far more pressing issues. 

He was born Daood Sayed Gilani in Washington, D.C., on 

June 30, 1960. What impressed FBI agents most about him were 
his many clandestine identities. A handsome man, he could blend 

into different environments with ease. "Headley was a very differ-

368 
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ent case for us," said Art Cummings, "and he was more of an entre~ 

preneur than Najibullah Zazi, Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab, and 

some of the more recent al Qiida attackers."l Philip Mudd agreed: 
"The case of David Coleman Headley, a Pakistani~American, 

reveals an 'A~level' plotter who operated in the United States."2 

Headley was full of contradictions. His mother, Serrill Head~ 

ley, was an American born in Maryland, and his father, Sayed Salim 

Gilani, was a Pakistani diplomat born in India. When traveling in 

the United States, he was David Headley, a debonair businessman 
with slicked~back hair, a clean~shaven face, and a neatly pressed 

Armani suit. He told acquaintances that he was a consultant for 
First World Immigration Services, a company that offered immi~ 

gration services to clients, though this was just a cover for his terror~ 

ist operations. Headley, who had two wives, also had a wandering 

eye. In a January 2009 e~mail to Tahawwur Rana, a colleague, he 
commented on the "sites" in Denmark during his travels: "Girls here 

are really hot. Just the both of us should come here minus our girl~ 
friends to have a good time."3 

When he arrived in Pakistan, Headley became Daood Gilani. 

He slipped into a shalwar kameez, grew a beard, grasped a leather~ 

bound copy of the Qur'an, and supported a Salafist interpretation 
of Islam. He even had different~colored eyes, one ice blue, the other 

deep brown. "He was a chameleon," said his uncle, William Head~ 
ley. "He could slide smoothly between worlds:'4 

Earlier in 2009 an individual named Sajid Mir, a retired major 

in the Pakistan Army, sent an e~mail to Headley. Sajid was now 
a member of the Pakistani terrorist group Lashkar~e~T aiba, which 

had developed close relations with al Qa'ida. "I need to see you for 

some new investment plans," S~id wrote on July 3. American intel~ 

ligence agencies believed this referred to a terrorist plot.s 

In the decade after September 11, 2001, al Qiida and other 

major terrorist operatives had become more proficient at using 

coded language in their communications. Their counterintelli~ 

gence capabilities had also improved, though not enough to prevent 
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the FBI from monitoring Headley's e~mail exchanges and phone 

conversations. 

Headley responded by e~mail on July 8: "What do you want 
me to do. Where are you interested in making investments."6 He 

sent another e~mail the same day: "I think when we get a chance we 
should revisit our last location again."7 

U.S. intelligence agencies assumed the two were discussing 

another terrorist attack in India. Headley had conducted much of 

the preoperational reconnaissance for the grisly November 2008 
terrorist attack in Mumbai, taking photographs and video footage 

of most of the target sites, such as the grandiose T aj Mahal Palace 

hotel. Ten operatives trained by Lashkar~e~Taiba assaulted targets 

with firearms, grenades, and improvised explosive devices, killing 

more than 170 people and wounding hundreds more. The attack 

captivated the world's largest media conglomerates, like CNN and 

AIJazeera, who gave it twenty~four~hour coverage for several days. 

Sajid e~mailed back on July 8 saying that Lashkar~e~Taiba had 
"some work for you over there too," a likely reference to India. "Mat~ 

ters are good enough to move forward:'B 

The next day Headley answered: "When you say 'move forward' 

do you mean in the North direction or towards [India]. Also in the 

future if we need to meet to discuss anything, do i have to come all 

the way over there or can we meet somewhere in the middle like 
Africa or middle east."9 

Sajid, who was based in Pakistan, responded on July 9 that 

he meant toward India.lO u.s. intelligence officials believed the 
"North" referred to yet another terrorist plot, this one targeting 

the Copenhagen, Denmark, offices of the newspaper Morgenavisen 
Jyllands~Posten. In 2005 the newspaper had published a series of 
controversial cartoons of the Prophet Muhammad, the most noto~ 

rious of which showed the Prophet with a bomb in his turban. The 

cartoons triggered large~scale protests across the Muslim world 

and death threats against the cartoonists and several newspaper 

executives. 
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On July 10, Headley sent an e-mail back to Sajid asking for 

clarification. "I would like to know a few things if you can tell me," 

said Headley. "What is the status with the Northern project, is it 

still postponed indefinitely?" As for India, Headley asked whether 

it was "for checking out real estate property like before, or some

thing different and if so tell me what you can please." Headley also 
inquired about the timeline. "Will i have to stay there continuously 
for a while, or back and forth like before."ll 

"There are some investment plans with me," Sajid responded 

later on July 10, indicating that he meant in IndiaP 

Headley sent back an e-mail on July 18: "One very important 

thing I need to know please is that how long do you need me for, 

meaning how long should it take me to finish my work, in your 
opinion. And is it really urgent? Before it seemed that the Northern 
Project was really urgent."B 

Sajid responded on July 18 that the India projec[ "may take 
somewhere between 2 to 4 weeks."14 

Headley replied on July 19 that "I think i can manage it." He 
would be available in October.Is 

Art Cummings and others at the FBI worked frantically to piece 
together the various operations. The Copenhagen plot involved 

Ilyas Kashmiri, a senior al Qa'ida leader who was operations chief 

for the militant group Harakat ul-Jihad al-Islami (HUJI) and a 

good example of how some Pakistani militants floated between 

groups. A second plot looked like it would be another Lashkar-e
Taiba attack in India, only a year after the Mumbai attack. What 

disturbed u.s. agents most, however, was that Headley seemed to 

be freelancing for several international terrorist organizations and 

governments. Over the rest of the summer the FBI continued to 
track his movements, listen to his phone calls, monitor his e-mail 

accounts, and collect intelligence from human sources close to 

Headley and his colleagues. 

Sensing the urgency of the situation and concerned that an 

attack might be imminent, the FBI arrested Headley on October 
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3 at O'Hare International Airport. The agents found a number of 
items in his checked luggage, including a photocopy of the front 
page of an August 2009 issue of the Morgenavisen Jyllands-Posten, a 
street guide for Copenhagen, a list of phone numbers that included 
those of known terrorists, and a book entitled How to Pray Like a 
Jew. Also contained in the luggage was a memory stick with approx
imately ten short videos of potential attack sites.16 

Headley was part of a new breed in the third wave. He worked 
simultaneously for several groups with connections to al Qi ida, 
although each group was generally unaware of his involvement with 
the others. In addition he had worked as an informant for the u.s. 
Drug Enforcement Administration until 2002, and several years 
later he had begun working for Pakistan's spy agency, the Direc
torate for Inter-Services Intelligence. He was a suave, swashbuck
ling figure, and capturing him required an extensive hunt by the 
FBI and other U.S. intelligence agencies. They used a combination 
of human sources and technical collection methods in locations 
around the globe, from the gritty ethnic neighborhoods of north 
Chicago to India, Denmark, and the tribal areas of Pakistan. 

Finding a Niche 

In 1960, just a few months after Headley was born, his parents 
moved from Washington, D.C., to Pakistan. In 1966 they divorced, 
and his father, a diplomat and a poet, raised him in Pakistan. Head
ley attended elementary school in Karachi and moved on to high 
school at the Cadet College Hasan Abdal in Punjab Province, 
which prepared boys for Pakistan's armed forces. He developed a 
love of Islam and an abhorrence of India at a young age. "I disliked 
them," he acknowledged, referring to Indians, because they "dis
membered Pakistan." Headley was eleven years old at the height 
of the Indo-Pakistani war, which led to Bangladesh's independence 



A 01 FFERENT B R EEO 373 

from Pakistan. During the hostilities, India's air force conducted a 

bombing raid that hit his school.l7 

He may not have minded that his classes were canceled. Head~ 
ley acknowledged that he was a "very bad" student. His relation~ 

ship with his stepmother also had begun to deteriorate.ls At age 
seventeen he moved back to the United States to join his biological 
mother, who ran a bar called the Khyber Pass in Philadelphia. In 
1985, Headley's mother put him in charge of the bar, an odd place 

for a Muslim to work. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Headley began to 
drink. He chased women and eventually started to smuggle heroin 
from Pakistan to the United States to make money. In 1988 he 
was arrested in Germany by DEA agents for heroin possession and 
distribution, and was sent to U.S. federal prison.l9 After his release 
he moved to New York City and opened a video rental business in 
1996, but in 1997 he was arrested again for heroin possession and 
distribution.20 This was a pivotal moment for Headley as a Muslim. 

"He became devout when he got arrested for drugs," said his 
uncle, William Headley. "He made a commitment to Allah that if 
he got cleared of this, he would follow the life, and that he did."2l 

After his release from prison, Headley agreed to become a paid 
informant for the DEA, providing information on drug~trafficking 
activities.22 He also began to strengthen his ties with extremist 
groups in Pakistan. In 2000 he briefly returned to Pakistan and 
began attending Lashkar~e~T aiba meetings, while still working for 
the DEA. 

Initially formed in the 1980s in Pakistan by Hafiz Saeed, a for~ 
mer professor and anti~Soviet fighter educated in Saudi Arabia and 
Pakistan, Lashkar~e-T aiba is an Islamic fundamentalist organiza~ 
tion devoted to liberating India~controlled Kashmir through violent 

means and placing all of Kashmir in Pakistan. After September 
11, Lashkar~e~T aiba developed a more robust global presence that 
focused on fund raising overseas, proselytizing, and occasionally 
conducting operations. Its members subscribed to the Ahle Hadith 
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school of Islamic thought, a strict Sunni sect with views similar to 
the Salafist views of al Qa'ida leaders. 

Some LashkaH~T aiba and al Qa'ida officials had a strong bond 
dating back to the anti~Soviet war in Afghanistan. After the U.S.~ 
backed overthrow of the T ali ban regime, some Lashkar~eT aiba 
officials aided al Qa'ida operatives fleeing into Pakistan. In March 
2002, for instance, U.S. and Pakistani security forces captured al 
Qa'ida operative Abu Zubaydah at a Lashkar~e~T aiba safe house in 
Faisalabad.23 

Headley found speeches by Hafiz Saeed particularly stirring. 
In 2000 he attended a speech by Saeed along with two hundred 
other supporters at a house in the Model Town section of Lahore. 
"One second spent conducting jihad," Saeed told the packed audi~ 
ence, is "superior to 100 years of worship."24 

According to several people who knew him, including his uncle 
William, Headley began to radicalize around this time.25 He was 
searching for an anchor in life and increasingly found it in a net~ 
work of Pakistani militants. Headley supported Lashkar~e-T aiba's 
ideology and commitment to fight India and volunteered to join 
the organization. In December 2001 he returned to Pakistan, and 
LashkaH~T aiba put him through a series of five training courses. 
The first, which lasted for three weeks, focused on indoctrinat~ 
ing operatives with Lashkar~e~T aiba's ideology. Subsequent courses 
covered Qur'anic studies, weapons training, intelligence skills (such 
as setting up safe houses and surveillance), and antiterrorist train~ 
ing.26 By 2004, Headley had completed his training, and he begged 
to be deployed to Kashmir to fight Indians. But Zakir Lakhvi, who 
was responsible for Lashkar~e~Taiba's military operations and was 
generally known as Zaki, had a different idea.27 

"There was something better," Zaki explained, "to do in the 
future." 

But Headley kept pushing. He was an American citizen, he 
told Zaki, and had spent considerable time there. He suggested 



A 01 FFERENT BRE EO 375 

that he could obtain a new passport "to make it easy to enter India 
undetected." 

Zaki was intrigued. "There were a lot of Pakistanis who had 
u.s. passports," he responded, "but what was the place of birth, was 

it Pakistan or America?" 

Headley's answer left Zaki breathless. "It was Washington," 

Headley affirmed.28 

Headley suddenly became a critical recruit for Lashkar~e~T aiba. 

His name, Daood Sayed GHani, sounded too Pakistani and would 

raise suspicions by Indian intelligence agents. He had to get it 
changed. In August 2005, with Lashkar~e~Taiba's support, he trav~ 

eled to the United States to begin the process of changing his name, 

using a lawyer in Philadelphia. In October he returned to Pakistan 

to work with Lashkar-e-T aiba. 

Several months later, Pakistan's tribal police arrested Headley 

near Landi Kotal in Khyber Agency, not far from the Afghanistan 

border, on his way to a meeting. The police were skeptical that he 

was Pakistani and believed he had disobeyed the posted signs say
ing that foreigners were not allowed in the tribal areas. After a few 

days of questioning, and after learning of Headley's association with 

Lashkar-e-T aiba, the police transferred Headley to the Directorate 

for Inter-Services Intelligence. 

"My name is Major Ali," his lSI interrogator said. He asked 

what Headley was doing in the area. 

"I was planning to go into India," Headley explained, noting 

that he was working with Lashkar-e~Taiba and "had applied to 

change my name" in the United States. 

Just as Zaki had done, Major Ali calculated that Headley could 
be a potentially useful asset. He asked for Headley's cell phone num

ber and inquired whether he would consider working for the lSI. 
"I would not mind," said Headley.29 

lSI officials then apparently performed a background check on 

Headley, and an lSI operative who identified himself as Major Iqbal 
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phoned a few days later and said he wanted to talk. They met in a 
safe house in Lahore early in 2006, and Major Iqbal fired off a series 
of questions. What Lashkar~e~T aiba courses had Headley taken? 
What assignments had Lashkar~e~T aiba wanted him to perform:' 

Headley again explained that Lashkar~e~T aiba had sent him 
through several training courses and wanted to use him as an oper~ 
ative in India. Major Iqbal approved and asked Headley to contact 
him when he returned from the United States. Headley agreed. In 
February 2006 his name was formally changed to David Coleman 
Headley. He returned to Pakistan a few months later.3o 

At their first meeting following Headley's return, Major Iqbal 
explained that he wanted Headley to conduct intelligence work 
for the lSI in India. Headley agreed. He was an inexperienced 
operative, and Major Iqbal was skeptical about the training he had 
received from Lashkar~e~Taiba. "It wasn't very good," Major Iqbal 

later remarked.31 

He instructed Headley to open an office in India using an 
immigration company as a front. Headley responded that he had 
a childhood friend, T ahawwur Rana, who worked in an office in 
Chicago for First World Immigration Services and could poten~ 
tially be leveraged. 

It sounded like a good idea, Major Iqbal said. "Acting as an 
immigration consultant," he noted, would "help the work" that he 
wanted Headley to perform.32 

Headley set up an office in Mumbai and the lSI chipped in 
$25,000.33 On his application for a business visa in India, which 
the Indian government approved, his Chicago~based friend Rana 
helped craft a formal letter explaining that "Mr. David C. Headley 
is our regional manager supervising and coordinating our opera~ 
tions in the Asian region and will be officially representing us 
there."34 Headley now had a verifiable cover. He began taking lSI 

training courses in spotting and assessing potential recruits, recog~ 
nizing Indian military insignia and movements, performing covert 
dead drops and pickups, and taking clandestine photography.35 He 
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kept in regular contact with Lashkar~eT aiba officials but was pri~ 

marily operating for lSI. 

The Mumbai Attacks 

In September 2006, Headley set up his office in the southern part 
of Mumbai, a thirty~minute car ride from most of his clandestine 

surveillance targets. More than twenty million people make their 
home in Mumbai, India's financial and entertainment hub. Head~ 
ley conducted video surveillance of multiple sites, most notably the 
Taj Mahal Palace.36 A gaudy five~star hotel situated on the Mumbai 
harbor, the T aj was a landmark of Indian prestige and consequently 
a target for Lashkar~e~T aiba. 

In December 2006, Headley returned to Pakistan and met 
with both lSI and Lashkar~e~Taiba officials.37 He bri~fed his lSI 
handler, Major Iqbal, on the contacts he had made in India and, 
most important, provided copies of his video surveillance. He did 
the same with his Lashkar~e~T aiba handlers. lSI and Lashkar~e~ 

Taiba appeared to be in close collaboration on a plot to conduct 
terrorist attacks in Mumbai. Headley met with his lSI handler 
alone, the LashkaN~T aiba officials alone, and both together. He 
quickly realized, however, that the plot's "instruction emanated 
from Major Iqbal" of the lSI, who closely monitored what Head~ 

ley was doing and provided general guidance. Many of the tactical 
details, however, were left to Lashkar~e~T aiba to work out.38 This 
arrangement ensured that Lashkar~eT aiba actually executed the 
operation, giving the lSI plausible deniability once the attack 
occurred. 

Headley received instructions from lSI to return to Mumbai, 
which he did in February 2007.39 Major Iqbal had asked him to 
take additional video footage of the second~f1oor meeting areas of 
the T aj hotel, where defense contractors held conferences, as well as 
other potential targets. 



378 HUNTING IN THE SHADOWS 

Headley returned to Pakistan in May and provided the addi

tional video footage to his handlers. As the plans developed, Major 

Iqbal instructed him to return to India in the summer to "carry out 
further surveillance of the Taj hotel" and to "get the schedules for 
the conference halls at that hotel."4o Headley arrived in Mumbai 

around September but returned to Pakistan later that month. He 

provided the lSI with additional videos of target sites. By then the 

attack plan had begun to firm up. It would involve nearly a dozen 
Lashkar-e-Taiba operatives, who would storm several locations 

in Mumbai, take and kill hostages, and, it was hoped, upset the 

entire country. Lashkar-e-T aiba officials may also have hoped that 

the attack would exacerbate frictions between India's Hindu and 

Muslim communities, perhaps even provoking an Indian military 

response, which would divide the country and facilitate Lashkar-e
Taiba recruitment. 

But there were still questions about the operation. In March 

2008, for example, Headley participated in a discussion of the 

attack with Lashkar-e-T aiba and Pakistani government officials in 

the city of Muzaffarabad, located in Pakistan-controlled Kashmir 

and barely 15 miles from the disputed border with India. The group 

carefully examined sea charts and debated possible entry points for 

the attack team, since most had agreed that the Lashkar-e-T aiba 

operatives would travel from Pakistan to India by sea. They went 

back and forth. 
Zaki, an operational commander for Lashkar-e-T aiba, argued 

that the team should "land in front of the Gateway of India." 

Located on the waterfront in south Mumbai, the stately Gateway 

of India is a basalt arch that towers 85 feet high over the harbor and 

was used as a landing place for British governors and other distin

guished individuals arriving in Mumbai by boat. 

Headley disagreed. He had seen armed coast guard boats there 
and contended that it would be too dangerous to land. "To get to 

that point," Headley said, "the boat would have to circle around the 
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southernmost point, which was a naval facility, naval base there, 

and it would be unsafe for a small boat to take that turn coming 
into the Gateway of India." 

A Pakistani navy official agreed with Headley. 

Someone suggested that the operatives land 40 miles away 
and covertly make their way to Mumbai, but a senior Lashkar

e-Taiba official dismissed this option. "These boys would not be 

very sophisticated," he explained, referring to the operatives, "and it 

would be hard for them to visit a country-a foreign location and 
then try to get a taxi or some kind of transportation back for such 
a long distance."41 

Unable to resolve the disagreement, lSI and Lashkar-e-T aiba 
officials ordered Headley back to Mumbai to examine potential 

landing sites. They also asked him to take more video footage of the 

Chhatrapati Shivaji Terminus (the main railway station), several 

bus stations, and the T aj hotel. So Headley returned to Mumbai in 

April 2008 and took several boat rides around the city, scouting dif
ferent landing sites. He saved the locations in a Global Positioning 

System device that Lashkar-e-T aiba officials had provided him. He 

also took video footage of a site populated by fishermen on the west 
side of Mumbai, which Lashkar-e-Taiba ultimately decided would 

be the landing site. He took surveillance of the Nuclear Research 

Center in Mumbai and more footage of the T aj hotel, the railway 
station, and other sites.42 

Later in April, Headley returned to Pakistan, where he briefed 

his lSI and Lashkar-e-T aiba handlers. He then returned to the 

United States, staying in New York and Philadelphia. On April 23 
he sent an e-mail to Major Iqbal. "I have some preliminary informa
tion and I am forwarding it to you," he wrote. "As I get more info, 

I will send it to yoU."43 Major Iqbal had asked him to investigate 

several commercially available espionage devices, such as a wireless 

spy camera pen and a tiny, real-time digital camcorder, while he was 

in the United States.44 
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In June, Headley went back to Pakistan to meet with lSI and 
Lashkar-e-Taiba officials. lSI asked him to add at least one target, 
the Chabad House in Mumbai, to his list of surveillance targets. 
Chabad Houses exist in major cities around the world and serve 

as Jewish community centers, providing education and outreach 
for local Jews. But Pakistani officials believed that they had a more 
clandestine purpose. "That was a front office of Mossad," explained 

Major Iqbal, referring to Israel's external spy agency. 
Headley nodded. 
"Check the landing sites again," Major Iqbal continued, as well 

as the target list that he would eventually be given.45 

Headley understood Major Iqbal to mean that Lashkar-e-T aiba 

officials would give him a list of targets that were being finalized. 
Indeed, Lashkar-e-T aiba shortly provided him with an updated list of 
targets for surveillance-the T aj hotel, Chabad House, Maharashtra 
State Police headquarters, Naval Air Station, central train station, 
and several other sites-and wanted him to recheck the landing site. 
Headley went back to Major Iqbal before heading to India. 

"Do a detailed surveillance," Major Iqbal said.46 He then 
instructed Headley to shut down the office since Headley wouldn't 
be able to return to India after the attack. 

Meanwhile, Lashkar-e-T aiba was training a dozen operatives at 
a facility outside Muzaffarabad, though only ten would be deployed 
for the actual operation. By this time Lashkar-e-T aiba had decided 
that the attackers would travel to Mumbai by sea and use the fish
ermen's landing site recommended by Headley. They would also 
fight to the death rather than attempt to escape following the 
attacks. The plan called for them to utilize a GPS device to facili
tate coordination of the attack and remain in phone contact with 
other Lashkar-e-T aiba members during the operation.47 

Headley returned to Mumbai one last time in July 2008. He 
took his final video footage of target sites, including the Chabad 
House, and added two potential locations that weren't on the list
the Oberoi Hotel, which was near the landing point, and the Leo-
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pold Cafe, around the corner from the T aj hoteL He then returned 

to Pakistan, around August, and waited. 

On November 26, Headley received a text message from Sajid. 

"Turn on the television," Sajid had typed.48 

Headley was mesmerized by what he saw. His careful, patient 

reconnaissance had paid off. Ten operatives trained by Lashkar-e

Taiba were now carrying out assaults at the sites he had videotaped, 

with firearms, grenades, and improvised explosive devices. Al Qa'ida

affiliated websites were swamped with messages from revelers cel

ebrating the Mumbai attacks as a battlefield victory against India, 

which they viewed as an infidel Hindu state that oppressed Muslims. 
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To perpetrate the Mumbai attacks, Headley had worked with 
Lashkar-e-T aiba and Pakistan's spy agency. Soon he would soon 
make his talents available to al Qi ida leaders. 

The Mickey Mouse Project 

In November 2008, the same month as the Mumbai attacks, Lash

kar-e-T aiba members discussed a new operation with Headley: tar
geting the Morgenavisen Jyllands-Posten. Headley cryptically hinted 
at his intention in a 2008 posting on an on-line forum called "abda
lians7479," which mostly included friends from Headley's high 
school in Pakistan, Cadet College Hasan Abda1.49 

"Everything is not a joke," he wrote in the exchange, which was 
monitored by U.S. intelligence agencies. "We are not rehearsing a 
skit on Saturday Night Live. Call me old-fashioned but I feel dis
posed towards violence for the offending parties, be they cartoon
ists from Denmark or Sherry Jones (Author of Jewel of Medina) or 
Irshad Manji (Liberal Muslim trying to make Lesbianism accept
able in Islam, amongst other things). They never started debates 
with folks who slandered our Prophet, they took violent action," he 
said, referring to the early followers of Muhammad. 50 

Lashkar-e-T aiba members gave Headley a thumb drive with 
basic economic and other information about Denmark, as well as 
photographs of two individuals they were interested in assassinat
ing. One was Kurt Westergaard, the flamboyant Danish cartoon
ist who had drawn the cartoon of the Prophet Muhammad with a 
bomb in his turban. The other was Flemming Rose, the cultural edi
tor of the newspaper, who was partly responsible for publishing the 
cartoons. Headley also met with an al Qi ida sympathizer, Abdur 
Rehman, a retired major in the Pakistan Army whom he referred 
to as Pasha. Headley had met Pasha in a Lashkar-e-T aiba mosque 
in Lahore in 2003 and kept in regular contact. Pasha said that he 
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approved of what Headley was doing, but urged him not to have 

lofty expectations. 

"Lashkar guys had a habit of making plans and then backing off 
all the time," Pasha said. "But if they did" decide not to move for~ 

ward, he continued, he "knew somebody who would-who would 

take care of this." That person, he hinted ominously, was "in the 
tribal area" and "had connections with al Qa'ida."51 

Pasha later divulged that his colleague was in regular contact 

with Shaykh Sa'id al~Masri, al Qa'ida's general manager. Shaykh 

Sa'id was born in Egypt in December 1955 and had an impressive 

jihadist resume. He was involved in the 1981 assassination ofEgyp~ 

tian president Anwar al~Sadat, spent three years in prison for his 

involvement, and left for Afghanistan in 1988 to join fellow jihad~ 

ists. He apparently accompanied bin Laden from Afghanistan to 
Sudan in 1991 and served as the accountant for bin Laden's Sudan~ 

based businesses, including his company Wadi al~Aqiq.52 Shaykh 
Sa'id wasn't just "connected" to al Qa'ida; he was at its very heart. 

In early December 2008, Headley returned to Chicago to make 

final preparations for his surveillance trip to Denmark. He chose 

the cover name Mickey Mouse Project, because the popular Disney 
icon was a cartoon character, an easy way to remember that the 

terrorist operation's goal was to attack the newspaper responsible 

for publishing the cartoons of the Prophet. He saved notes on his 
e~mail account so that he didn't have to take them on the airplane, 

just in case he was stopped by U.S. law enforcement officials.53 

Around this time the FBI began to notice Headley. Its agents 

now had intelligence suggesting that he might have been involved 

in the Mumbai attack, based in part on their cooperation with 

Indian intelligence. FBI agents visited the house of one of his 
cousins in Philadelphia and asked him a series of questions. The 

cousin said that Headley was in Pakistan. 54 Headley's second 

wife had contacted U.S. officials in Pakistan and said that she 

suspected Headley was involved in terrorism.55 FBI officials were 
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concerned enough to continue monitoring his calls, e-mails, and 

movements. But they still struggled to grasp the extent of his 

operations. 
In December 2008, Pasha sent an e-mail to Headley that 

was intercepted by u.s. intelligence agencies, commenting that al 
Qa'ida was still interested in supporting the Denmark attack. "First 

u visit MMP," Pasha said, a reference to the Mickey Mouse Project 

in Denmark, and then "we will discuss and c the concerned person 
if needed."56 

Headley understood that the "other person" was Ilyas Kash

miri. Born in 1964, Kashmiri was a veteran of the anti-Soviet war 

in Afghanistan, during which he had lost an eye and an index fin

ger. He eventually became the leader of Harakat ul-Jihad al-Islami 

and established his own unit, known as the 313 Brigade. "At that 
time," wrote a colleague ofKashmiri, "he was the apple of the eye of 

the Pakistani establishment and he was running a big jihadi camp 
in the area of Kotli, Azad Kashmir:'57 Kashmiri spent most of his 

career running training camps and conducting operations against 

India. Around 2005, however, he apparently swore bayat to Osama 
bin Laden, relocated to Pakistan's Federally Administered Tribal 

Areas, and leveraged his close relationship with al Qa'ida leaders 

such as Shaykh Sa'id al-Masri.58 Kashmiri hated India and the 

United States and was a deadly operator. He had been involved in 
dozens of terrorist attacks and plots across South Asia and Europe. 

He later became a senior al Qa'ida external operations official, and 

he sat on al Qa'ida's military shura council until he was killed by a 

CIA drone in June 2011. 
While Headley was impressed with Kashmiri's accomplish

ments, he poked fun at the al Qa'ida operator's lisp-Kashmiri had 

a habit of saying shishtem when he tried to say system.59 

Pasha again reminded Headley that" if your friends decline"-a 
reference to Lashkar-e-Taiba-"we'll do that."60 

In a subsequent e-mail, Headley asked Pasha how long he 
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should conduct surveillance in Copenhagen: "How much time 
should i spend there:' a week, 10 days or 2 weeks?,'61 

Pasha responded the next day: "i think a week or tens [sic) days 
r ok initially."62 

From the FBI's and CIA's perspective, Headley was involved in 

a startlingly complex range of clandestine activities. He was partici

pating in terrorist plotting with al Qa'ida supporters, he remained 

in contact with Lashkar-e-T aiba operatives, and he was still nom

inally in touch with the lSI. He was his own boss, a free agent, 
which frustrated many of the people he worked with. "Futile are my 

advices," said one of his Lashkar-e-T aiba handlers in an e-mail, "coz 
you do what you feellike."63 

In January 2009, Headley landed in Frankfurt, Germany, and 

drove to Copenhagen to conduct surveillance of Morgenavisen 
Jyllands-Posten. "It had five or six floors, and it was on King's Square," 

he jotted down.64 He tried walking into the building, but the front 

door was secured. As cover for his visit, he told newspaper execu
tives that he was visiting on behalf of an immigration business that 

was considering. opening up offices in Denmark and that he was 

interested in advertising the business in the Morgenavisen Jyllands
Posten.65 It was sufficient cover to fool newspaper representatives. 

He made an appointment with someone from the advertising office 
and conducted initial surveillance on his way into and out of the 

meeting. Headley then traveled to the Morgenavisen Jyllands-Posten's 
office in Aarhus, Denmark's largest port city, to conduct surveil

lance, making an appointment with a woman from the advertising 
department. 

"I checked out business opportunities here," Headley wrote 

to his friend T ahawwur Rana in Chicago, using coded language. 
"They seem quite promising. I am going right now to see if I can 

put an ad for our company and also check the feasibility to open up 
an office here."66 

Later that month, Headley traveled to Pakistan to discuss the 
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plot with both Lashkar~eTaiba and al Qa'ida supporters. The FBI 

and other U.S. agencies continued to track his movements. Records 

of his e~mail use show that between late January and early March 
2009, he sent e~mail messages from various locations in Paki~ 

stan.67 He gave Pasha a copy of the surveillance video from the trip, 

which Pasha watched with interest.68 Pasha affirmed his willing~ 

ness to help with the attack and explained that Lashkar~eT aiba 
was unlikely to support it "because of the-the situation after the 

Mumbai attacks. People were getting arrested," Pasha explained, 

"and there was tension generally for-for all these guys in Lashkar." 

Following the international uproar over the Mumbai attacks, 

Pakistani government officials began nominally to crack down 
on Lashkar~e~Taiba members, arresting a number of them. But 

the actions were generally for show; most were released shortly 

thereafter. 
Pasha also had some broader advice. Lashkar~e~T aiba, he 

explained, was fighting "the lSI's jihad." But Headley should join 

Ilyas Kashmiri and his group because they were fighting "God's 
"h d"69 J1 a . 

On to Waziristan 

So Pasha asked Headley to take a trip to Waziristan to visit Kash~ 

miri. Headley agreed. Around February 2009, Pasha, Headley, 
and two others traveled to Waziristan to talk to Kashmiri. It was 

a major turning point for Headley: he was now visiting one of al 

Qa'ida's senior military officials'?o 

Headley explained to Kashmiri that he had conducted sur~ 

veillance in Denmark for a terrorist attack against Morgenavisen 
Jyllands-Posten. 

Kashmiri smiled and said that it was "very important that 

this-this attack be carried out as soon as possible." Like many 

Muslims worldwide, he was still livid about the cartoons, which 



A DIFFERENT BREED 387 

he considered" disgraceful and humiliating." From a terrorist's per

spective, no one had punished the newspaper in the four years that 

had passed. 
Kashmiri said that he had seen Headley's video footage but had 

some suggestions on executing the attack. "Drive a truck of explo
sives inside-inside of that building," he advised. 

But Headley politely disagreed, saying that it was "not feasible," 
since there were "blocks on the road that would not permit that." 

Kashmiri then offered more specific help. He knew several ter

rorists in England who might help in the attack, and suggested that 

Headley talk to them. He also asked Headley to return to India to 
conduct additional surveillance of several Chabad Houses there, as 

well as the National Defence College. "If we were able to conduct 
an attack on it," said Kashmiri, "we would be able to kill more briga

diers in the Indian Army than had been killed in the four wars that 
Pakistan and India had fought previously."7l 

Kashmiri provided Headley with 80,000 Pakistan rupees 

in cash-approximately U.S. $l,OOO-for tickets and travel 

expenses.72 In March, Headley went to India and conducted video 
surveillance in several cities, including Delhi, Pushkar, and Goa. In 

late March he returned to Pakistan and met with Lashkar-e-T aiba 

leaders, who informed him that the Denmark plot was "indefinitely 
postponed:'73 The lSI was also under enormous pressure after the 

Mumbai attack. 

"Remove any stuff' from your house, Major Iqbal warned him, 
"pertaining to Lashkar and maybe move away for a little while:'74 

Major Iqbal also ordered Headley not to contact him for the fore

seeable future. 

Undeterred, Headley arranged a meeting two months later with 

Ilyas Kashmiri in the tribal areas of Pakistan. Kashmiri explained 

that he had "spoken to the people that would carry out the oper
ation from England;' and had given them money for operational 

expenses. He also remarked that he wanted the assault to be a 

"stronghold option," much like the Mumbai attacks. It would prob-
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ably involve several operatives armed with grenades and machine 

guns, who would storm into the Morgenavisen Jyllands-Posten office 
to kill some employees and take others hostage. Kashmiri wanted 

to punish the paper and send an unambiguous message to anyone 
who might think about desecrating the Prophet Muhammad. 

Kashmiri knew that pulling off a terrorist attack in Denmark 
would be strikingly different from committing one in India. "The 
Danish response forces would not be as incompetent and timid as 
the Indians, and, therefore, we should expect that the siege won't last 
very long," he reflected. 'The attackers should throw out the heads 
of the hostages from the window ... to rush the Danes into assault
ing the building. Shoot them first," he argued, "and then behead 
them later, so there wouldn't be a struggle." Kashmiri also advised 
Headley to "make a video of the attackers prior to the attack with 
some kind of message."7S 

InJuly, Headley traveled to England to meet with the two men 
identified by Kashmiri and inform them about the Denmark plot. 
"He expected [you] to give us the manpower and the funds, as well 
as the weapons for that project," said Headley,?6 But their response 
was lukewarm. According to Kashmiri, they were supposed to pro
vide £10,000 (about U.S. $16,000), but they gave Headley only 
£2,000 (about $3,000). The men also said that they couldn't pro
vide the manpower or the weapons, though they promised to travel 
to Pakistan and talk with Kashmiri. Still, Headley pushed on and 
traveled back to Copenhagen to conduct more surveillance. After 
pondering the logistical challenges, he made a phone call to Pasha, 
which was intercepted by U.S. intelligence. 

Speaking in coded language, Headley noted, "If they are not 
fulfilling on it ... " He paused. "Then B, B, they should, they should 
something as a B, option B." 

"Okay," said Pasha. 
Headley replied, "Yeah." 
"On the contrary, on the contrary," Pasha interjected, "not B, 

but there should be Band C as well." 
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"Yeah," Headley responded, "there should be Band C as well."77 
As Headley later explained, he was suggesting that in addi~ 

tion to the stronghold strategy advocated by Kashmiri, which they 
referred to as Option A, they should have alternatives, what they 
called Options Band C. These might include assassinating Kurt 
Westergaard or Fleming Rose, or perhaps both of them?B 

After leaving Copenhagen, Headley flew to Atlanta around 
August 2009. The FBI had put out a warning on him, and customs 
officers stopped him at Atlanta International Airport and asked 
him to explain the purpose of his travel to Copenhagen. Headley 
replied that he had been there as a consultant for his immigration 
business. They eventually let him go, and he went on to Chicago?9 

On September 21, Headley and Pasha talked on the phone, 

which again was bugged by U.S. intelligence agencies. Based on 
press reports he had seen, Headley believed that Kashmiri had been 
assassinated. But Pasha said the reports weren't true. "Buddy," said 
Pasha, "the reports that are coming in ... by the grace of God, he 
is doing well." 

"God willing," said Headley, referring to Kashmiri, "uh . . . 

who-you mean the Doctor2" 
"Yes, yes," said Pasha. 

"If this is true, I will say 100 prayers, 100 prayers. And also keep 
the fast, because-" 

Pasha cut him off "I don't know," he said, "but the matter over 

there has [sic] complicated. It is confirmed. Yesterday I had two ... 
I received two confirmations yesterday that he is all right."Bo 

On October 3 the Denmark plot was back on. In fact, Pasha 
told Headley that Kashmiri was asking about him.sl Based on 
intercepted conversations with family members and other third 
parties, FBI officials thought that Headley intended to travel to 
Pakistan early that month. Before doing so, he planned to go to 
Philadelphia. On September 8 he had received an e~mail confirma~ 
tion from Orbitz, an online travel agency, reflecting the purchase of 
a plane ticket from Chicago to Philadelphia on October 3. His plan 
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was to meet with Pasha, Lashkar~e~T aiba officials, and Kashmiri in 

Pakistan and then to execute the Copenhagen attack. 82 

But the planning had gone far enough for u.s. government offi

cials. Headley was arrested by FBI agents as he prepared to board 

the flight from Chicago to Philadelphia. 

Business Must Go On 

In characteristic fashion, Headley volunteered to work for the u.s. 
government after he was captured, telling FBI agents that he would 

implant a chip in or near Ilyas Kashmiri so that a CIA drone could 

target the al Qa'ida operative.83 It was a predictable tactic. Head

ley was willing to continue playing for all sides. At one point, after 

being erroneously informed that Ilyas Kashmiri was dead, he told 
a family member that "the main thing is the business must go on." 

He wasn't particular about which "company" he worked for, he con

tinued, as long as he was involved in the game.84 This time, however, 
Headley's game was over. The FBI had won, and it wasn't about to 

let him go. 
For FBI officials like Art Cummings, Headley came from a very 

different mold than Najibullah Zazi, Umar Farouk Abdulmutal
lab, and most other terrorists since September 11. He was unwill

ing to blow himself up on a subway, let alone conduct a terrorist 

attack. Rather, he preferred to remain in the shadows, collecting 

intelligence for various terrorist organizations and governments, 

including al Qa'ida. Headley was much more sophisticated than his 

predecessors. He used several methods of communication, includ
ing in-person meetings, telephone conversations, and e-mails from 

several accounts to throw off intelligence agencies. The account for 

one of his cell phones was registered to a dead man. So was his 

apartment in Chicago. And he relied on coded language in virtu

ally all of his conversations. He referred to his Copenhagen plot 
as the "Mickey Mouse Project," "mmp," and "the northern project." 
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Instead of terrorism, he discussed "investments," "projects," "busi~ 
ness," and "action." 

In the end, though, Headley wasn't as good as he thought 
he was. Despite his best efforts, FBI and u.s. intelligence agen~ 

cies tracked his movements, listened to his phone calls, monitored 

his e~mail accounts, and collected intelligence from many human 

sources on his activities. 
His uncle, William, was stoic about his fate. "Ifhe is absolutely 

guilty," he concluded, "then whatever punishment is doled out to 
him, he has to accept that."85 

If Headley symbolized a more diffuse and decentralized al 
Qa'ida that could reach out to individuals from allied organizations 

such as Lashkar~e~T aiba, then the third wave was about to get even 

more intriguing. This time, however, the threat did not come from 
Lashkar~e~Taiba or even al Qa'idis affiliate in Yemen. Instead it 

came from another group in Pakistan with ties to al Qi ida: the 

Tehreek--e Taliban Pakistan. 
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THE DARK GREEN 1993 Nissan Pathfinder crept west on Forty
fifth Street in New York City, the silhouette of its driver barely 

visible behind the car's tinted windows. It was a balmy eighty

degree Saturday evening in Times Square, just after 6 p.m. on May 

1, 2010. The ebbing sun glinted off nearby skyscrapers as the areas 

famous pulsating neon lights began to gather strength in the dusk, 

transforming the ganglion of streets and alleyways in:to an electri

fying commercial carnival. The cylindrical eight-story NASDAQ 
sign at 4 Times Square stood watch, with a palette of over sixteen 

million colors splashed across eight thousand panels displaying 

lavish advertisements and stock information. Times Square is an 

iconic landmark-a metaphor for everything American, from over

indulgence to technological innovation and celebration. Dubbed 
"the Crossroads of the World," it is an agora, in the words of writer 

James Traub, "a simulacrum of a place, an ingenious marketing 

device fostered by global entertainment firms."l 

Gangs of tourists eddy through Times Square each day, enticed 

by Broadway shows and the mesmerizing lights. On New Year's Eve 

over one million giddy revelers pack into the streets to watch the 

Waterford crystal, energy-efficient LED ball drop at the stroke of 
midnight. Yet Times Square's swelling crowds and allure also make 

it a tempting target. 

392 
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In May 2010, Faisal Shahzad, a thirty~year~old Pakistani who 

had recently become a naturalized U.S. citizen, pulled his Nissan 

Pathfinder to the curb at the southwest corner of Forty-fifth Street 
and Seventh Avenue with its hazard lights flashing.2 He parked near 

the Minskoff Theatre, which had a hulking yellow billboard adver~ 

tising the Broadway play The Lion King. Shahzad was about five 

feet, nine inches tall and had wavy black hair parted carefully in the 

middle and a thin layer of unshaven stubble. He had recently pur~ 
chased the Pathfinder. He had not come to Times Square to soak 

in the atmosphere, however. After pulling over, he ignited a fuse in 

the backseat of his sport utility vehicle, waited for a few moments, 

and stepped onto the street. The car held an explosive device that 

he had assembled at his Connecticut home. Now he was preparing 
to detonate it. The bomb consisted of two analog battery-powered 

alarm clocks with electrical wire. They were routed to a canister 

filled with M88 fireworks, two red 5-gallon cans of gasoline, 250 

pounds of urea~based fertilizer placed in white plastic bags, a pres~ 
sure pot with more M88s, and three 20~gallon propane tanks.3 

"It was in three sections," Shahzad later remembered. The first 

"was the fertilizer bomb. That was in the trunk. It was in a cabinet, 

a gun cabinet. The second was-if that plan didn't work-then the 

second would be the cylinder, the gas cylinders I had. And the third 
I had was a petrol, a gas to make fire in the car."4 

Shahzad stepped out of the car and left the keys in the ignition, 

the motor still running. He was hoping to maim and kill scores of 
people, destroy portions of the surrounding buildings, and cause 

severe economic disruption. Times Square, teeming on a warm 

spring Saturday night, was ideal. He was going to teach the United 
States a lesson for daring to "attack" Muslim countries. "Until 

the hour the U.S. pulls its forces from Iraq and Afghanistan and 
stops the drone strikes in Somalia and Yemen and in Pakistan," 

he explained, "and stops the occupation of Muslim lands and stops 

killing the Muslims and stops reporting the Muslims to its govern
ment, we will be attacking U.S."s 



394 HUNTING IN THE SHADOWS 

He then started walking, at first briskly, toward Grand Central 
Station, listening for the explosion. It didn't come. He continued 

walking. Shahzad had designed the bomb to detonate between two 
and a half minutes and five minutes after he lit the fuse. But some

thing malfunctioned. He didn't know what or how. 

Around 6:30 p.m., a street vendor named Lance Orton stooped 
down to tie his shoes. "Wow," Orton said. 'That looks like smoke's 

coming out of that thing:'6 He looked around to see if anyone else 

had noticed. No one had, at least at first. But the smoke continued 

to pour out of the car from all sides. Wayne Robinson, a vendor 
who worked with Orton, then alerted police officer Wayne Rhati

gan, who was sitting atop a horse in Times Square. 

"I saw the ignition running and the hazard lights on. It was 

kind of parked haphazardly," said Rhatigan, who smelled what he 

thought was gunpowder? He circled the vehicle on his horse and 

radioed for assistance, sparking an evacuation of the surrounding 

area. Members of the New York Police Department's bomb squad 

and fire department came to the scene and began working furiously 
to identify the source of the smoke from inside the Pathfinder. If it 

was a bomb, they would have only seconds, or perhaps minutes, to 

diffuse it. Fire department officials used thermal imaging cameras 

to detect the heat source and sent in a robot, which smashed the 

back window and showed images of the bomb materiel. 8 

Shahzad was confused. What had happened to his bomb? Dis

appointed, he disappeared into the night. 

Advance at America's Heart 

The third wave continued. Barely four months after Umar Farouk 

Abdulmutallab's bombing on Northwest Airlines Flight 253, Faisal 
Shahzad had tried to launch a terrorist attack in the United States. 

Miraculously-again-the bomb failed to go off. Shahzad had 

received his bomb-making training in Pakistan, but unlike most 
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serious plots after September 11, 2001, al Qa'ida was not directly 

involved. Instead, this attack stemmed from a shadowy group that 
called itself Tehreek-e Taliban Pakistan-the Pakistan Taliban. 

Tehreek~e Taliban Pakistan was actually an umbrella orga~ 

nization under which various Islamist militant groups united in 

December 2007. The leader was Baitullah Mehsud, who hailed 

from the Mehsud tribe in South Waziristan.9 The charismatic 

Mehsud was praised by fellow fighters for his "faithfulness, devo~ 
tion and love for Jihad."10 He was killed by a U.S. drone strike in 

August 2009. Tehreek~e Taliban Pakistan's primary goals were 

to establish an extreme interpretation of sharia law in areas they 

controlled along the Afghanistan~Pakistan border, unite against 
U.S. and other coalition forces in Afghanistan, and perform defen~ 

sive jihad against the Pakistan Army. Many of their leaders were 
deeply anti~Western and in particular anti~American. "My desire is 

to advance at America's heart and strike it, and to destroy Ameri~ 
cans' pride and self~conceit," Baitullah Mehsud told senior al Qa'ida 

leader Shaykh Sa'id al~Masri.u 

From its inception, Tehreek~e Taliban Pakistan had devel~ 

oped links with al Qa'ida. By 2010 key Tehreek-e Taliban Paki~ 

stan leaders such as Hakimullah Mehsud and Qari Hussein had 
established a working relationship with al Qa'ida's chief operat~ 

ing officer, Atiyah abd al~Rahman al~Libi, religious leader Abu 

Yahya al~Libi, and military operational leader Ilyas Kashmiri, who 

had worked with David Headley. A U.S. intelligence assessment 
acknowledged that some Tehreek-e Taliban Pakistan leaders "are 

receptive to this message and increasingly are adopting al Qa'ida's 
anti~Western rhetoric and agenda:'12 Al Qa'ida leaders benefited 

from Tehreek-e Taliban Pakistan's safe haven in Mehsud tribal 

areas of Pakistan, and Tehreek-e Taliban Pakistan in turn ben~ 

efited from al Qa'ida's training and explosives expertise to build 

bombs and execute attacks, as well as from its global terrorist links 

to raise funds. In a few cases the two groups cooperated in con~ 

ducting terrorist attacks in Pakistani citiesP 
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Faisal Shazad's father, Bahar ul~Haq, was a senior official in the 

Pakistan Air Force who ascended to air vice marshal before retir~ 

ing in 1992. An opponent of extremism, he spoke British~accented 
English and drank alcohol socially, but he was stern with his chil~ 

dren and sometimes quick to anger. When Shahzad, who was born 
in Karachi onJune 30, 1979, was twelve, his father was transferred 

from Jedda, Saudi Arabia, to Quetta, Pakistan.14 Chauffeurs, ser~ 

vants, and armed guards tended to the family in an insular world 

made up almost exclusively of military families. When Shahzad 
entered high school in the mid~1990s, his family had settled in 

Karachi. Around 1998, Shahzad left Pakistan and landed at South~ 

eastern University in Washington, D.C.15 

Southeastern was a long way from Karachi. The now defunct 

university was situated at the intersection of Sixth and I streets 

in southwestern Washington, in an up~and~coming area nestled 
between the bustling, restaurants of Washington's waterfront dis~ 

trict and a series of low~income housing projects less than a mile 

from the U.S. Capitol. Shahzad studied there for five semesters, 

taking mostly business classes and maintaining a grade~point aver~ 

age of2.78.16 In 2000 he transferred to the University of Bridgeport, 

in Connecticut, whose well~groomed campus overlooks a tranquil 

section of Long Island Sound. Friends and acquaintances recalled 

that he strolled around campus with an air of confidence and often 

wore tight T~shirts that highlighted his well~defined muscles. On 

the weekends he sometimes hit New York City's Bengali~themed 

nightclubs, and he "could drink anyone under the table," recalled a 

former classmate.17 

In many ways Faisal Shahzad was a successful immigrant. 

While not a stellar student, he received a bachelor of science degree 

in computer applications and information systems from the Uni~ 

versity of Bridgeport in 2001, and returned to earn a master's 

degree in business administration.1s While working on his master's, 

he landed a job as an accountant at Elizabeth Arden, Inc. in nearby 

Stamford, Connecticut.19 The company sponsored his H~l work-
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ing visa, which enables u.s. companies to employ foreign workers 

temporarily in specialty occupations. 
The story of Shahzad's radicalization mirrors that of many ter~ 

rorists, from Jose Padilla to Najibullah Zazi. Several factors con~ 

tributed to his journey to terrorism: a growing obsession with easily 

available extremist information on the Internet, a network of radi~ 

cal colleagues to sympathize with, and-importantly-training 
and indoctrination by a terrorist group in Pakistan. 

Around 2001, Shahzad began to visit tanzime.org and other 

websites to listen to religious lectures. Over the next several years 
he was drawn to the charismatic Anwar al~Awlaki because of the 

cleric's frankness and perceived elegance. Shahzad also listened 

to Shaykh Abdallah Ibrahim al~Faisal, who had helped radical~ 

ize London suicide bomber Germaine Lindsay. Much like Awlaki, 

Faisal preached across a range of media, including sermons in 

mosques, informal meetings, and religious courses. He also spread 

extremist propaganda through e~mail, fiery Internet preaching, 

and on~line chat rooms.20 Faisal was arrested in the UK in Febru~ 

ary 2002 and was eventually convicted of encouraging the murder 

of Jews, Hindus, Americans, and other non~Muslims, telling his 
followers that the way forward was "the bullet, not the ballot."2l 

In 2007, Shaykh Abdallah Ibrahim al~Faisal was deported to 

Jamaica, where he continued to influence individuals like Shahzad 

and support Islamic extremism. 

While he was at the University of Bridgeport, Shahzad also met 

Muhammad Shahid Hussain, a young Pakistani who would eventu~ 

ally become a Tehreek--e Taliban Pakistan associate and would play 
a crucial role in transforming Shahzad into a terrorist. They briefly 

lived together, partied together, read the Qur'an, and talked about 

Islam and the plight of Muslims. By 2007, Shahzad had become 

increasingly disturbed at what he perceived as widespread aggression 
against Muslims in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Palestine. 

Like Adam Gadahn and the young Muslims in Lackawanna, 

Shahzad withdrew from local mosques because most individuals 
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did not share his beliefs. He attempted to convince some of his 
Connecticut- and New York-based friends that jihad-includ
ing violent jihad-was required for all Muslims, but he didn't find 
much support. Some in his immediate family were aware of his 
radicalization, but they, too, were mostly opposed to violent jihad. 

Around 2007, Shahzad's friend Muhammad Shahid Hussain 
informed him that a Pakistani named Muhammad Shoaib could 
assist him with jihad training. Shoaib was a computer expert who 
had militant contacts. Hussain began including Shahzad and 
Shoaib on the same e-mail distributions in early 2008. They dis
cussed articles and sermons related to Islam, as well as videos of 
mujahidin conducting successful attacks in countries like Iraq.22 
Shahzad's father noticed a change in his son, who had become more 
religious-minded, prayed regularly, fasted every Thursday, and grew 
a beard.23 

Philip Mudd later commented that Shahzad's radicalization 
illustrated the continuing spread of al Qa'ida's revolutionary zeal. 
"The proven presence of plotters from affiliated groups during 
the past twO years is perhaps the most significant evolution of the 
threat faced during this period," he wrote. "The Detroit airliner 
and Times Square attempts represent a rare and significant step 
by an ideological affiliate of al Qa'ida to show intent and capability 
to reach into the United States, the first time an affiliate has suc
ceeded since 9/11."24 

Shahzad had come to an important revelation: it was his duty to 
conduct violent jihad. Around this time he explained his epiphany 
to a friend in an e-mail, contending that Islam was under attack. 
"And today our beloved Prophet," he explained, "has been disre

spected and disgraced in the whole world and we just sit and watch 
with shame and sorrow and most of us don't even care." He fumed 
about the arrogance of the United States and its allies. "Everyone 
knows how the Muslim country bows down to pressure from west," 
he wrote. "Everyone knows the kind of humiliation we are faced 
with around the globe." 
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Shahzad was equally disparaging about the Muslim world, 
which had strayed far from the "straight path." Echoing Sayyid 
Qutb and Ayman al-Zawahiri, he characterized most contempo
rary Muslims as infidels, accusing them of being "ignorant ofIslam 
and illiterate of Quran and Sunnah."25 The only course of action, 

he concluded, was to "fight them until there is no more tumult or 
oppression, and there prevail justice and faith in Allah altogether 
and everywhere."26 

He concluded his e-mail by implying that he would now sacri
fice everything-including his family-for jihad. His day of judg
ment was coming. But he was not yet ready to fight. First he needed 
training. 

A Crash Course in Bomb Making 

Shahzad's radicalization occurred just as he was developing into 
a successful businessman. After a stint at Elizabeth Arden, he 
secured a job in 2006 as a financial analyst for Affinion Group, a 
marketing and consulting business in Norwalk, Connecticut. He 
enjoyed steady work, became a naturalized U. S. citizen on April 
17, 2009, and bought a home at 119 Long Hill Avenue in nearby 
Shelton. The 1,356-square-foot, three-bedroom Colonial was in a 
cozy neighborhood, within walking distance of an ice cream parlor 
and a handful oflocal restaurants, like Billy D's Full Belly Deli. He 
had also married Huma AsifMian, a U.S. citizen who had gradu
ated from the University of Colorado in Boulder, and had two chil
dren with her. Mian's Facebook page joked that she spent her time 
"Changing Diapers, Feeding Milk, Wiping Drools, Being Sleep 
Deprived." She also praised Shahzad. 

"What can I say," she wrote, "he's my everything."27 In their 

house Shahzad showed off birthday and greeting cards from 
admirers. One, which was addressed to "Sweetest Faisal," read 

like a poem: 
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And I'm really eager to know 

how things are going at 
your end, I'm thinking about 
you, because you're one of 
those special people, who matter 
to me, and I would really 
like for us, to keep in touch28 

But this life was coming to an end. After quitting his job, 
Shahzad stopped making payments on his house and defaulted 
on the mortgage. His bank, Chase Home Finance, foreclosed on 
his home in September 2009 and then auctioned it off the fol, 
lowing year.29Around July 2, 2009, Shahzad traveled to Pakistan 
and stayed with his family in Peshawar for six months. His wife 
and children stopped in Saudi Arabia to see her family and then 
joined him in Peshawar.3o During this time Shahzad prepared to 
undertake terrorist training, but he told his wife that he would be 
traveling to Lahore to participate in the Muslim missionary funda, 

mentalist movement T ablighi J amaat. 
Shahzad's immediate goal was to learn how to build a bomb. 

He had an American passport and could come into the United 
States legally· without raising suspicion. His citizenship status 
would be valuable for Tehreek--e Taliban Pakistan and its al Qa'ida 
allies. In the fall of 2009, Shahzad met with Hakimullah Mehsud, 
who had replaced Baitullah Mehsud as head of Tehreek--e Taliban 
Pakistan, which had temporarily relocated to North Waziristan 
because of Pakistani military operations in South Waziristan. 
After patiently listening to Shahzad volunteer to attack the United 
States, Hakimullah advised him to attend a training camp in North 
Waziristan. Over the next several months, Shahzad met Hakimul, 
lah Mehsud several more times in preparation for the attack?l 

The next forty,day period would be critical for the success of 
Shahzad's terrorist mission. From December 9, 2009, through Janu, 
ary 2010 he lived with members and associates ofTehreek--e Taliban 
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Pakistan in North Waziristan and underwent training. Five of those 
days involved building and detonating different types of bombs, under 
the tutelage of an experienced bomb trainer who used several pseud~ 
onyms, including Angar. Each day of the training was conducted at a 
different site. Shahzad's trainers gave him a bomb~making manual to 
study, which he did for about two weeks. He practiced building and 
detonating bombs, using ammonium nitrate and other substances.32 
It was a crash course in bomb making, Shahzad later explained. 
"How to make a bomb," he said, "how to detonate a bomb, how to 
put a fuse, how many different types of bombs you can make."33 

As FBI officials like Art Cummings later recognized, Tehreek-e 
T aliban Pakistan leaders took precautions with Shahzad. They iso~ 
lated him from other operatives for at least two reasons. One was to 
prevent him from obtaining information about other plots, just in 
case he was captured and interrogated in the future. A second was to 
ensure that others didn't find out about his operation. The decision 
to isolate him was similar to what al Qa'ida leaders had done with 
Najibullah Zazi and al Qa'ida in the Arabian Peninsula officials had 
done with Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab.34 

Shahzad also met with Qari Hussein, a senior Tehreek-e Tali~ 
ban Pakistan leader, who provided him with $15,000 before he 
returned to the United States. During this period he discussed 
with Tehreek-e Taliban leaders-including Muhammad Shoaib, 
who would become his day~to~day handler-his plan to detonate a 
bomb in the United States. They also discussed potential targets. 
Shahzad recorded a suicide video titled "A Brave Effort by Faisal 
Shahzad to Attack the United States in Its Own Land," in which 
he declared that the impending attack was revenge for the U.S. war 
in Afghanistan. In the video, Shahzad praised Baitullah Mehsud 
and Abu Mus'ab al~Zarqawi as "martyrs." The video was produced 

by Umar Media, the public relations arm of Tehreek-e Taliban 
Pakistan, and was approximately forty minutes long. It began with 
footage of Shahzad holding and then firing a machine gun in what 
appeared to be the mountains of Pakistan. After approximately 
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four and a half minutes, he spoke directly into the camera while 

holding the Qur'an. 
"We have decided that we are going to raise an attack inside 

America," he said defiantly. One of the objectives, he explained, 

was to "incite the Muslims to get up and fight against the enemy of 

Islam ... Jihad is one of the pillars upon which Islam stands. Jews 
and Christians have to accept Islam as a religion and if you don't do 
that, then you are bound to go in hellfire."35 

Fully radicalized and committed to his mission, Shahzad now 

posed a serious threat to the United States. He had a strong desire 

to attack the U.S. homeland, an American passport to get into the 

country without raising suspicion, and some training to build a 

bomb. Earlier that year, he had explained his intentions in an e-mail 
to a friend. He criticized the views of so-called "moderate" Mus

lims. "I bet when it comes to defending the lands," said Shahzad, 

"his opinion"-referring to one Pakistani moderate-"would be we 

should do dialogue." He had "bought into the Western jargon" of 

calling the mujahideen "extremist," Shahzad wrote. "My sheikhs 
are in the field," he explained. "If you don't have the right teacher, 

then Satan should become your sheikh."36 

Following in the footsteps of his heroes, Shahzad returned to 

the United States in February 2010 on an Emirates Airlines flight 

into New York's John F. Kennedy International Airport. It was 
time to execute the operation. 

The Final Stage 

Shahzad returned to Connecticut, less than an hour's drive from 

New York, but his family remained in Pakistan. He stayed in a hotel 
for a few weeks while he looked for housing.37 He then rented a 

second-floor apartment at 202-204 Sheridan Street in Bridgeport, 

a three-story beige building in a drab neighborhood with cracked 

sidewalks and closely set houses. Shahzad had few indulgences. He 
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slept on an air mattress in a spartan bedroom with a bare desk and 
a black folding chair. He drank instant coffee, lifted free weights, 

and watched a handful of DVDs, including the romance Up in the 
Air, starring George Clooney and Vera Farmiga. In many ways, 
Shahzad was an ordinary thirty~year~old American. He nibbled 
on Oreo cookies, barbecue potato chips, and Subway sandwiches 
washed down with milk, AriZona iced tea, or Gatorade. Only a 
few items in his apartment, such as the green, leather~bound Qur'an 

and prayer beads, hinted that he was a Muslim.38 

Shahzad had been pondering an attack in New York City for 
some time. In April or May 2009 he had sent a PowerPoint presen~ 
tation to Muhammad Shoaib with photographs of possible targets, 
including the World Financial Center, Grand Central Station, and 
the Federal Reserve Bank. He had also shown the presentation to 
several Tehreek.-e Taliban Pakistan leaders, including explosives 
trainer Qari Hussein?9 

When he left Pakistan, he had little money. So he turned to 
Tehreek-e Taliban Pakistan for help. "I asked them for some cash," 
he said. "My cash was like $4,500 that I had with me when I was 
leaving, and I asked for some more cash because I had to do the 
whole operation here, so they gave me initially $4,900 something."40 

With over $9,000 in cash, a bomb~making manual in Urdu that 
he could barely read, his notes in English, and blind determination, 
Shahzad began to put together the bomb.41 But unlike Najibullah 
Zazi, the 2005 London bombers, and the 2006 UK transatlantic 
plotters, he did not rent or purchase a separate location to build the 
bomb. He made it in his Bridgeport apartment, alone. Surprisingly, 
none of the neighbors became suspicious enough to call police. 
"Nothing alarmed me about him, because he was just a person in 
the neighborhood fixing his house. He didn't talk much to people," 
said Bill Jackson, a contractor working on the house next door.42 

Shahzad's family did not contact authorities in the United 
States or Pakistan, despite their concern that Shahzad was becom~ 
ing radical. In 2008, for example, Shahzad had asked his father for 
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permission to fight in Afghanistan, but his father said no. Begin~ 
ning in February 2010, he bought fertilizer, propane, gasoline, and 
other ingredients from stores across Connecticut.43 They were legal 
purchases and consequently did not arouse suspicion. He generally 
paid in cash to avoid a paper trail, as he had been taught in counter~ 
surveillance training. In March he drove to Matamoras, Pennsylva~ 
nia, and went shopping at Phantom Fireworks Showroom. Video 
surveillance showed Shahzad clad in loose~fittingjeans and a jacket, 
strolling along the vacant aisles of the 20,000~square~foot store, 
calmly examining various types of fireworks and declining an offer 
of help from an assistant manager. He was particularly interested in 
M88 Silver Salute fireworks, a Phantom Fireworks brand that sold 
for $10.99 for a thirty~six~count box. The M88s were about an inch 
and a halflong and an inch in diameter. Each contained roughly 50 
milligrams of explosives, about the size of a quarter of an aspirin. 
If Shahzad hoped that M88 fireworks would ignite one another, 
however, he miscalculated. The M88s were about 98 percent paper, 
and each fuse had to be ignited individually.44 The crash course in 

bomb making hadn't been enough. 
Much like Najibullah Zazi, Shahzad had trouble making the 

bomb. He considered using ammonium nitrate but concluded that 

it would arouse too much suspicion. So he turned to urea~based 
fertilizer. Yet he could not find the right type of fertilizer and que~ 
ried Muhammad Shoaib in Pakistan, who checked with Tehreek-e 
T aliban Pakistan explosives experts. The fertilizer he had was good 
enough, they replied. 

Shahzad used the Internet to access web sites that provided real~ 
time video feeds of Times Square. These websites enabled him to 
determine which areas of Times Square drew the largest crowds 
and the times when those areas would be most populated. Shahzad 
also maintained regular contact with Tehreek-e Taliban Pakistan 
associates, especially Muhammad Shoaib, who acted as his liaison 
in Pakistan when he had questions. Using software programs that 
were installed on his laptop while he was in Pakistan, Shahzad 
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and Shoaib were able to exchange information about the bomb 
he was building and other topics.45 They communicated several 
times a week through social networking and file~sharing services, 
Voice Over Internet Protocol (VOIP), Virtual Private Networks 
(VPNs), and an occasional e~mail or telephone call-partly to 

conceal their identities. To evade intelligence and law enforcement 
agencies, they created new Gmail accounts to communicate with 
each other. Their last communication before the May 1 attack was 
only three or four hours earlier.46 

In order to conduct the attack, Shahzad also needed some~ 
where to place the bomb. He settled on a sport utility vehicle, 
since it would be spacious enough to hold the materials. Around 
mid~April he found "an advertisement for a Nissan Pathfinder on 
craigslist.org. Shahzad called the owner, a nineteen~year~old college 

student named Peggy Colas. They met in the parking lot of Price 
Rite grocery store in Bridgeport. Shahzad arrived in a black Isuzu 
Rodeo and paid with cash, handing Colas thirteen $100 bills. After 
buying the Pathfinder, he installed black window tinting to make it 
more difficult to see into the vehicle, presumably to hide the bombs. 

Shahzad also purchased a semiautomatic rifle, which he 
planned to use in the event he was captured in connection with the 
bomb plot. To ensure that he was fully prepared if confronted by 
law enforcement authorities, he went to a firing range in Connecti~ 
cut to practice shooting the gun.47 

One of the benefits of his training in Pakistan was improved 
counterintelligence-what operators sometimes call tradecraft. 
Shahzad removed the license plates from the Pathfinder and bolted 
on plates he had picked up at a nearby junkyard. He used a prepaid 
cellular telephone, which he activated around April 16 and deac~ 
tivated around April 28, to contact Colas. He spoke to her about 
a dozen times during this period.48 And he continued to pay for 
almost everything with cash. 

But he began to run short of money. While training in Paki~ 
stan, Shahzad had estimated that he could conduct the attack for 
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$9,000. Upon returning to Connecticut, however, he realized that 
the cost of rent, vehicles, Internet, and daily sustenance, combined 
with the cost of building the bomb, would exceed his available fund
ing. So he begged Muhammad Shoaib for more money. 

In mid-February 2010, Shoaib took around $5,000 to an Islam
abad hawala owner. A hawala is an informal money-transfer system 
that operates outside of normal banking channels and relies on bro
kers, known as hawaladars, to transfer money from one location to 
another. Hawalas are a quick and cost-effective way to transfer money 
and are often used throughout the Middle East, North Africa, and 
South Asia. A customer approaches a hawala broker in one city and 
gives a sum of money to be transferred to a recipient in another city. 
The hawala broker calls another broker in the recipient's city and 
gives disposition instructions about the funds, usually minus a small 
commission. On February 25, Shahzad received the $5,000 in cash 
from a hawala broker in Massachusetts. But he soon realized that he 
needed more money and went back to Shoaib, who was beginning 
to get impatient. Still, Shoaib came through. On April 6, Shahzad 
picked up another $7,000 in cash from a hawala broker in Ronkon
koma, New York, which was sent at Shoaib's direction.49 

As May 1 approached, Shahzad assembled the bomb at his home 
in Connecticut. During the late afternoon of May 1 he loaded the 
bomb into the back of the Pathfinder and folded his semiautomatic 
rifle into a laptop computer bag. He carefully wiped the inside of the 
vehicle with a towel to remove any fingerprints. He then drove for 
approximately an hour until he arrived in Times Square and parked 
the Pathfinder.50 When the bomb didn't go of£ he walked to Grand 
Central Station, carrying the 9-millimeter Kel-Tec rifle in his bag. "I 
was waiting to hear a sound but I couldn't hear any sound," he con
cluded, "so I thought it probably didn't go off'51 

On his way home, Shahzad placed a call to his landlord saying 
that he was on the train home from New York and needed to be 
let into his apartment. When he got there, he sent a message, pre
sumably to Muhammad Shoaib in Pakistan, explaining his failed 
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attempt. He also began to follow media coverage of the attempted 
bombing.52 FBI and other members of the New York Joint Terror~ 

ism Task Force immediately responded, evacuating the area around 

the bomb. New York police chief Raymond Kelly was in Wash~ 
ington, D.C., for the annual White House Correspondents Dinner 

when his cell phone rang, alerting him of the attempted bombing. 

He quickly informed mayor Michael Bloomberg, who was also at 
the dinner. At 10:55 p.m. the two men left the event, drove to the 

airport, and returned on the mayor's private jet, touching down just 

after midnight at La Guardia Airport. 

The hunt for Shahzad had begun. Investigators quickly discov~ 

ered that the vehicle had stolen Connecticut license plates and that the 

dashboard vehicle identification number (VIN) had been removed. 

Not knowing who was responsible, they were now racing to find the 
bomber before he conducted another attack-or fled the country. 

Fortunately, they had some clues. After they towed the Pathfinder 

to a Queens forensic garage, an Auto Crime Unit detective crawled 

underneath the vehicle and discovered that the VIN number on the 

Pathfinder's engine block was still intact.53 The Nissan manufacturer 

had stamped the VIN on the firewall separating the engine from 
the cabin, and had included a different serial number system used to 

track inventory and identify stolen parts on the engine, chassis, and 
transmission. 

Police then frantically began conducting intetviews-with the 

Pathfinder's previous owner, Peggy Colas; with the owner of the 

license plates, who had sent them to a nearby junkyard; and with 

street vendors and pedestrians who may have glimpsed Shahzad 
getting out of the vehicle. Colas described Shahzad as a Middle 

Eastern or Hispanic male, possibly twenty~five tothirty~five years 

old, with short black hair, brown eyes, and a dark complexion. Con~ 

necticut State Police brought in a sketch artist to work with her on 
a portrait ofShahzad.54 

Colas was horrified. "I'm soooo happy I got a new car :)," she 
had written on her Facebook page after selling the Pathfinder to 
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Shahzad a few weeks earlier. But her euphoria didn't last long. 
"OMG!" she wrote on May 4, "I HAD A CRAZY DAY ... IT'S 
OFFICIAL. I HAVE BAD LUCK. SMH I HOPE THEY FIND 
THAT BASTARD."55 

Joint Terrorism Task Force members also began combing 
through hundreds of hours of closed~circuit television video cover~ 
ing the time and place of the attempted bombing. This was much 
easier in theory than in practice. Times Square is covered by a 
maze of cameras, creating reams of video footage. Sifting through 
this proved to be an enormous, labor~intensive effort. They also 
traced Shahzad's Verizon cell phone records, since he had called 
Peggy Colas a dozen times to purchase the Pathfinder. The phone 
records helped break the case. Shahzad had received four calls from 
a Pakistani number and had placed a call to Phantom Fireworks 
in Pennsylvania-the source of the M88s in the car. More clues 
began to surface. Investigators began to trace other evidence left in 
the unexploded vehicle-the keys to Shahzad's black Isuzu Rodeo, 
two cans of gasoline, fertilizer, and three propane tanks. On May 
3, Shahzad's landlord saw him enter the garage and noticed two 
bags of fertilizer there, which FBI agents later recovered, along 
with more fireworks.56 It was now only a matter of time before law 
enforcement agencies arrested Shahzad. 

"I was watching the news and then after a day or two I had real~ 
ized they're getting close," he said, "so I decided to go to JFK and 
take a plane and try to go back, if! can."57 

Using IP~to~IP chat, Shahzad contacted Shoaib several times 
between May 1 and May 3 to devise his escape. Shoaib planned to 

pick up Shahzad at the airport in Pakistan.58 On May 3, Shahzad 
bought a ticket on Emirates Air Flight 202 to Dubai, with an 
apparent plan to continue to Pakistan, and drove to JFK Air~ 
port.59 Around noon that day he was placed on the No Fly List, 
but he still managed to board the flight. Only minutes before it 
departed, law enforcement officials rushed onto the plane and 
arrested him; he had been identified by an alert U.S. Customs 
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and Border Protection agent.60 It was a dramatic end to a tense 
two-day manhunt. 

After his arrest, Shahzad waved his Miranda rights and admit
ted his guilt. He acknowledged that he had purchased all of the 
components of the bomb found in his car in Times Square. He 
had loaded the car with the bomb, driven it to Times Square, and 
parked it. He had attempted to begin the detonation process before 
he had abandoned the car. And he believed that the bomb would 
kill about forty people.61 

Tehreek-e T aliban Pakistan released a short video claiming 
responsibility for the attempted attack in revenge for the death of 
Baitullah Mehsud and the slaying of al Qa'ida in Iraq leaders Abu 
Omar aI-Baghdadi and Abu Ayyub aI-Masri. 

"We Tehreek-e Taliban with all the Pride and Bravery," they 
announced, "take full responsibility for the recent attack in the 
USA."62 

Behind the scenes, however, Tehreek-e Taliban Pakistan lead
ers were furious. Shahzad's failure to carry out the attack had not 
itself been a disaster, but the fact that Shahzad had divulged some 
of the group's plans, procedures, and tactical details was a serious 
concern.63 Pakistani officials, working with the CIA and the FBI, 
arrested Muhammad Shoaib and several other accomplices, includ
ing Muhammad Shahid Hussain. Despite withering criticism over 
the years by U.S. government officials for supporting militant 
groups, Pakistani law enforcement and intelligence agencies illus
trated on this occasion that they could be helpful. 

Two Lovely Children 

It might be tempting to dismiss Shahzad as an incompetent nit
wit.64 He was certainly clumsy and amateurish. But it was not all his 
fault. The bomb's problems-no way to initiate an explosive detona
tion, use of nonexplosive materials, difficulties with the urea-based 
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fertilizer-indicated that his training was insufficient. Indeed, he 
had received less than a week of explosives-related training. Still, his 
car bomb nearly succeeded. In late June 2010 the New York Joint 
Terrorism Task Force conducted a controlled detonation of a bomb 
that was nearly identical to the one Shahzad used, except that the 
bomb technicians ensured that it would detonate. The technicians 
also placed other vehicles nearby to measure the explosive effects of 
the bomb. While it was impossible to calculate precisely the impact 
Shahzad's bomb would have had, the controlled detonation sug
gested that it would have been devastating to the surrounding area. 
It would have killed and maimed pedestrians in the blast zone and 
torn apart buildings in the vicinity.65 

Shahzad remained remorseless. 
"I take it there's no question that you intended that the bomb 

go of£ that it explode on the street next to a building?" asked judge 
Miriam Goldman Cedarbaum during his trial in June 2010. "What 
building was going to be blown up by the bomb?" 

"Well, I didn't choose a specific building," Shahzad responded, 
"but I chose the center of Times Square." 

"Were there a lot of people in the street?" Judge Cedarbau~ 
inquired. 

"Yes," he said. "And obviously the time, it was evening, and obvi
ously it was a Saturday, so that's the time I chose." 

"That is," Judge Cedarbaum tried to clarify, "you wanted to injure 
a lot of people?" 

"Yes," Shahzad replied coldly. "Damage to the building and 

to injure people or kill people. But again, I would point out one 
thing in connection to the attack, that one has to understand where 
I'm coming from, because this is-I consider myself a mujahid, a 
Muslim soldier. The U.S. and the NATO forces, along with 40,50 
countries has attacked the Muslim lands. We-" 

"But not the people who were walking in Times Square that 
night," Judge Cedarbaum said, perplexed. "Did you look around to 
see who they were?" 
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"Well, the people select the government," Shahzad responded. 
"We consider them all the same. The drones, when they hit-" 

"Including the children?" she interrupted, pressing him. 
"Well," said Shahzad, "the drone hits in Afghanistan and Iraq, 

they don't see children, they don't see anybody. They kill women, 
children, they kill everybody. It's a war, and in war, they kill people. 
They're killing all Muslims." 

"Now we're not talking about them," Judge Cedarbaum clari, 
fied, "we're talking about you." 

"Well, I am part of that," he responded, starting to get annoyed. 
"I am part of the answer to the u.s. terrorizing the Muslim nations 
and the Muslim people, and on behalf of that, I'm avenging the 
attacks, because only-like living in U.S., the Americans only care 
about their people, but they don't care about the people elsewhere in 
the world when they die. Similarly, in Gaza Strip, somebody has to 
go and live with the family whose house is bulldozed by the Israeli 
bulldozer. There's a lot of aggression."66 

Several months later Judge Cedarbaum sentenced Shahzad, 
who had become an American citizen the year before, to life in 
prison. "There is really no basis here for me to believe that somebody 
who falsely swore allegiance to this country, who swore to defend 
this country, who took oath a year ago to defend this country and to 
be loyal to it, has now announced and by his conduct has evidenced 
that his desire is not to defend the United States or Americans, but 
to kill them," she said.67 

Shahzad responded, "I did swear, but I did not mean it."68 

Osama bin Laden, who was holed up in his Abbottabad house 
in Pakistan and monitoring news of the attack, was perturbed. In 
a late 2010 letter to al Qaidas general operations manager, Ati
yah Abd ai, Rahman al,Libi, bin Laden expressed indignation. "Of 

course you know that this is not permissible to tell such a lie to the 
enemies and is considered perfidy," bin Laden explained. "Perhaps 
the brother was not aware of this," he said, referring to Shahzad, 
"but it has raised questions about him. Please ask our brothers in 
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the T aliban in Pakistan to clarify the position and make clear that 

such perfidy is forbidden, and their position toward it and toward 

the brother is that perhaps he was unaware that wh,at he was doing 
was considered perfidy." 

But bin Laden wasn't done. He had recently seen a photo of 

Shahzad with Hakimullah Mehsud. "Please get clarification as 

to whether or not Mehsud was aware that the oath of American 

citizenship includes a pledge by the person taking the oath not to 
harm the United States," bin Laden told Libi. "You of course know 

the negative effects that can result from not minding this matter, 

and there is still the suspicion of the Mujahidin that they renege on 
oaths and commit perfidy."69 

In an e~mail to a friend several years before, Shahzad had 

explained that the time was drawing near for violent jihad. Hear~ 

kening to the day of resurrection, he quoted from the Qur'an. 

That Day shall a man flee from his brother, 

And from his mother and his father, 

And from his wife and his children. 

Everyman, that Day, will have enough to make him careless 

of others.7° 

The verse was more apt than he knew. His own family-his 
father, wife, and in~laws-were among the most distraught. His 

father, Bahar ul~Haq, was stunned and humiliated about his son's 

activities, which cast a shadow over his stellar professional career 
and his family's reputation. Shahzad's father~in~law, M. A. Mian, 

offered these words: "We all know these things, what the geopoliti~ 

cal problems are," he said. "Every day we sit in our living rooms with 

our friends and we discuss these issues. But to go to this extreme, 
this is unbelievable. He has lovely children. Two really lovely chil~ 
dren. As a father I would not be able to afford to lose my children."71 
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End of an Era 

The Shahzad plot signaled the end of an era. Both Art Cum' 

mings and Philip Mudd retired from the u.s. government. For 

Mudd, the end was bittersweet. He had joined the CIA in 1985 

and devoted most of his career to counterterrorism, moving to the 

FBI in 2005 and eventually becoming its senior intelligence adviser. 

President Obama nominated him to become undersecretary for 

intelligence and analysis in the Department of Homeland Security, 

with the support of Secretary Janet Napolitano. But Mudd quickly 
ran into problems. Democrats on Capitol Hill announced that 

they would probe Mudd's knowledge of and role in coercive inter' 

rogation techniques while he was at the CIA, including his time as 

deputy director of the Counterterrorism Center. Rather than risk a 

confirmation fight, he withdrew his name and retired early in 2010. 
"The President believes that Phil Mudd would have been an 

excellent Undersecretary of Intelligence and Analysis but under, 

stands his personal decision and the choice he has made," remarked 

White House spokesman Nick Shapiro.72 It was a halfhearted, if 

not disingenuous, defense of Mudd. The White House did not 

have the stomach for a major confrontation with congressional 

Democrats over the legacy of coercive techniques. 
For Art Cummings, the end was sweeter. In his twenty,three, 

year career with the FBI he had worked virtually every type of case 

as an agent. He had systematically risen up the FBI's hierarchy to 
head counterterrorism and counterintelligence, thanks in part to 

his extraordinary competence, hard work, and blunt approach. It 

was fitting, then, for Cummings to retire on May 1, 2010, the day of 
Shahzad's attempted attack. The timing couldn't have been better. 

"We're winning," Cummings said to himself. "Even Timothy 

McVeigh could put a serious bomb together. But al Qa'ida was 
clearly on the ~ane. Shahzad's bomb was a piece of crap."73 
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By LATE 2010, Ayman al~Zawahiri was under excruciating stress. 

Life as a fugitive in Pakistan had taken a heavy toll on his 

health and psychological well~being. His moods swung between 

cagey optimism about the war and morbid fatalism. Perhaps his 
biggest albatross, however, was the CIA's drone program. For the 

past several years, Hellfire missiles from CIA drones had harassed 
al Qa'ida and allied leaders across Pakistan's tribal areas. For Zawa~ 

hiri, the list of fallen comrades was haunting. T ehreek-e T aliban 

leader Baitullah Mehsud was killed in August 2009, external 

operations chief Saleh al~Somali in December 2009, general man~ 

ager Shaykh Sa'id al~Masri in May 2010, senior al Qa'ida opera~ 
tions officer Abu 'Abd aI-Rahman al~Najdi in September 2010. In 

nearby Iraq, al Qa'ida leader Abu Hamza al~Muhajir was killed in 

April 2010. The list went on. 

In December 2010, Zawahiri sent an urgent message to Osama 
bin Laden. "The subject is that of security and precaution," Zawa~ 

hiri wrote. "A lot, if not most, of the injuries resulting from the spy 

planes are a result of the negligence of the brothers who don't want 

to change their lifestyle and abandon simple things that every sane 
person would try to avoid."! 

The pace of drone strikes had increased under CIA director 

Leon Panetta. With the support of the White House and Pentagon 

414 
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leadership, CIA officials believed that drone strikes were having a 

dramatic impact on al Qa'ida. As with most of America's successful 

efforts against al Qa'ida since September 11, the drone campaign 

involved several U.S. intelligence agencies, which recruited human 
assets in villages, intercepted electronic communications, and ana

lyzed satellite and other imagery. The difference now was that they 
had improved the ability to pull it all together quickly and fire a 

missile when an opportunity arose. But the drone strikes were con
troversial; one Western public opinion poll found that 76 percent of 

respondents in the Federally Administered Tribal Areas opposed 

the U.S. drones and only 22 percent supported them.2 

Zawahiri probably realized that if central al Qa'ida operatives 

in Pakistan failed to improve their security and change their pro

cedures, the organization would be eliminated. Six months later 

al Qa'ida leaders warned their adherents in a public communique 
that the movement's survival hinged on "taking precautions, work

ing in total secrecy, and making use of all means to do damage to 
the enemy:'3 Al Qa'ida was not dead. But it had been weakened and 

was now more decentralized than ever, with affiliated groups from 

Yemen to Iraq, allied groups like Lashkar-e-T aiba, and informal 

networks scattered across the globe. 
In addition, several factors had limited Osama bin Laden's role 

in plotting attacks against the U.S. homeland, including communi

cations obstacles and disagreements among the group's senior lead

ers. While al Qa'ida's leaders wanted to target the United States 

and other Western countries, some suggested focusing on Afghani

stan and local wars elsewhere. In a May 2010 letter to bin Laden, 

Zawahiri indicated that the struggle with the United States and the 

West would be settled on the battlefields of Iraq and Afghanistan 
rather than "in [America's] backyard." A few months before, Shaykh 

Sa'id aI-Masri had written to bin Laden and argued that al Qa'ida 

could not expand operations in the United States for the moment 
because of financial constraints, a limited number of operatives, and 

improved U.S. security procedures. And in a January 2010 letter to 
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bin Laden, he and Atiyah abd al~Rahman al~Libi had warned that 
attempts to attack the United States might "not succeed."4 

For Zawahiri and bin Laden, the more difficult struggle, and 

perhaps the most important one, was still being waged across the 
Internet and in social media forums. But even the battle of ideas 

for the hearts and minds of Muslims was not going well. Al Qa'ida 

had lost popular support because of its resort to violence, failure 

to achieve any of its strategic objectives, and promulgation of a 

fringe ideology. 
The third wave was coming to an end. For the moment, Zawa~ 

hiri was safe. His longtime colleague, however, was not. The end 
had come for Osama bin Laden. 

Where Have You Been? 

Around August 2010 the National Security Agency intercepted a 

cell phone call. Abu Ahmed al~Kuwaiti, who was suspected by U.S. 

intelligence agencies of being a courier to Osama bin Laden, received 
a call from an old friend. "Where have you beent Kuwaiti's friend 

asked. "We've missed you. What's going on in your life:' And what 

are you doing now?" It seemed like an innocent question. 
''I'm back with the people I was with before," Kuwaiti responded, 

somewhat vaguely. 
For eavesdropping intelligence analysts, it was a chilling 

moment. As Kuwaiti's friend undoubtedly realized, the answer sug~ 

gested that he had returned to the inner circle of Osama bin Laden, 

the world's most wanted man. Understanding the heavy burden on 
Kuwaiti's shoulders, his friend paused for a moment. "May God 

facilitate," he solemnly replied.s 

As with the intercept that initiated the hunt for Najibullah 

Zazi in October 2009, the National Security Agency had played a 
key role in picking up bin Laden's trail, which had mostly gone cold 

since the al Qa'ida leader had escaped from the mountains ofTora 



WE GOT HIM 417 

Bora in December 2001. Now it was time for other u.s agencies to 

lend their skills: the Central Intelligence Agency, with its network 
of spies and special activities capabilities; the National Reconnais, 

sance Office, with its range of clandestine satellites; the National 

Geospatial,Intelligence Agency, with its geospatial analysis; U.S. 

special operations forces, with their ability to conduct clandestine 

strikes; and the White House, trying to direct the show. 

A few years earlier, Khalid Sheikh Mohammed and Abu Faraj 
al,Libi, who were still detained at the U.S. prison in Guantanamo 

Bay, had helped confirm that Kuwaiti was a trusted confidant and 

courier of bin Laden. Now U.S. intelligence agencies had a phone 

number to monitor. The CIA's Counterterrorism Center came alive. 

Agents quickly got a lock on Kuwaiti, who drove a white SUV with 
the image of a white rhino emblazoned on the spare,tire cover. They 

began tracking the vehicle.6 In August 2010 an analyst tapped out a 
memo on "Closing in on Bin Laden Courier," saying that her team 

believed Kuwaiti was somewhere on the outskirts of Islamabad. A 
revised memo, tided "Anatomy of a Lead," was finished in Septem, 
ber and e,mailed to a small group on a need,to,know basis.? U.S. 

intelligence agencies had tracked Kuwaiti to a walled compound in 

Abbottabad. 
If bin Laden was hiding there, in a busy suburb not far from 

Pakistan's military academy, the news would challenge much of 

what the CIA had assumed about his hideout. His three' story 
compound was situated about a mile from the intersection of Kara, 

koram Highway and Kokul Street, down a dirt road where cars 

kicked up chocolate clouds of dust. It was located in an area known 

as Bilal Town. In a small dwelling nearby, the CIA established a 
safe house to monitor Kuwaiti, his family, and others who came and 

went. U.S. agencies watched and waited, putting together a "pattern 

oflife" for everyone at the compound. 

U.S. analysts marveled at the counterintelligence practices used 
at the compound. When Kuwaiti or others left, they waited up to 

ninety minutes before even placing a battery in their mobile phones, 
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let alone making a call. 8 The compound was about 2 miles north~ 

east of downtown Abbottabad and was shaped like a scalene tri~ 

angle with one of the corners shaved off. Its whitewashed exterior 
walls rose 18 feet above the ground and were topped with barbed 
wire. Built around 2005, it had a 7~foot~high privacy wall on a third~ 

floor terrace, which enabled bin Laden to meander outside with~ 

out being seen. In fact, privacy screens on the balconies blocked 

all sight lines. The house had no phone or Internet connections, 

which meant that it gave off no "electronic signature"-intelligence 
lingo for phone calls or e~mail traffic that can be monitored by pry~ 

ing agencies. Bin Laden had been excruciatingly careful in other 
ways, too: "They had not thrown the house waste or garbage to the 

street," said Asghar Marwat, one of his erstwhile neighbors, "but 
instead disposed of it inside the house."9 

Access to the compound was possible only through a green 

metal gate that led down a gritty passageway with 12~foot~high 

walls on either side. It dead~ended at yet another security gate, 

which opened to an inner compound where bin Laden lived. Abu 
Ahmed al~Kuwaiti lived with his family in the guest house, sepa~ 

rated from the' main house by a 12~foot~high wall. The family of 
Kuwaiti's brother, who was co~owner of the complex, lived on the 

first floor of the main house with other women and children. Bin 

Laden lived on the second and third floors, behind translucent win~ 

dows. The main house was spartan. Each bedroom had an attached 

bathroom and its own kitchen, which enabled its occupants to live 

independently. One of the first~floor rooms was used as a classroom, 

with a whiteboard, piles of paper, and stacks of children's textbooks. 

Neighbors said that none of the children living at the house went to 

local schools; they were home~schooled. Bin Laden and his coterie 
were mostly self sufficient. Residents grew most of their vegetables 

within the compound and lived on a simple diet consisting of dates, 

olive oil, walnuts, onions, tomatoes, okra, carrots, and dried meat. 

In addition, two buffaloes provided milk and two hundred hens 

supplied eggs, a key source of protein. 
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Osama Bin Laden had been living as a prisoner in his own 
home, starved for information but unable to leave because of the 

suffocating security precautions. He had aged considerably since 
September 11. Standing a sinewy six feet, four inches, he had a 

haggard face that showed the toll of a life spent evading intelligence 

agencies from virtually every major country in the world. His deep, 

penetrating eyes looked fatigued and forlorn. His fisdength, wiry 
beard had turned gray, and dark weathered circles were now visible 

just beneath his eyesockets. Still, bin Laden kept a box of Just for 
Men hair coloring to die his beard.lO One of his few pleasures was 

surfing through Al Jazeera and other satellite stations in a drab, 
cream-colored room; a blanket covered the window, and a singk 

light bulb sent shadows dancing along the walls. The room was 

furnished with an antiquated television set perched on a cheap ply

wood desk and connected to a satellite by a jumbled mass of wires. 
Dusty books cluttered the roomY 

On March 14, 2011, after seven months of intelligence

gathering, President Obama held a National Security Council 

meeting to discuss potential courses of action against the Abbot
tabad compoundP The connections with Kuwaiti, abnormally 

conspicuous security measures, and bin Laden's own history of fru

gal living were telling. What were their options in capturing or kill

ing bin Laden? 

Tough Choices 

Over a decade of experience against al Qa'ida provided a wealth of 
information, both positive and negative, about those options. Each 

carried risks. CIA officials settled on five possibilities, which they 

pushed to decision-makers at the White HouseP 

The first two options involved working closely with Pakistan. 

One was to give the intelligence to Pakistan and let its agents con

duct the raid. A second, slightly more plausible option was to work 
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closely with Pakistan's lSI and other security agencies to capture or 
kill bin Laden. The U.S.~Pakistan relationship had worked fairly 
well after the September 11 attacks, when scores of al Qa ida opera~ 
tives, such as Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, Abu Zubaydah, Ramzi 
bin al~Shibh, and Abu Faraj al~Libi, were captured. During those 
years the CIA's chief of station had a good relationship with Presi~ 
dent Musharraf and the heads ofISI and the military. 

The problem with both options, however, was that those days of 
trust and close collaboration were gone. By 2011 their relationship 
had deteriorated to the point that the CIA chief of station had a 

difficult time getting meetings with anyone higher than the head of 
the lSI's Counterterrorism Wing. To make matters worse, a senior 
Pakistan government official had publically identified at least one 

chief of station, compromising his covert position and forcing him 
to leave the country. Skirmishes had damaged the relationship: 
Pakistan's capture of CIA contractor Raymond Davis; hostilities 
along the Afghanistan~Pakistan border between U.S. and Paki~ 
stani forces; Pakistani government support of the T aliban and 
other Afghan insurgent groups; and attacks against supply trucks 
in Pakistan, which were loaded with fuel and supplies for U.S. and 
NATO forces in Afghanistan. 

Could the United States trust Pakistan to cooperate and ensure 
that such a sensitive operation wasn't leaked? No, President Obama 
decided. 

"There was a real lack of confidence that the Pakistanis could 
keep this secret for more than a nanosecond," said one of Obamas 
advisers involved in the National Security Council debates.14 

A third option was a Predator strike. While drones had been 
effective in killing al Qi ida leaders, as Zawahiri had acknowledged, 
a strike against bin Laden was bound to attract unprecedented pub~ 
lie attention. With women and children from the bin Laden and 
Kuwaiti families in the compound, there would undoubtedly be a 
public backlash because of civilian casualties. The drone program 
was already unpopular in Pakistan. As far back as December 2005, 
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CIA and other US. officials had weighed the risks of drone strikes 
in Pakistan-especially compared to other military options-when 
they targeted al Qa'ida's external operations leader, Hamza Rabi'a. 
At that time senior Department of Defense officials had decided 
against sending in a team of US. special operations forces to cap
ture Rabi'a and had killed him with a drone. In that case and over 
the next several years, the Department of Defense generally pre
ferred CIA drone strikes to military boots on the ground, because 
drones didn't risk American lives. Yet a high-profile Predator strike 
against bin Laden might be different, especially if the Pakistani gov
ernment was not involved in the operation. US. officials worried 
that the Pakistani government might react with a public relations 
campaign that highlighted the killing of women and children at the 
compound, which would exacerbate anti-Americanism in Pakistan. 

The fourth option was an assault by a paramilitary CIA ground 
unit, which would minimize the number of casualties. In the late 
1990s, US. officials considered various CIA ground options to 
capture or kill bin Laden while he was in Afghanistan, but they 
eventually rejected them as too risky.15 Another problem was that 

this mission would be anything but covert. Ifbin Laden was indeed 
inside the compound, there would be a media circus. Was it too 
risky to open up America's most secretive intelligence units to an 
international microscopd And, regardless, were they the best mili
tary organization for this mission? 

A variant of this option, which had been strongly considered 
in targeting bin Laden in the late 1990s, was the use of a surrogate 
force. By the fall of 1997, the CIA's bin Laden unit had sketched out 
a plan for utilizing Afghan "tribals" to capture bin Laden in Afghan
istan and hand him over for trial either in the United States or in an 
Arab country. In February 1998, for example, CIA director George 
Tenet walked National Security Adviser Sandy Berger through a 
plan in which Afghan surrogates would subdue the guards, enter 
Tarnak Farms (bin Laden's residence at the time), and grab their 
target. CIA operative Gary Schroen, who was involved in the plan-
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ning efforts, estimated that the probability of capturing or killing 

bin Laden was about 40 percent. In a May 6, 1998, cable to CIA 

Headquarters, Schroen also noted that there were risks. There 

would come a point, he wrote, when "we step back and keep our 

fingers crossed that the [tribalsJ prove as good (and as lucky) as they 
think they will be."16 CIA and US. special operations forces had 

learned the hard way in Tora Bora in 2001 that relying on locals 

could be risky. They were not always reliable, would not be as pro~ 

ficient as as American forces, and might trigger questions from the 
public and Congress about why the world's only superpower had 

outsourced the most important raid in American history to some~ 

one else. 

This left a final option: to utilize elite US. special operations 
forces to conduct a raid in close cooperation with the CIA. There 

were risks, of course. The failed attempt in April 1980 to rescue 

American hostages in Iran, code~named Operation Eagle Claw and 

led by the US. Army's Delta Force, had been a political nightmare 
for Jimmy Carter after several helicopters crashed and the opera~ 

tion was aborted. In the late 1990s, Clinton administration offi~ 

cials were also wary of using special operations forces to capture 
bin Laden because of the risks of American military casualties 

and concerns about the quality of intelligence. But as Lieutenant 
General William Boykin, a founding member of Delta Force and 

deputy undersecretary of defense for intelligence, bluntly summa~ 

rized, "Opportunities were missed because of an unwillingness to 
take risks and a lack of vision and understanding."17 

The fifth option was the most plausible, in part because special 

operations forces had conducted thousands of missions over the past 

decade in Afghanistan, Iraq, and other countries. They had plenty 
of practice. Perhaps more important, the CIA and SEAL Team Six, 

officially known as the Naval Special Warfare Development Group 
(DEVGRU), had developed a productive, close relationship, thanks 

in large part to the efforts of Vice Admiral William McRaven, the 

head of Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC), and Admiral 
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Eric Olson, the head of u.s. Special Operations Command. So 

President Obama turned to ]SOC to execute the raid in collabora~ 

tion with the CIA. Because of the sensitive nature of the operation, 
however, it would be considered a covert action and come under 

Title 50 of the United States Code. In practical terms, this meant 

that the bin Laden raid would technically be a CIA operation, not a 

Department of Defense one, though it would utilize SEALs during 

the execution phase. 
In a National Security Council meeting on March 29, 2011, 

President Obama asked McRaven a series of rough questions: How 

much time will they need to get the strike going~ How quickly can 
they move~ What will they do if the compound has a safe room~ 
What if bin Laden isn't there~ How would you get bin Laden out~18 

On April 29 the president met with his national security team 

in the Diplomatic Room of the White House before heading to 

Alabama to survey tornado damage. Not everyone on his team 

supported military action, including Michael Leiter, director of 
the National Counterterrorism Center. The intelligence that bin 

Laden was in the compound wasn't definitive, the operation was 

risky, and it could ignite a political firestorm in Pakistan. Most of 

these concerns had a familiar ring for those involved in the 1990s 

debates about targeting bin Laden. Yet the longer the administra~ 

tion waited to secure more intelligence, the greater the risk that bin 

Laden might leave, the more likely that he would realize he was 

being watched, and the higher the probability that U.S. planning 
efforts would leak. Almost exactly a year before, WikiLeaks had 

begun releasing classified material on the Internet. In October 2010 

it had released the "Iraq War Logs" and that April it had begun 
releasing files related to Guantinamo. 

On Saturday, April 30, the president said he wanted to talk to 

Vice Admiral McRaven. In a twelve~minute phone call, according 
to an aide who took notes of their conversation, the president told 

McRaven that he supported the mission. "I couldn't have any more 

confidence in you than the confidence I have in you and your force," 
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Obama said. "Godspeed to you and your forces. Please pass on to 
them my personal thanks for their service and the message that I 
personally will be following this mission very closely."19 

That was it. The decision had been made. By this time the CIA 
had "red-teamed to death" a broader series of questions. What if, 
for example, Abu Ahmed aI-Kuwaiti and his family were drug deal
ers? This could explain some of the security precautions, though 
probably not the extent of them. But it still left unanswered the 
question of why the individual who lived on the second and third 
floors never left the building. And Kuwaiti's long-standing relation
ship with bin Laden and the intercepted phone calls suggested that 
a senior al Qa'ida leader was probably there. The intelligence was 
far from perfect, but CIA officials assessed that it was "likely" that 
bin Laden was the individual. 20 

The Raid 

April 30, 2011, was a moonless night in the city of Abbottabad. The 
temperature had dipped from a comfortable 82 degrees in midaft
ernoon to a brisk 57 degrees by midnight. A few scattered clouds 
lazily wisped across the sky, pushed by a gentle northeast breeze. 
The sounds of the day-the grating of plows and the shrill bleating 
of sheep-had given way to the placid tranquillity of evening. 

Abbottabad sits on a plateau at the southwestern cusp of Rash 
Plain and is bounded on all sides by the Sarban Hills, which offer 
breathtaking views. The area is rich in minerals, with generous 
deposits of biotite, granite, limestone, schist, soapstone, and quartz. 
Once a vast lake, Rash Plain is still marshy in the center, though 
most of the area has been drained. Farmers grow maize and pota
toes. Subsistence agriculture reigns supreme here. The Karakoram 
Highway slices through the city, heading south to the Indus Plain 
and north to the Indian border. 

On Sunday, May 1, several members of the president's National 
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Security Council and a handful of others huddled around a large 

conference table in the Situation Room at the White House. They 

ordered sandwich platters from Costco. President Obama was 
there, along with National Security Adviser Tom Donilon, Vice 

President Biden, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, Secretary 

of Defense Robert Gates, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
Admiral Michael Mullen, Assistant to the President for Home

land Security and Counterterrorism John Brennan, and Direc

tor of National Intelligence James Clapper. CIA director Leon 
Panetta participated by video teleconference from CIA Headquar

ters and sent one of his senior counterterrorism officials to attend 

m person. 
"It was probably one of the most anxiety-filled periods of time, I 

think, in the lives of the people who were assembled," said Brennan. 
''The minutes passed like days."21 

That evening bin Laden paced back and forth in the house. This 

seemed to calm him down. Around midnight on the night of April 
30, nearly two dozen SEALs, a Pakistani-American translator, and 

a Belgian Malinois dog named Cairo lifted off from a base in J alal

abad, Afghanistan, 160 miles to the west of Abbottabad, aboard 
two MH-60 Black Hawk helicopters modified to mask heat, noise, 

and movement. Three large Chinook helicopters carrying a backup 

team of twenty-four SEALs put down near the Indus River, a ten

minute flight from the compound.22 The helicopters closed in on 

the compound around one o'clock in the morning on May 1. 
Neighbors were among the first to notice. "Helicopter hovering 

above Abbottabad at lAM (is a rare event)," Sohaib Athar wrote on 

his Twitter account. "Go away helicopter, before I take out my giant 
swatter :_/,,23 

Athar was an information technology consultant working 

remotely in Abbottabad. His house was a mile and a half from bin 

Laden's compound. A night owl, he was typing on his laptop when 

he heard the helicopter blades.24 

"A huge window shaking bang here in Abbottabad Cantt," he 



426 HUNTING IN THE SHADOWS 

tweeted a few minutes later. "I hope it's not the start of something 
nasty :~j"25 

The SEALs first saw bin Laden as they advanced up to the third 

floor and he retreated to his bedroom. After entering the bedroom 

and pushing aside bin Laden's wives, who were trying to shield him, 

one of the SEALs focused the infrared laser of his M4 carbine on 

bin Laden's chest and squeezed the trigger. Bin Laden, who was 

wearing a tan shalwar kameez and a prayer cap, fell backward. The 

SEAL fired a second round into his head, just above his left eye, and 

spoke into his radio. 
"Geronimo EKIA," he announced, using the acronym for 

"enemy killed in sction."26 

Geronimo was the execution checklist word for the operation, 

which indicated that bin Laden had been killed. Several others 
were also killed: Abu Ahmed al~Kuwaiti, his thirty~three~year~old 

brother Abrar, Osama bin Laden's son Khalid, and Abrar's wife 

Bushra. Word quickly began to spread. 

Someone shot a tweet back to Sohaib Athar from an account 
with the name ISuckBigTime. "Osama Bin Laden killed in Abbot~ 

tabad, Pakistan.: lSI has confirmed it." 

"Uh oh, there goes the neighborhood :1' lamented Athar. "I 

need to sleep," he continued, "but Osama had to pick this day to 

die :~/" 

Athar was now famous-or, perhaps more appropriately, infa~ 

mous. "Uh oh," he later tweeted, "now I'm the guy who liveblogged 
the Osama raid without knowing it."27 

Bin Laden's British step~grandson found out about the kill~ 

ing through a text message which read, "Your grand~dad is dead. 
Watch the news."2B 

Social media had now captured the most significant and 

ostensibly clandestine counterterrorism raid in U.S. government 

history-live. It took about forty minutes to land the helicopters, 

kill bin Laden, and scoop his archives into garbage bags. 
The explosive global reaction to bin Laden's death began imme~ 
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diately, illustrating how far his ideas had spread-and how much 

he was reviled. An unprecedented wave of messages overwhelmed 

Twitter, surpassing a frenzied five thousand "tweets-per-second" 
rate on the night of May 1.29 Western media outlets chimed in. The 

New York Post trumpeted, "We Got Him!" And the New York Daily 
News wrote "ROT IN HELL" in oversized print across a glossy 

photo of bin Laden. 

Back at the White House, President Obama was visibly relieved. 
"We got him," he said solemnly.30 

Bin Laden was now dead. But was it definitely him? U.S. agen

cies scrambled to confirm his identity. First, one of bin Laden's wives 

identified him to the SEAL team. Second, using facial recognition 

methods, CIA specialists compared photos of the body to known 

photos of bin Laden and were able to determine with 95 percent 

certainty that it was him. The process analyzed his facial features, 
including the shape and size of his eyes, ears, and nose. Third, DNA 

analysis conducted separately by Defense Department and CIA 

labs positively identified bin Laden. DNA samples collected from 
his body were compared to a comprehensive DNA profile derived 

from his extended family. Based on that analysis, U.S. officials 

concluded that the DNA was unquestionably his. The possibility 

of a mistaken identity was approximately one in 11.8 quadrillion. 
Fourth, based on an initial review of the captured documents from 

the compound, the SEALs assessed that much of this information, 

including personal correspondence between Osama bin Laden and 

others, would only have been in his possession. Finally, al Qa'ida 

released its own statement acknowledging the death of bin Laden.31 

Still, the SEALs weren't done. They lugged out bags of hard 

drives, thumb drives, cell phones, DVDs, computers, and manu

als in English and Arabic. The helicopters landed back in Jalalabad 

around 3 a.m. and were met by Vice Admiral McRaven and the 
CIA chief of station from Afghanistan. At dawn, bin Laden's body 

was loaded into a V-22 Osprey that flew to the USS Carl Vinson, a 
nuclear-powered aircraft carrier stationed in the Arabian Sea. The 
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body was wrapped in a white burial shroud and washed following 
traditional Muslim burial customs. It was then placed in a weighted 

bag and a military officer read prepared remarks, which were trans
lated into Arabic. Afterward, bin Laden's body was placed on a flat 

board, which was elevated on one side, and the body slid off into 
the sea.32 

Full Circle 

Like the organization he founded, the terrorist leader had come full 

circle. Al Qa'ida was born in August 1988 at his house in Pesha

war, Pakistan. And he died at his compound in Abbottabad, only 

a hundred miles northwest. His firebrand version of Islam was in 

decline but not dead-at least, not yet. The past several years had 

been challenging for him as a fugitive. Bin Laden's most significant 

obsession remained al Qa'ida's struggle against the United States 

and its allies across South Asia and the Arab world. It had not been 

going as well as he had hoped. 
Before going to Abbottabad, bin Laden had moved around like 

a vagabond. He had trekked through the Afghan mountains near 

Tora Bora and entered Pakistan in December 2001, briefly returned 

to Afghanistan around Konar Province sometime later, and lived 

for about two years in the city of Haripur, 20 miles southwest of 

Abbottabad along the Karakoram Highway. In 2005 he moved to 

Abbottabad. For an avowed militant, it was an ironic place to land. 

Founded in 1853, the city was named after Major James Abbott, the 

first British deputy commissioner of the region, who served from 

1849 to 1853 under the British colonial administration of India. 

The city also was home CO the Pakistan Military Academy, a four

year coeducational institution that trained Pakistan Army officers. 

Two thousand guests each year, from more than thirty-four coun

tries, also received training there. Before leaving Abbottabad, Major 

Abbott wrote a poem about his experience in the city: 



Oh Abbottabad we are leaving you now 
To your natural beauty do I bow 
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Perhaps your winds [sic] sound will never reach my ear 
My gift for you is a few sad tears 
I bid you farewell with a heavy heart 
Never from my mind will your memories thwart.33 

The pursuit of al Qi ida did not end with bin Laden's death. 
In June 2011, al Qa'idis external operations chie£ Ilyas Kashmiri, 
who had advised David Headley, was killed in a drone strike in 
South Waziristan. In August another drone strike killed Atiyah 
abd aI-Rahman al-Libi, al Qa'ida's general manager, who served as 
a conduit between al Qa'ida's affiliated groups and its leadership. 
In September 2011 the United States killed Anwar al-Awlaki in 
northern Yemen. And later in 2011 a drone strike in Pakistan killed 
Jude Kenan Mohammad, an American who was part of the North 
Carolina jihad cell that planned attacks against the U.S. Marine 
base in Quantico, Virginia, but who had fled to Pakistan in late 
2008.34 

. The third wave was over, thanks to several factors. First, the 

United States had developed a light-footprint approach, where it 
effectively targeted al Qi ida leaders like Awlaki. In Pakistan the 
U.S. increased drone strikes that severely disrupted al Qa'idis com
mand and control, hampered communications, decreased morale, 
limited freedom of movement, and delayed the planning cycle of 
terrorist operations. In addition, the United States withdrew its 
conventional military forces from Iraq by December 2011 and 
began to decrease the number of forces in Afghanistan. Second, 
al Qa'ida had resurrected a punishment strategy in Pakistan, Iraq, 
and across Africa. On August 14, 2011, for example, al Qa'ida in 
Iraq helped coordinate forty-two attacks against civilians and Iraqi 
security forces, making it the most violent day of the year. Third, 
the United States increased support to countries across the Horn 
of Africa, the Arabian Peninsula, and North Africa. In several 
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of these countries, such as Somalia, government forces effectively 

cracked down on al Qa ida and its affiliates. A growing number of 

al Shabaab militants in that country began to defect to the govern

ment. Sheikh Ali Hassan Gheddi, a defector who had previously 

served as a deputy commander-in-chief of al Shabaab, indicated 
that "al Shabaab's cruelty against the people is what forced me to 

defect to the government side. They extort money from the people 
and deal with them against the teaching of Islam."35 

Though the third wave had ended, al Qa ida was not dead. The 

key challenge for U.S. and other Western policy makers was now 

straightforward: to prevent a fourth wave. 



PART IV 

THE FOURTH WAVE? 



PREVENTION 

FOR MANY OFFICIALS who had served at the center of America's 

counterterrorist efforts, including Art Cummings and Philip 
Mudd, Osama bin Laden's death was long overdue. There was an 

enormous sense of relief and satisfaction. Cummings, who had 

joined a global investment firm in Connecticut, praised the deci

sion to order the raid. "It was a courageous step, a gutsy move," he 
thought. "If the u.s. had failed, it would have emboldened al Qa'ida 

and it would have been all over the news." 

Cummings believed that the death of bin Laden dealt al Qa'ida 

a severe blow. "There was no charismatic leader left. Who is the 

face of al Qa'ida nowr It doesn't have a single face."l 

Philip Mudd's reaction was similar, though perhaps more 

reserved about the future. After retiring from the FBI, he took on 
projects for the New America Foundation, Oxford Analytica, and 

George Washington University. Mudd was in Washington when 
the news broke about bin Laden's raid. "I wouldn't say I was happy," 

he said. "That's not the right word. Maybe relieved." 

As he turned on the television, Mudd was uncomfortable with 

the celebratory, almost giddy reaction in the United States, as hun

dreds gathered near the White House and Ground Zero in New 

York City, chanting "USA" and singing the national anthem and 
"God Bless America." "You don't celebrate killing someone like 

433 
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that," he emphasized. Not like a Super Bowl victory or a frat party. 
"War is never a good thing." 

There was also nothing final about bin Laden's death, thought 
Mudd. The war wasn't over by a long shot. "Another chapter is writ

ten in a long book," he reflected. 

It was a measured response. Mudd believed that while al 

Qa'ida's central leadership had weakened, the threat from its affili

ates would probably grow more pronounced.2 

A few years earlier, Director of National Intelligence John 

Negroponte had come to a similar realization. "Osama bin Laden, 

and al Qa'ida more broadly, had a mergers and acquisition strategy," 
Negroponte noted. Al Qa'ida leaders in Pakistan spent a consider

able amount of time negotiating to "acquire" groups like Algeria's 

Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat, he pointed out, which 
became al Qa'ida in the Islamic Maghreb in 2006. "AI Qa'ida began 

to gradually behave more like a conglomerate with a loose corporate 

headquarters," Negroponte observed, "and delegated authority to 
its affiliates."3 

An Evolving Threat 

Negroponte's assessment was accurate. But some government offi

cials appeared to mistake the end of the third wave for the end of 

al Qa'ida. Leon Panetta, who became secretary of defense in July 
2011, remarked that the United States was "within reach of strate

gically defeating al Qa'ida."4 President Obama repeated this claim, 

noting that "we have put al Qa'ida on a path to defeat" because of 

the death of bin Laden and other senior operatives.s But was this 

decline permanent~ 
The evidence is far from clear. As we have seen, there have been 

three major al Qa'ida waves over the past two and a half decades, 

characterized by a surge in terrorist plots and attacks, which have 

been followed by reverse waves. Based on al Qa'ida's ability to regen-
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erate, Americas counterterrorism priority should be preventing a 

fourth wave of al Qa'ida-inspired terrorism, a possible outcome if 

policymakers fail to understand past lessons. 
Since its establishment, al Qa'ida has evolved from a somewhat 

hierarchical organization to a much more diffuse one comprising 
five tiers: central al Qaida, affiliated groups, allied groups, allied 

networks, and inspired networks.6 

Central al Qa ida included the organization's leaders, who 

were based in Pakistan. Despite the death of key figures like bin 
Laden, several top leaders remained. Al Qa'ida's goals continued to 

include overthrowing regimes in the Middle East (the near enemy) 

and fighting the United States and its allies (the far enemy) who 

supported them. Some senior officials, including Saif al-Adel and 

Yasin al-Suri, played key roles from Iran. Yasin al-Suri was a senior 
al Qa'ida facilitator who helped raise money through his connec

tions to Gulf-based fundraisers, and he was also involved in al 

Qaida's external plotting. Several individuals, including Umar Abd 
aI-Rahman (also known as Sayfullah), a son of the "blind sheikh," 

Umar Abd aI-Rahman, plotted attacks against the United States. 

Still others had ties to the United States, including Adnan el

Shukrijumah and Adam Gadahn. 

The second tier included a range of affiliated groups that 
became formal branches of al Qa ida. They benefited from central 

al Qa'ida's financial assistance and received at least some guidance, 

training, arms, money, or other support. They often added al Qa'ida 
to their name to identify themselves as affiliates, such as al Qa ida 
in Iraq, al Qa'ida in the Arabian Peninsula, al Qa'ida in the Islamic 

Maghreb, and al Qa'ida East Africa. In addition, al Shabaab oper

ated in Somalia and e~oyed a relationship with diaspora communi

ties elsewhere, including in the United States. In July 2010 the FBI 

arrested several individuals in the United States-Zachary Adam 
Chesser, Carlos Eduardo Almonte, and Mohamed Mahmood 

Alessa-because of their relationship with al Shabaab.7 In Octo

ber 2011 a Minnesota jury convicted Amina Farah Ali and Hawo 
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Mohamed Hassan, both naturalized u.s. citizens from Somalia, of 
conspiracy to provide material support to al Shabaab.8 

The third tier involved allied groups that established a direct 
relationship with al Qa'ida but did not become formal members. 
This arrangement enabled the groups to remain independent and 
pursue their own goals but to work with al Qa ida for specific 
operations or training purposes when their interests converged. 
One example was Tehreek-e Taliban Pakistan, whose interests 
remained largely parochial, though the group was involved in ter
rorist plots overseas-including Faisal Shahzad's failed attack in 
Times Square. In May 2011 the FBI arrested a group in Miami 
led by Hafiz Muhammad Sher Ali Khan for terrorist support to 

Tehreek-e Taliban Pakistan.9 Another allied group was Lashkar-e
Taiba, which David Headley had worked with while living in Chi
cago. Lashkar posed a growing threat to the United States, and its 
close ties to Pakistan's spy agency further complicated America's 
relationship with Pakistan. In September 2011 the FBI arrested 
Jubair Ahmad in Woodbridge, Virginia, for providing material 
support to Lashkar-e-Taiba.lO By 2012, a Salafist group in Nigeria 
named Boko Haram developed relations with al Qa ida and con
ducted a range of attacks in the country. 

The fourth tier involved allied networks, small, dispersed 
groups of adherents who enjoyed some direct connection with al 
Qaida. These groups were not large insurgent organizations but 
often self-organized networks that congregated, radicalized, and 
planned attacks. In June 2010 five young men from Alexandria, 
Virginia-Ahmed Abdullah Minni, Aman Hassan Yemer, Waqar 
Khan, Khalid Farooq, and Ramy Zamzam-were sentenced to 
ten years in a Pakistani prison for conspiring to commit terrorist 
attacks. They had developed a close relationship with al Qa'ida 
operatives, including Jude Kenan Mohammad. 

Finally, the inspired networks were those who had no direct 
contact to al Qa ida central but who were motivated by the al Qa ida 
cause and outraged by perceived oppression in Iraq, Afghanistan, 
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Chechnya, and Palestinian territory. They tended to be motivated 
by a hatred of the West and its allied regimes in the Muslim world. 
Without direct support, these networks tended to be amateurish, 
though they could occasionally be lethal. In February 2011, Kha~ 
lid Aldawsari was arrested in Lubbock, Texas, for planning terror~ 

ist attacks after purchasing sulfuric acid, nitric acid, wiring, and 
other bomb~making materialY In September 2011, Rezwan Fer~ 

daus, who lived outside Boston, was arrested for plotting to attack 
the Pentagon and the U.S. Capitol with remote~controlled aircraft 
filled with C-4 plastic explosivesP Both had planned attacks with~ 
out the aid of central al Qa'ida or its affiliated groups. 

Wave Patterns 

Al Qa'ida's ability to launch attacks has not been linear but has 

ebbed and flowed over time. Yet the West's record oflearning from 
past successes and failures has been mixed, and policymakers have 
tended to be unsystematic in their analysis and shortsighted in their 
strategies. Preventing a fourth wave requires identifying the causes 
of each of the past al Qa'ida waves-and the reverse waves-and 
understanding their policy implications. 

As explained in the introduction of this book, the first wave 
began with the attacks against the u.s. embassies in Tanzania and 
Kenya in 1998, followed by the bombing of the USS Cole in 2000. 
It crested with the September 11 attacks and was followed by a 
reversal as al Qa'ida leaders and operatives were captured or killed 
in Afghanistan, Pakistan, the United States, and elsewhere. A sec~ 
ond wave began in 2003 after the U.S. invasion of Iraq. This was 
followed by a reverse wave in 2006, as al Qa'ida in Iraq was severely 
weakened, plots were foiled, and senior al Qa'ida operatives were 
killed or captured in Pakistan and other countries. A third wave 
took place between 2007 and 2009, fueled by Anwar al~Awlaki and 
the rise of al Qa'ida in the Arabian Peninsula. This was followed by 



438 HUNTING IN THE SHADOWS 

a reverse wave that crested with the death of bin Laden and other 

senior al Qa ida leaders. 
The historical evidence suggests that three factors help explain 

the pattern of waves and reverse waves. One is variation in Americas 

counterterrorism strategy. When the United States and its allies have 

used overwhelming force and deployed large numbers of conventional 
soldiers, al Qa'ida has benefited through increased radicalization and 

additional recruits. A light-footprint approach that relies on dan

destine law enforcement, intelligence, and special operations forces 

to support foreign governments and conduct precision targeting has 
been more effective. Another factor is variation in al Qa'ida's strategy. 

When al Qa'ida killed large numbers of civilians by adopting a pun

ishment strategy, it generally lost support from local populations. A 

third factor is the ability of local governments to establish basic law 
and order in their territory when faced with an al Qaida presence. 

The struggle against al Qa'ida depends in part on the precise use 

of violence-what the Nobel Prize-winning economist Thomas 
Schelling referred to as the" diplomacy of violence."13 It is a war in 

which the side that kills the most civilians loses. A decision to deploy 

a large number of military forces in the Muslim world could trigger 

a fourth wave, as might an unprovoked, preemptive attack against a 

Muslim country such as Iran. In addition, if al Qa'ida were to adopt 
a more careful, selective strategy and minimize civilian casualties, 

it could make inroads in areas like North Africa and the Arabian 

Peninsula, where some governments remain weak and unpopular. 

Finally, if the Arab Spring significantly erodes the strength of gov
ernments across the Arab world, as in Yemen, al Qa'ida may be able 

to retain a foothold. 

Preventing a Fourth Wave 

The evolution of al Qa'ida suggests that counterterrorism efforts 

must be adapted to changing conditions. Al Qaida's leadership and 
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strategies have varied over time across different countries. Its affi1i~ 

ated and allied groups in countries like Yemen, Somalia, and Iraq 

have diverse leaders, approaches, and sometimes even goals-which 

may change as operatives are captured or killed. Despite these differ~ 
ences, preventing a fourth wave will doubtless hinge on several steps. 

The first is implementing a light~footprint strategy that focuses 

on covert intelligence, law enforcement, and the use of special 

operations forces to conduct precision targeting of al Qaida and its 
financial and logistical support networks. The United States should 

withdraw most conventional forces from Afghanistan and rely pri~ 

marily on clandestine operatives, as it has done in Colombia, the 

Philippines, and other countries experiencing counterinsurgencies. 

Most of the terrorists involved in homeland plots after September 

ll-fromJose Padilla's plan to blow up apartment buildings in the 
United States to Najibullah Zazi's and Faisal Shahzad's attempts 

to conduct terrorist attacks in New York City-were partly moti~ 

vated by the large U.S. and allied conventional deployments over~ 

seas and by a conviction, however erroneous, that Muslims were 

their helpless victims. Such a strategy means refraining from send~ 

ing large numbers of U.S. forces to Muslim countries. The bulk 

of the U.S. military should focus on such tasks as preparing for 

conventional wars in the Korean Peninsula, the Taiwan Straits, and 
other theaters. 

There was an initial tendency after September 2001 to 

conceive of counterterrorism as a military campaign, especially 
among U.S. policymakers, who coined the term "war on terror" 

to describe the effort. Yet some officials had serious reservations 

about using the term; Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld, for exam~ 
pIe, noted that he was "concerned that the word 'war' led people 

to overemphasize the importance of the military instrument in 
this multi~dimensional conflict."14 The decision to deploy large 

numbers of forces contributed to radicalization and facilitated 

al Qa'ida's recruitment and propaganda efforts. Perhaps more 

important, the capture or elimination of virtually every major 
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al Qi ida terrorist who was captured or killed-from Khalid 

Sheikh Mohammed in 2003 to Najibullah Zazi in 2009 and 

Osama bin Laden and Anwar al-Awlaki in 20ll-was accom

plished by clandestine agencies. 

Local police and intelligence agencies have a permanent pres

ence in cities and towns, a superior understanding of local groups, 
and better human sources than the military. As Bruce Hoffman 

argued in his book Inside Terrorism, a critical step in countering ter
rorist groups is for law enforcement officials to "develop strong con

fidence-building ties with the communities from which terrorists 

are most likely to come or hide in ... The most effective and useful 

intelligence comes from places where terrorists conceal themselves 
and seek to establish and hide their infrastructure."15 Although al 

Qa'ida is different from many other terrorist organizations because 

of its global reach, its modus operandi is not atypical. Like other 
groups, its members need to communicate with each other, raise 

funds, build a support network, plan and execute attacks, and estab

lish a base (or bases) of operations. Most of its nodes are vulnerable 

to infiltration by intelligence agencies. 

The second step is helping local governments establish basic law 
and order as a bulwark against al Qi ida and other extremists. The 

countries most in danger of becoming an al Qi ida safe haven lie 

in an arc that extends from North Africa to the Middle East and 

South Asia, an area that made up the Umayyad Caliphate from 
A.D. 661 to 750. It is no coincidence that al Qi ida has attempted 

to set up its affiliates in this area: al Qi ida in the Islamic Maghreb 
in North Africa, al Shahaab in the Horn of Africa, al Qa'ida in 

the Arabian Peninsula, al Qa'ida in Iraq, and al Qiida central in 

Pakistan. Of course, there is no formula for improving governance 

and counterterrorism capabilities overseas, which suggests that the 
United States and its allies need to adapt to local conditions. 

Contrary to conventional wisdom, the Arab Spring has the 

potential to undermine stability and erode the strength of govern

ments across this are, which might provide an opportunity for al 
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Qa'ida's fourth wave to develop. Several countries in this region, 

such as Yemen, are in serious jeopardy of again providing al Qa'ida 

with a sanctuary, particularly in the Abyan and Shabwah Gover, 

no rates along the Gulf of Aden. The U.S. and allied goal should 

be to establish effective central governments with security agencies 

capable of undermining al Qa'ida. Spreading democracy is impor, 
tant, but policy makers must be realistic. It is unclear whether the 

Arab Spring will increase the number of democratic states in the 

Arab world. State collapse could severely undermine counterter, 
rorism efforts. 

The third step is to aggressively exploit instances when al Qa'ida 

or its affiliates adopt a punishment strategy. Killing large numbers 
of civilians has generally backfired, undermining al Qa'ida's sup' 

port and pushing even conservative Sunni religious and political 
figures to denounce al Qa'ida as un,Islamic. The U.S. government 

has done a poor job of publicly highlighting al Qa'ida's unpopularity 
in the Muslim world, even among conservative Muslims. Today no 

U.S. government agency has the lead role in countering al Qa'ida's 

ideology, a task that is shared by the State Department, Defense 

Department, CIA, and other organizations. Ultimately, it is the 

National Security Council's responsibility to appoint a lead agency 
and hold it responsible. 

These three steps-utilizing a light,footprint strategy, improv, 
ing the effectiveness of regimes in countries threatened by al Qa'ida, 

and exploiting al Qa'ida's tendency to kill civilians-would help 

ensure that no fourth wave occurs. One of the most important bat' 

tlefields will be on the Internet, since the struggle against al Qa'ida 
and its allies remains in part a battle of ideas. Over the past decade, 

radicalization has become much less formal than it used to be. 
"Extremists are moving away from mosques to conduct their activi, 

ties in private homes and premises," a British intelligence report 

concluded. "We assess that radicalization increasingly occurs in pri, 

vate meeting places, be they closed prayer groups at mosques, self, 
defense classes at gyms or training camps in the UK or overseas."16 
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The rise of the Internet and social media fundamentally 

changed terrorist activities. Individuals such as Anwar al~Awlaki, 

Adam Gadahn, and Shaykh Abdallah Ibrahim al~Faisal utilized 
YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, Internet chat rooms, and other 

forums to distribute propaganda, recruit new supporters, and seek 

financial aid. Some, like Awlaki, were successful in motivating indi~ 
viduals to conduct terrorist attacks. Others, like Gadahn, largely 

failed. As one al Qa'ida communique blithely noted in 2011, "In 

today's world, there's a place for the underground mujahideen who 

support the religion of Allah, men and women and youths in their 

cities and villages, and from their homes, and with their individual 

creativity and what is possible for them, as long as they are parallel 
with the general plans of the mujahideen[:] ... the arena of elec~ 
tronic warfare."l? 

Yet as much as it has accomplished, al Qa'ida has often stum~ 

bled here. Parents, siblings, wives, and other family members of 

operatives were often devastated, even embarrassed by their rela~ 

tives' terrorist activity. The wife of Mohammad Sidique Khan, 
the lead London bomber in 2005, said she was "ashamed" of her 

husband's activities. One of Najibullah Zazi's relatives remarked 

that 'T d bring him myself" to justice for his actions. Umar Farouk 

Abdulmutallab's parents were troubled by their son's attempt to 

blow up a Northwest Airlines flight and warned U.S. and Nigerian 
authorities that he was radicalizing. Abdulmutallab's Internet col~ 

leagues were also shocked, and one harshly reprimanded him for 

giving "Islam a bad name." And Faisal Shahzad's father~in~law was 

incredulous that he would "go to this extreme" with a wife and "two 

really lovely children." 
Many al Qa'ida operatives have also failed to practice what 

they preach. Anwar al~Awlaki was arrested twice in San Diego for 

soliciting prostitutes. Adnan el~Shukrijumah was arrested in Bro~ 

ward County, Florida, for child abuse and battery. Adam Gadahn 

was arrested in Orange County, California, for assault and battery. 

Many al Qa'ida leaders have been attracted to pornography. The 
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Madrid bombers were involved in drug trafficking. These are the 
activities of criminals and gangsters, not hallowed religious lead, 

ers. Al Qa'ida leaders have come under withering criticism from 
Muslims worldwide, including deeply conservative Sunni leaders. 
Ayman al,Zawahiri faced criticism for slaughtering Muslims in his 
2008 Internet question,and,answer session. Senior officials from 

Palestinian Hamas, Egypt's Muslim Brotherhood, and Egyptian 
Islamic Jihad dismissed al Qa'ida's leaders-and their ideology-as 
un,Islamic and a fringe phenomenon. "Islam is not bin Laden," said 
Mahmud Ezzat, the numbeHwo official in the Muslim Brother, 
hood. "After September 11, there had been a lot of confusion. Ter, 
rorism was mixed up with Islam."18 

A Long War 

By the time of bin Laden's death, opinion polls already showed that 
he had been discredited among Muslims around the world. His 
support levels plummeted in Palestinian territory, Indonesia, Paki, 

stan, Turkey, Lebanon, Egypt, and Jordan. The figures spoke for 
themselves. Al Qa'ida suffered as well, with support severely declin, 
ing across the Muslim world, especially in the midst of the Arab 
Spring. Only 2 percent of Muslims in Lebanon and 5 percent in 
Turkey expressed favorable views of al Qa'ida in 2011. In Jordan, 
15 percent had a positive opinion of al Qa'ida, while 22 percent in 
Indonesia and 21 percent in Egypt shared this few.19 The trend was 
unmistakable. 

The struggle against al Qa'ida and its ideology will be a long 
one. It will be measured in decades, not months or years. This is 
a concept that doesn't come easily to most Westerners. And the 
battlefield remains a global one, stretching from the great shores of 
America and the United Kingdom to the rugged peaks of Yemen 
and Pakistan. Preventing a fourth wave will require patience and 
fortitude. Shakespeare put it best in Julius Caesar, as Brutus and 
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Cassius discuss their struggle with the forces of Octavian and Mar

cus Antonius: 

There is a tide in the affairs of men. 

Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune; 

Omitted, all the voyage of their life 

Is bound in shallows and in miseries. 

On such a full sea are we now afloat, 

And we must take the current when it serves, 

Or lose our ventures.20 

Brutus and Cassius did not fare well in their struggle with Cae

sar. Perhaps the United States and its allies will better adjust and 

adapt to the shifts in today's current. 
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