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  FOREWORD


  This is an important book about one of the dominating issues of our time: the rise of violent Islamic fundamentalism, and its collision with Western society. It is also a desperately sad and personal book. Frank Gardner was partially paralysed as a result of a murderous and entirely unprovoked attack by a group of Al-Qaeda gunmen while he was filming in Saudi Arabia in 2004; his cameraman, Simon Cumbers, an Irishman who was a great favourite with everyone in British television who knew him, was murdered in cold blood. Frank himself survived only through the most remarkable good fortune. Now he has woven together the two strands of his story, the personal and the geopolitical, into a compelling and sometimes disturbing narrative.


  But this is not all about bombs and bullets. Frank’s twenty-five years in the Middle East encompass many happy experiences: living with the Bedu in the deserts of Jordan, learning Arabic with a family in the backstreets of Cairo, or riding for two days down to Khartoum on the roof of a train. In this book he reveals a little-known side of the Arab world that he feels privileged to have seen.


  There are plenty of good books about militant Islamism, but Frank is able to provide us with a unique understanding of the phenomenon: as an Arabic-speaker, as a correspondent who has lived in the Arab world, and as a professional observer of international terrorism. And finally, we could add, as someone who has come close enough to be marked by it for life.


  The world has been plagued by political or religious terrorism – the two have often been deeply intertwined – since the 1960s. Yet in the past the most violent organizations had specific aims, and specific enemies; even if many, perhaps most, of those who were killed as a result of their actions had nothing to do with the basic cause. And somewhere in the minds of the activists and their apologists there was usually a faint sense that murdering innocent passers-by was something to be ashamed of, or at the very least explained away.


  For more than a decade now, the religious terrorism which Osama Bin Laden has espoused from his refuges in Afghanistan and Pakistan has troubled itself very little about who, precisely, it has killed. There have been disputes within the Al-Qaeda movement about the value of indiscriminate killing, but it still goes on. Hundreds of those who died in the Twin Towers attack on 11 September 2001 were not Americans; some of those who died or were injured in the London bombings of 7 July 2005 were Muslims. None of it mattered. The aim was to kill as many people as spectacularly as possible. Politicians and newspapers have used the word ‘terrorist’ to describe just about every act of political violence since the early 1970s, and it has therefore come to be an undifferentiated term of abuse. Yet attacks like those on the World Trade Center and the public-transport systems of Madrid and London were, in the precise sense of the word, planned with the intention of causing terror.


  Frank Gardner and Simon Cumbers were attacked because they happened to be Europeans and their attackers happened to spot them. The gang that shot them was later involved in the savage murders of two Americans. All of them, Frank, Simon and the Americans, were targets, not because of what they did, but because of their ethnicity. That has always been a defining characteristic of Al-Qaeda. Any Westerner who worked alongside or reported on the mujahideen uprising against the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan quickly learned how dangerous some jihadists could be: even though the common enemy was supposedly the Russians. The extremists hated all non-Muslims, regardless of their origin or motivation.


  For his part, Frank Gardner has had a lifelong respect for and love of the Islamic world, like so many of us who have worked in Muslim countries. Nothing that he has experienced has changed that. His perspective on Al-Qaeda and the threat it poses is a unique one: not only does he have an authoritative insight into the Al-Qaeda phenomenon, he has looked an Al-Qaeda team in the face and survived. In understanding what happened to Frank and to Simon Cumbers, and honouring them both accordingly, we can begin to appreciate more about the causes and nature of the threat which people like their attackers present to us.


  John Simpson,


  BBC World Affairs Editor.


  January 2006
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  Hit for Six: Getting Shot
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  ‘DO YOU HAVE TIME FOR SOME supper?’ called Amanda from the kitchen.


  I looked at my watch. It was Tuesday 1 June 2004 and the car taking me to Heathrow airport would be here in twenty minutes, but I was packed and ready to go. ‘I’ll be right down,’ I replied, and walked out of our bedroom, unaware that that was the last time I would ever see it.


  Three days earlier there had been a bloodthirsty raid by Al-Qaeda fanatics in the eastern Saudi town of Al-Khobar. A small but well-armed team of terrorists had gone on the rampage, looking for Westerners and non-Muslims to kidnap and kill. First they found a prominent British expatriate, Michael Hamilton, as he arrived at his office. They shot him dead in his car, then tied his body to their car bumper and dragged it around town for over a mile in some kind of grisly parade of their power. Then, masquerading as government security forces, they marched into the Oasis compound, a large residential complex housing many Westerners, Indians and Filipinos who worked in jobs administrating the country’s vast oil industry, meeting no resistance at the poorly defended gatehouse. They worked their way methodically through the buildings, rounding up all those they suspected of being non-Muslims. Having questioned them on their religion, according to the testimony of survivors, the militants coolly slit the throats of the ‘non-believers’, Al-Qaeda’s usual term for non-Muslims. The siege appeared to end in front of local TV cameras with the arrival of Saudi commandos who landed by helicopter on the roof of one of the buildings. But in fact the Saudi authorities had done a deal with the terrorists, believing it was the only way to spare massive bloodshed. Fearing that Al-Qaeda had several hundred hostages at their mercy, the Saudi authorities allowed three of the four terrorists to escape from the premises. But by the time order was restored in Al-Khobar, twenty-two people had been killed.


  The raid came as a shock to most Saudis. Yes, there had been suicide bombings and attacks on Westerners before, but almost none here, in the normally tranquil Eastern Province of the country. Al-Khobar was a quiet, dull place that existed to serve the oil industry. Its grid-patterned streets were laid out like a small US city, its neon signs advertised Kentucky Fried Chicken and other fast-food outlets. There was no public entertainment and very little for expatriate Westerners to do other than drive across the nearby causeway to freewheeling Bahrain or fantasize about the next annual leave in Bangkok.


  Saudi Arabia’s charismatic ambassador to London at the time, Prince Turki Al-Faisal, had wasted no time in touring the TV news studios to defend his government’s record in tackling terrorism. I interviewed him on Monday night for the ten o’clock news. A former Saudi spymaster, Prince Turki was unusually open and frank. He took the view that his country had nothing to hide and encouraged British journalists to visit, helping with urgent visa requests. I was to go there to report for BBC News together with Simon Cumbers, a freelance Irish cameraman and trusted veteran of countless BBC assignments.


  That night Amanda and I sat up talking late into the night. My wife was understandably anxious about my forthcoming trip; clearly there were people on the loose in Saudi Arabia who hated Westerners with a passion. ‘Do you have to go to Saudi?’ she asked. I did not. Unlike some other TV networks, the BBC is quite reasonable about asking people to go to difficult places and I have never personally been told the equivalent of ‘Go to Baghdad or pick up your P45.’ It had been nearly a year now since I had last been to Riyadh, a great deal had happened there since then and people in News felt this was the right moment to update viewers on what was going on in this under-reported country. Besides, Saudi Arabia was not considered a high-risk-category country like Iraq or Afghanistan; I knew of no visiting journalists who had ever been threatened there.


  ‘Then are you taking a flak jacket?’ asked Amanda. This was a touchy subject between us: she has always maintained I agreed at our wedding never to be a flak-jacket journalist, a pledge I have no recollection of making. In truth, though, I have never seen myself as a ‘war correspondent’, believing that no story is worth getting shot for, although there are occasions when it is wise to wear a flak jacket as a precaution. But I did not feel this was one of them: no civilians wore flak jackets in Saudi Arabia and if anything it would only attract unwelcome attention. But Amanda’s concerns troubled me, not just because I did not want her to worry while I was away but because she has an uncanny knack of being right about places she has never even been to. ‘So what are you going to say when terrorists have got a gun to your head?’ she asked me. I tried to reassure her – and myself, for that matter – that I would not get into such a situation, that we were going to tread extremely carefully on this trip, going nowhere without a government escort. We would have absolutely no contact with anyone hostile to the government and we would put ourselves entirely in the care of our Saudi minders, and knowing how overcautious they tend to be, our only problem should be not getting enough access to interesting subjects. One of the last things I packed was a miniature copy of the Koran, one of several I keep to give as presents to hospitable Muslim hosts, a gesture that always brings great appreciation.


  I kissed my wife and children goodbye and watched them recede through the car’s back window on that warm summer night. I tried to dismiss the feeling of unease I had in the pit of my stomach, reminding myself that Saudi Arabia was a country I knew well and had been to countless times since 1989, and that I’d always felt safe there. Soon I was at Terminal Three, helping Simon heft heavy cases of camera equipment on to the scales at check-in. He and his wife Louise had their own freelance TV production company, Locum Productions, and with his innate sense of fair play Simon had recently felt bad about asking one of his cameramen to go to Baghdad. He had resolved that when the next filming trip to the Middle East came up he would take it on himself.


  We flew overnight to Manama, where a man from the Saudi Interior Ministry met us to escort us over the causeway that connects the island of Bahrain to the Saudi mainland and the oil town of Al-Khobar. When we drew up at the local five-star hotel, the Al-Khobar Meridien, I could hardly believe it: Saudi security had set up a sandbag gun emplacement outside, backed by an armoured car. This was a businessmen’s hotel which I had often stayed in in my former incarnation as a Gulf banker, but even during the dark days of the Gulf War in 1991 there had never been anything like this atmosphere of brooding tension. I had only been away eleven months and already this was not the Saudi Arabia I knew.


  The next few days were a blur of hastily filmed and edited reports for our television news bulletins. Having got a team into Saudi Arabia, the BBC was keen to use us to the max. Not surprisingly, the attack in Al-Khobar had sent the global oil markets into jitters, sparking fears that any more brazen attacks like this would damage the output of the world’s biggest oil producer and exporter. But the Saudi authorities believed they had nothing to hide from our news camera. They allowed us, under close escort, to get right into the heart of their oil-producing and exporting industry and it gave them the opportunity to show off their tight security. We had even been allowed to film one of their most highly guarded sites, the loading terminal on the Gulf coast at Ras Tanura, one of the Kingdom’s economic lifelines.


  So in my TV reports I had made the point that while Al-Qaeda-linked groups had successfully attacked a relatively small number of Westerners and other non-Muslims living here, they had so far failed to make any impact on Saudi Arabia’s oil production itself. I wanted to dispel the myth that the Saudi oil industry would collapse the day after Western expertise departed. In fact Saudi Aramco, the state oil company, employs a majority of Saudis. Westerners, mainly Americans, tend to be involved more in long-term planning and finance than in day-today production. In the Eastern Province our days passed in a whirlwind of filming, driving and frantic editing in our hotel room, followed by a dash up the motorway to the nearest satellite uplink station in time to make the one, six or ten o’clock TV news in Britain; in other words, pretty much typical of a foreign newsgathering trip following a major event.


  Simon seemed to have endless patience and good humour. With the clock ticking against us he would juggle two conversations at once, talking down the phone to the satellite intake desk in London while simultaneously cajoling the local Saudi technicians into trying a failed connection one more time. Once, when we had been out filming all day and had just sat down to a plate of sandwiches, Simon looked at me and said mildly, ‘Do you realize we’ve only got forty minutes left to cut this film for the six o’clock news? That’s not very long, is it?’


  In the middle of this schedule I was invited to attend the memorial service for Michael Hamilton, the first Westerner found by Al-Qaeda on their murderous spree a few days earlier. The service was held in a schoolhouse in Al-Khobar and I sat at the back, as discreetly as I could, taking notes for the report I needed to file for the Radio 4 six o’clock news. I had never known Michael Hamilton, but was overwhelmed by the sadness and futility of his death. One had only to look round the room at his mourners to judge his popularity: Saudis, Britons, Bahrainis and Indians had all come to pay their respects. The British ambassador, Sherard Cowper-Coles, read a deeply moving tribute and that night we interviewed him in his hotel room, sharing my packet of Walkers shortbread fingers for which the ambassador admitted a weakness. Cowper-Coles’s previous posting had been as ambassador in Tel Aviv and he had a refreshing tendency to tell it how it is. ‘Saudi Arabia does have a serious problem with terrorism,’ he said, ‘and I predict there will be more attacks on Westerners.’ Prescient as he was, he could not have foreseen that Simon and I were to be Al-Qaeda’s next victims.


  On the Friday we took the short flight to Riyadh and spent the afternoon at a barbecue with British expatriates in their walled compound. Friday is the day off in Saudi so this was half work, half pleasure. Our intention was to film a slice of Western expatriate life and interview Britons about their new fears of Islamist terrorism. Life here had recently taken a turn for the worse, they said. They had accepted for some time the risk of being caught up in a suicide bombing but now there was a new horror: being taken hostage and then executed in cold blood, on the basis of one’s religion or the colour of one’s skin. The expats had been hearing reports of Al-Qaeda scouts marking Westerners’ number plates with chalk to indicate them as potential targets. (Within ten days there were to be two separate kidnappings and murders of Americans in Saudi, but I would not be conscious to report on them.)


  When we checked into our Riyadh hotel we saw similar security precautions to those in Al-Khobar. A chicane of concrete roadblocks zigzagged across the road up to reception, presumably to deter truck-bombers, but I noticed there was no visible armed guard on duty and this worried me. If Al-Qaeda decided to raid this hotel and go through it room by room, I did not believe there would be much to stop them. As soon as I was allocated my room I went over to the window and decided that if there was to be an armed raid I could probably jump down on to the tree below, which would break my fall. I felt that a raid was unlikely, though; not because Al-Qaeda might be put off by the security – they had been growing increasingly brazen in their attacks – but the summer heat meant there were so few Western guests in the hotel it would hardly have been worth their time.


  Simon and I had come to Riyadh with the aim of reporting on the deeper story of how the Saudi authorities were combating the country’s Al-Qaeda-inspired terror cells. The previous summer I had been granted unprecedented access to Saudi’s counter-terrorist teams in training, filming them on my own in 45-degree heat at a secret base on the outskirts of Riyadh. We were hoping to build on this by interviewing senior security officials who could brief us on their strategy now that Al-Qaeda had raised the stakes by attacking the hinterland of the oil industry. We spent a morning traipsing round various offices in the Ministry of Information, applying for permission to film. Saudi Arabia does not allow unescorted film crews, partly for their own safety. Many Saudis still have a xenophobic view of outsiders, making them deeply suspicious of foreigners with cameras, convinced they are trying to film their women or pass the footage to some Western government.


  We asked to film three things: checkpoints and other physical security measures; an interview with a senior official; and a general view towards Al-Suwaidi, a restive area of south Riyadh where there had been a shoot-out six months earlier between police and an Islamist cell leader, Ibrahim Al-Rayyes, who had been killed. The area was now calm, we were assured, but still we had no wish to go into it, only to film from a distance to give the viewer an impression of what the place looked like.


  Arab government ministries tend to close down at two p.m., so having lodged our filming applications we went back to our hotel for lunch and a swim. The Ministry of Information had not been very encouraging about the chance of meeting our requests, and since we had already had a good run in Al-Khobar, getting our reports on to every major news bulletin, we had decided to call it a day in Riyadh and fly home the next day. I took a call from BBC2’s Newsnight, asking me if we could stay on to film extra footage and do a story for them, but I replied that we were reluctant to hang around in Riyadh in this tense atmosphere when we had nothing firmed up to film.


  So it was somewhat to our surprise that permission came through mid-afternoon to film around Riyadh, including the district of Al-Suwaidi. Reluctantly – because we had mentally finished our Saudi trip – we roused ourselves from the pool and went up to our rooms to change. I watched a few minutes of the D-Day sixtieth-anniversary celebrations on TV, admiring the veterans in their berets and medals and pleased that my father had made the trip back to Normandy with my mother and a friend. We then went down to the car park to pile our camera gear into a government minivan. Mubarak, a black Saudi, one of thousands of Arabs with African ancestry, was at the wheel. Beside him was Yahya, our assigned ‘minder’ from the Ministry of Information. I had never worked with him before but he assured me immediately that he was an old hand at chaperoning foreign film crews. He seemed very easygoing and far more eager to help than most of the government minders I have encountered in the Arab world. We were free to go wherever we chose in Riyadh, he said, but we could not film checkpoints. Simon and I did not need ordinary landmarks and street scenes – the BBC had plenty of those on tape back in London – so we asked to go straight to the edge of Al-Suwaidi. With Mubarak at the wheel and Simon filming out of the window, we drove south through the suburbs of Riyadh. They were unremarkable to look at: low, whitewashed, flat-roofed buildings, usually above a row of shops selling cold drinks, fabric and spare car parts. People were just starting to emerge on to the streets after the mid-afternoon siesta; a few of the men, I noticed, wore the short robes and long beards of devout fundamentalists. Here and there was a neon-lit fast-food joint, a sandy backstreet, an overflowing litter bin. One could sense this was a poorer part of town, but the poverty was not extreme.


  When we drew up on the edge of Al-Suwaidi district it looked exactly like every other residential housing area I have known in the Gulf states: two- or three-storey cream-coloured villas surrounded by high walls topped by purple bougainvillea. Patches of flat stony wasteground separated the buildings, and while there was some graffiti on the walls there were also several expensive four-wheel-drive cars parked in the shade. There was not a soul around, although after a while some laughing children appeared and wanted us to film them. Simon got me to do what is known as a ‘walking piece-to-camera’, one of those earnest, strolling soliloquies from the reporter that is supposed to set the scene in context, or at least prove to the viewer that the reporter has been there.


  Simon and I had agreed in advance that we would spend no more than ten minutes here, but Yahya was very relaxed and certainly there was nothing to suggest any kind of threat – no furtive figures darting into doorways, no twitching curtains – so we did several takes from different angles to get the filming just right. Again and again I strolled across the wasteground towards the camera, pausing to deliver my words and point out the villas in the background where the police had traded fire with the militants six months earlier.


  After about half an hour of this we were on the verge of packing up and driving back to the hotel when a car pulled up close to our minivan. I was vaguely aware of some people in the distance, but when a young Saudi got out of the vehicle there was nothing suspicious about him at first. Like every adult male Saudi, he wore the traditional white thaub dress, essentially a smart shirt that extends all the way down to the ankles. He looked very young, perhaps even still in his teens, and had a kindly face with a hint of a smile, almost as if he knew us or our two Saudi escorts. Was he coming to ask directions? Perhaps he knew the driver and had come to chat. Looking straight at me, he called out, ‘Assalaamu aleikum’ (‘Peace be upon you’). All over the Arab and Islamic world this is the traditional Muslim greeting, a reassurance to a stranger that you wish him no harm. I replied with the standard response: ‘Wa aleikum assalaam wa rahmatullah wa barakaatuh’ (‘And upon you the peace and the mercy of God and His blessings’). The man paused, a curious look on his face, then with no sign of haste he reached his right hand into what must have been a specially extended pocket sewn into the breast of his thaub. I did not need to see the weapon to know what was coming next. It was like a film with a predictable ending. ‘No! Don’t do this!’ I shouted instinctively in Arabic. Simon must have heard my shout but I did not see him. My eyes were fixed on my attacker, who was now pulling out a long-barrelled pistol. Oh my God, I thought, this cannot be happening, these people have come here to murder us in broad daylight.


  There was no time to make a plan; instinct took over. I ran for my life, sprinting away from our van and into the deeply conservative quarter of Al-Suwaidi. There was a loud crack from somewhere behind me and I felt something sting my shoulder. I didn’t know it then but that first bullet passed clean through, hitting the shoulder bone on the way. My adrenaline must have been pumping because I remember it being no more painful than a bee sting, and I ran on, trying to put as much distance as possible between me and the gunman. For a few brief, happy seconds I thought I was actually going to make it, trusting in the power of my legs to outrun my attackers. I felt almost euphoric at the prospect of escaping them, and I began to look ahead for cover. There was not much. Everywhere I looked there were high, windowless walls, locked doors and wide open spaces. But it was academic – I never made it that far.


  There was another loud bang and the next thing I knew I was down on my front on the tarmac, felled by a bullet in the leg. I had run slap into the terrorists’ second team; they had overtaken me in a minivan to cut off my escape. Now they were crowded inside the open sliding door of their van while I lay prone and helpless on the ground, looking up in horror at this group of Islamist gunmen. These men appeared very different from my first attacker; they had made no attempt to disguise their jihadi appearance. Their thin, pale faces were framed by wispy, unkempt beards in the style of most extremists and they had the look of people who spent all their time indoors. Instead of the neatly arranged headdresses with a sharp crease in the middle worn by ordinary urban Saudis, these men wore theirs wound tightly round their foreheads like a bandage. It was the isaaba, the dress worn by jihadi fighters who consider they are about to go into battle, the same style worn by the 9/11 suicidal hijackers in their video testimonies and by Mohammed Siddique Khan, the leader of the 7 July London bombers, in his posthumous video warning to the West. I realized then that I was doomed. These men were no casual, have-a-go amateurs, they were the real thing: a hardcore Al-Qaeda terror cell bent on attacking their government, killing Westerners and ‘cleansing the Arabian peninsular of infidels’.


  In that instant I glimpsed faces driven by pure hatred and fanaticism. I pleaded with them in Arabic, as so many hostages have done in Iraq, while they held a brief discussion as to what to do with me. It did not take long. They responded to my pleas by opening fire once more. Even then it crossed my mind how unfair this was. I had spent four years studying Islam for my degree, learning Arabic, reading and translating the Koran and other Islamic texts. I had lived happily amongst Arab families, fasted with Bedu tribespeople in Jordan, taught English to the impoverished family of an Egyptian taxi driver in a verminous Cairo slum. For the past few years I had tried hard to explain the complexities of the Middle East and the thinking behind the Al-Qaeda phenomenon to Western and international audiences. And this was my reward? A bunch of bullets in the guts from men who had convinced themselves they were killing in the cause of Islam. It just did not seem right.


  From somewhere close behind me, a gunman stood over me and pumped bullets into the small of my back, hitting my pelvis and sacral bones and causing immeasurable damage to my internal organs. I don’t remember it hurting at the point of impact, just a deafening noise each time he squeezed the trigger and a sickening jolt as the bullets thudded into my guts. Each time he fired it was as if a giant hand had picked me up and slammed me down on the tarmac. It rocked my whole inner body frame, like the chassis of a car in a head-on collision. Bloody hell, I thought, I’m really being shot. I’m taking a lot of rounds here. So is this where I float gracefully up into the sky and look down at my body sprawled out below? What an idiot you are. You’re supposed to report on Al-Qaeda, not get so close to them you end up getting killed!


  But there was one thought in my head that overrode all the others. I have to survive this, I told myself, for the sake of Amanda and my girls. I cannot leave them on this earth without a husband and a father. I closed my eyes and kept as still as I could, face-down on my front. The shooting had stopped and there was a discussion going on in Arabic. One of the terrorists was getting out of the van and walking towards me. I held my breath, playing dead while I listened to his footsteps drawing closer. I felt a hand reach into the back pocket of my trousers and remove Simon’s radio microphone (which they left at the scene). Then he fished into the other back pocket and took out that miniature copy of the Koran that I had remembered to pack in London.


  There followed a terrifying few seconds when any number of horrors could have been inflicted on me. In the previous week this same cell had dragged Michael Hamilton’s lifeless body from the back of their vehicle. Would they now be tempted to do the same to me? The week after the attack on us an American helicopter technician, Paul Johnson, would be kidnapped in Riyadh and beheaded, his captors filming his execution then keeping his severed head in the family freezer for days until it was discovered in a police raid. I have no idea if the discovery of that Koran in my pocket saved my life or if the terrorists were by now convinced they had finished me off.


  For me, lying punctured and bleeding on the ground, there suddenly came the sweetest sound in the world: the noise of my attackers revving up their engine and driving off. They were leaving me for dead. There followed total silence. No wail of sirens, no crying of children, no clatter of approaching feet. Ominously, there was no sign of Simon, the minder or the driver either. It seemed I was completely alone. Why wasn’t anybody coming to my rescue? I felt many things at once: I was relieved and amazed to be still alive, I was furious at the injustice of this attack, yet I was surprisingly calm. I waited until I thought the coast was clear then I flipped over on to my back, supporting myself half upright with extended arms so I could call out more effectively for help. As I turned I felt my legs roll over like two dead logs, my feet flopping flat and lifeless against the ground. My right leg was bent in and out at crazy angles and I could feel nothing below the waist. Damn, I remember thinking, that’s not good. If I survive this I’m going to need some serious physiotherapy. Unseen by me, someone was discreetly photographing me with a mobile phone and this was the grainy image that appeared in newspapers and on TV within hours.


  By now the adrenalin had worn off and I was in the most excruciating, indescribable pain. The clean white shirt I had pulled on an hour ago for the piece-to-camera was saturated in blood. I had lost count of the number of times I had been shot. In a cracked and desperate voice I cried out in Arabic for help. My cries were of base, animal pain. I was emitting sounds I did not even recognize. At first no one came; the place was deserted. Then a handful of local Saudi men drifted on to the scene and my heart leaped. With their straggly beards and loosely wrapped headdresses they looked disturbingly like the people who had just shot me. Had they come to finish me off? Before I had time to think about it they were joined by a dozen more locals. Despite the pain, I felt reassured by the crowd, which was now getting sufficiently large that if anyone was carrying a concealed weapon he was unlikely to pull it out in front of so many witnesses.


  And then, the strangest thing happened. Nobody helped me. In Muslim society, charity and hospitality are legendary. I have known Egyptians cross four lanes of rush-hour traffic to help with a flat tyre; an Omani minister once gave me his prized walking cane inscribed with his title in silver; Indonesians have slaughtered their sole goat to share with me. And yet here I was, lying in the road, obviously very badly injured, and yet nobody came to help. That is one of the things I remember most about this ordeal: the terrible feeling of loneliness, the sense that I was completely on my own, that I could not rely on anyone to help me. I was obviously an object of interest: there was plenty of discussion and pointing at the empty cartridge cases that lay all around me. But something to staunch the blood? A pillow? A glass of water? Even a few words of comfort? Forget it. The only charitable explanation I can think of is that perhaps nobody dared come near me lest they get dragged off to the police station as a witness.


  Staying alive became an endurance test. I feared that if I blacked out and lost consciousness I would be dead by the time I reached hospital, so I willed myself to stay alert. I had never considered myself to be particularly tough (I have always been a complete wuss about cold showers), but I had had some experience of endurance challenges, having run two marathons at university and completed Hong Kong’s 100-km Macclehose Trail in under twenty-four hours. But this was different, it was like nothing I had ever known in my life. Bizarrely, though, I do remember thinking, Ah, but Frank, you have never given birth and that must be quite an ordeal.


  When the police finally showed up after about half an hour, alerted by somebody in the neighbourhood, they joined a growing throng of people all gawking at me from a distance. It was strange that in years of broadcasting I had never felt self-conscious, despite knowing that millions of people were watching. Yet here I was, being closely observed by thirty or so people, and it did not feel good, perhaps because they had shown no sign of wanting to help. By now I had lost a lot of blood. I was still conscious, but there was no sign of an ambulance or any medics; the policemen seemed unsure of what to do with me. Somebody asked me if I had noted down the number plate of the attackers’ van. I think I replied that I had been too busy getting shot to notice, but I did tell them I was British. I knew that Britain was almost as unpopular in some quarters here as America, because of the Iraq invasion, but I hoped that someone would get word to the British Embassy. I was then manhandled by several khaki-clothed policemen into the back of their patrol car. Aware that I was a bloody mess of broken bones and gunshot wounds, they laid me lengthways on some kind of plank contraption. They did the best they could, but the length of my body was greater than the width of their car. And so I remember my head and shoulders protruded ludicrously from one of the back windows.


  The police car drove off at speed, sirens blaring, lurching initially over rough bumpy wasteland. I had no idea where they were taking me, but I was in too much pain to care. On top of the agony the bullet wounds were causing me, I now had to grip on to the roof of the car to stop my head getting knocked about.


  We pulled up at last at the Al-Iman hospital – not, I learned later, one of Riyadh’s finest. There was a huge commotion at the doorway as everyone argued how best to extract me from my rear compartment and on to a hospital trolley, while I lay groaning and writhing but still conscious. At one stage I was being pulled in opposite directions. Then I was rushed through the hospital doors and into the operating theatre. My last memory was of looking up at the faces of the surgeons. They wore an expression close to panic. Then my pleas for painkillers were answered. A needle slid into my arm and I sank at last into oblivion.


  2


  Early Encounters


  [image: Image]


  MY FASCINATION WITH THE ARAB world began when I was sixteen. One wintry day in 1977 my mother and I sat on a London bus, clutching our shopping bags and glad to be out of the rain. As the double-decker sloshed its way down Oxford Street we noticed a tall, impeccably dressed man in his sixties giving up his seat to a woman half his age. When he turned his head my mother recognized him immediately. It was Sir Wilfred Thesiger, the veteran Arabian explorer and author of Arabian Sands and The Marsh Arabs. They had known each other briefly in the 1950s; in fact my mother even suspected his mother of trying to pair them off at one stage, but Thesiger was not the marrying kind. His craggy weatherbeaten face cracked into a smile of recognition. This was a man, explained my mother, who had made journeys previously thought impossible, travelling on foot with his Bedu companions across the vast and inhospitable Arabian desert known as the Empty Quarter. Thesiger’s face looked as if it could tell a thousand stories. His piercing eyes glinted beneath bushy eyebrows and his broken nose, a souvenir from his boxing days at Oxford, resembled that of a hungry bird of prey. ‘You must come to tea,’ he said, so we did.


  Sitting in Thesiger’s Chelsea flat, trying not to spill his scalding tea, I was mesmerized by the curved Arab daggers that hung from the walls. There were battered old camel saddles and a shrivelled water gourd that seemed to speak of desperate times in far-off places. On his desk were piles of manuscripts for a forthcoming book. On the wall hung large black-and-white photographs taken by him, showing lonely camel trains traversing giant dunes. The lined face of a Bedu nomad stared out at me, framed by a scruffy headscarf, his hand clutching an antiquated rifle. As a teenager just starting to take an interest in travelling, I was fascinated.


  ‘It’s all gone now,’ said Thesiger wearily, interrupting my reverie. ‘That world has vanished, completely ruined by oil. The people I travelled and explored with in the forties and fifties now live in villas and towns. They have lost all connection with their desert past. People there today know nothing of the hardship and nobility of those times.’


  I was not fully convinced. ‘But surely there must still be some places worth visiting?’ I ventured.


  It was as if I had pressed a button; Thesiger went into full flow. He had apparently just come back from a disastrous trip to the Gulf, where the quaint, mud-walled villages and forts he had known in the fifties had morphed into prosperous modern cities, where his bête noire, the ‘motor car’, was everywhere. He did his best to persuade me to forget about the Arab world; East Africa with the Samburu tribe, he said, was the place to be.


  I was completely unperturbed. Although I had never been to the Middle East and had yet to read any books by the celebrated explorers Burton, Doughty and Freya Stark, I had a curiosity about the Arab world that was part romantic, part hard-nosed pragmatism. I had seen posters in a travel agent’s of Jordan’s camel-mounted border guards patrolling the red sands of Wadi Rumm, and I’d listened in awe to my schoolfriend Alex recounting what it had been like to live in Amman, where his father worked for the UN, during the recent 1973 Yom Kippur War. On the practical side, the Arabs had oil, and it was likely to last well beyond my lifetime, so it seemed to me that there was always going to be a job for someone who spoke their language and knew about their culture. Arabic was the lingua franca in twenty countries from North Africa to the Indian Ocean. It was yet to be taught at secondary-school level in Britain, but when term time came round again in the sixth form at Marlborough College I enrolled in an extracurricular course on Islam and the Middle East. It was run by an English literature teacher, John Osborne, who had fallen in love with Iran and its exquisite Islamic architecture. His enthusiasm soon rubbed off on our small class and we sat rapt at his slide shows of the mosques, caravanserais and bazaars of Isfahan and Shiraz. I found myself doodling Arabic and Persian calligraphy during history lectures when I should have been paying attention to how Pitt the Younger formed his cabinet. By the time I took my A-levels I was determined to read Arabic at university.


  My parents had mixed feelings about this. They were not overjoyed at the prospect of their only child making a career in a part of the world that had just fought two major wars in the space of six years. Neither of them had any first-hand knowledge of the Middle East beyond brief port stops at Aden and Port Said on a voyage back from Singapore; the Middle East was an intractable mystery to them and neither had any affinity with the region or its culture. But as career diplomats they harboured hopes that I would one day follow in their footsteps and apply to join the Foreign Office, where Arabic would obviously be an advantage. Already I had inherited their love of languages. My father Neil had learned German while living with a family in the Sudetenland in 1938 and he would recount watching Nazi parades in the cobbled streets as the Second World War loomed. Soon after D-Day he was putting his German to use in Normandy, where his unit was tasked with questioning recently captured German POWs. My mother Grace had read modern languages at Cambridge and had a voracious appetite for French novels. As only the third woman to get into the Diplomatic Service she was asked what her preferences were for an overseas posting. ‘Anywhere but behind the Iron Curtain,’ she replied, so they sent her to Budapest. Hungary was going through a brutal period of Stalinist repression in the fifties but my mother quickly picked up Hungarian and made several lifelong friends, although some were dragged off in the middle of the night by the secret police, accused of ‘anti-communist’ activities and incarcerated for years. Back in 1958, when my parents married, the Foreign Office expected its few female diplomats to resign when they married. This absurd rule was not rescinded until much later, but my mother got round it by working for them part-time. My memories of being a small child in London in the 1960s are of the family crowding round the transistor radio to listen to the prime minister, Harold Wilson, and hearing the announcement of Sir Winston Churchill’s death. I always seemed to be having my hair severely combed for children’s parties and being told ‘Don’t forget to say thank-you when you leave.’ There were piano lessons at school with a woman called Mrs Lloyd Webber (the mother of Andrew; sadly their family talents never rubbed off on me), and I can remember getting the gamut of children’s illnesses – mumps, measles and chicken pox – and my devoted gran peeling grapes at my bedside. To toughen me up I was taken weekly to Mr Sturgess’s gym in South Kensington, where the no-nonsense Mr Sturgess would make us jump up and swing from the monkey bars at the age of five. Once I got into a fight with a boy behind me, who I thought was trying to queue-barge in front of me, which ended with my biting his hair and us having to be separated. My mother was appalled. ‘Do you know who that boy is?’ she hissed. ‘It’s Prince Andrew.’ When I learned this I was genuinely frightened; apparently I replied, ‘Does that mean I’m going to go to prison?’


  When I was six my father was posted to the British Embassy in The Hague, where we lived for the next three years. My earliest memory of foreign travel is of our little family boarding the overnight ferry from Harwich to the Hook of Holland and waking up beside a porthole, through which I could see a gas flare burning beside the shores of the North Sea. This seemed the height of exoticism at the time. One of the first towns we drove through on the Continent was called Monster, which made it even more of an adventure. Holland may be almost next door to Britain on the map, but to me it was a strange and exciting place: there were wild boar roaming in the dark woods, seals on the beaches, and in winter it was cold enough to skate along the canals beside the windmills then warm up afterwards with hot pancakes in a seventeenth-century farmhouse. The Dutch had their own version of Christmas called St Nicholas, when friends and neighbours would deliver anonymous presents of glazed patisserie to our door, ringing the bell then vanishing before we opened it. At the international school my best friend was Dutch and I made a stab at learning his guttural language – some consonants are not dissimilar to Arabic – although this was quite pointless as the Dutch all seemed to speak perfect English. Two years later I was sent to boarding school in Kent, travelling unaccompanied on the flight from Rotterdam to Gatwick. Flying home to Holland for Christmas at the end of my first term I was horribly airsick, then the plane was diverted by snow to Amsterdam and for much of the night my parents drove frantically around the Lowlands trying to locate me, while I was happily ensconced in a waiting room with a stewardess, playing with model aeroplanes. As an only child I had learned to amuse myself and I don’t remember ever being bored or lonely. I did, though, resent the large number of diplomatic parties my parents were expected to go to in the evenings in The Hague, and they did their best to get out of them without giving offence.


  At prep school I was something of a goodie-two-shoes: head prefect, scholar, captain of shooting, victor ludorum in athletics, winner of obscure prizes like Chess and Reading. I left with an Exhibition (a minor scholarship) to Marlborough, but then my academic prowess took a nosedive. Suddenly there seemed to be so many distractions, especially drama which I threw myself into. Since I seemed to be good at shooting and running, the school contacted the British biathlon Olympic ski team and over two winters I trained hard with the Army in the Austrian Alps before deciding I did not fancy dedicating the next eight years of my life to a sport which was always dominated by Nordic and East European countries. Anyway, I was an average rather than exceptional biathlon skier and the Olympic team needed supermen.


  Almost my sole achievement was to become captain of shooting (again) and win a place on the British cadet rifle team to Canada, which included a summer canoe trip in the woods and lakes of upstate Quebec with the Canadian army. The night before we were due to return to civilization I had a nightmare that my long-awaited A-level results had been dreadful: a C and two Ds. The next day I duly rang home and there was a long pause. ‘It’s not good news,’ said my mother. ‘You got a C and two Ds.’


  Amazingly, this was no barrier to my pursuing my ambition to learn Arabic. I found out that of the few British universities to offer a degree course in Arabic and Islamic Studies, Exeter actually sent its students off to Cairo for a whole year instead of expecting you to fix up something yourself in the summer holidays. I took a train down to Devon to see the head of department, the Egyptian Professor Shaban. Either Shaban was a shrewd judge of a student’s potential or he was simply desperate to boost numbers on the course, which at the time were only just nudging double figures. It must be said that he was very odd to look at: almost bald, but retaining a few silky wisps that cascaded down the back of his head, all neatly combed into a ducktail, giving him the appearance of a well-groomed Pekinese. His white moustache was out of control, with several rogue hairs escaping up into his nostrils, causing him to snuffle uncontrollably at the end of each sentence. Most confusing of all, he would often make a statement that ended with a sort of chortle. Out of politeness, I would laugh too, noticing too late that his eyes were not smiling, but were in fact angry at my impertinence. But right then I could have kissed him because he gave me a place on the course. I had walked into his office with a dim view of my chances and walked out an undergraduate with a future.


  I now had several months left of the fabled gap year between school and university and resolved to get myself out to the Middle East. I applied for menial jobs in several hotels around the Arab world and to work on a kibbutz in the Negev desert in Israel. While I waited for replies I got work wherever I could find it, including stacking bricks at a factory in Hampshire (£54 a week, less tax, less board and lodging at my parents). The Arab hotels and Israeli kibbutz people all sent letters politely declining my services, so when I had scraped together enough to go travelling I went up to London to buy a cheap InterRail pass that would take me by train to both Morocco and Istanbul.


  It was a warm day in May and walking through Hyde Park I stopped to investigate what was going on in Prince’s Gate. The whole street appeared to have been closed off to traffic and there were police and cordons everywhere. Hundreds of Iranian Muslims had taken over the road outside the Albert Hall and were squatting on the tarmac, holding collective prayers. Out of sight, a few yards away, a group of Arabic-speaking terrorists from the oil-rich Iranian province of Khuzestan had seized control of the Iranian embassy in Prince’s Gate, taking everyone inside hostage at gunpoint. While the police opened negotiations, the Army’s Special Air Service (SAS) Counter-Terrorist Unit was preparing for the possibility that its soldiers might have to retake the embassy by storm. The SAS team leader on the spot was Major Peter de la Billiere. Descendant of a French Huguenot family and known as ‘DLB’, he was already a veteran of counter-insurgency operations in Malaya, Oman and Aden. I was eighteen at the time and had no idea that twelve years later we would both be investment bankers, attending meetings together with Gulf rulers.


  The Iranian embassy siege ended abruptly and violently a few days after it began. As soon as shots were heard from inside the building it was obvious the gunmen had started to execute their hostages. The time for talking was over. Black-clad SAS troopers abseiled down from the roof, lobbed stun grenades through the windows, shot the terrorists and freed the hostages. It was a seminal moment in more ways than one. This was the first most people had heard of the secretive crack unit called the SAS, and the regiment soon found itself subject to a lot of unwanted attention. But the incident also brought Middle Eastern terrorism home to Britain. Londoners had grown used to the threat of IRA bombings, but few expected the complex feuds of the Islamic world to spill over to these shores. Suddenly counter-terrorism was the new buzzword and the Thatcher government determined to make Britain too hard a target for foreign terrorists to tackle. Looking back now, twenty-five years later, those were easy days in counter-terrorism compared with the challenges now facing the security forces. Who could have predicted then that Britain would be targeted by an elusive trans-national force called Al-Qaeda, or that some of its followers would turn out to be British citizens hiding unnoticed amidst the rest of the population?


  * * *


  But thoughts of terrorism were far from my mind as I set off by rail with a rucksack for Morocco in the summer of 1980. Most of my friends had either started their first jobs or had already taken off on their own gap years, so I was initially alone on this trip. My parents bore this well. I suppose they could hardly complain since they had done so much travelling themselves, but it is only now I am a parent myself that I can begin to appreciate the anxieties they must have suffered over the years each time I was out of contact for a while, anxieties which of course were realized in the summer of 2004.


  On a backpacker’s budget I wound my way slowly down through the stunted spring vineyards of Andalucia to the port of Algeciras and the ferry for Tangier. As the wind whipped round the Straits of Gibraltar I stood on the deck, clustered together with other wary-looking Europeans, watching the coastline of Europe recede and the shores of North Africa draw closer. As the boat nosed into Tangier harbour we glimpsed white-walled houses climbing up the gentle hillside. Here and there stood the square, crenellated minarets of mosques, and for the first time I heard the haunting sound of the call to prayer. It drifted out from the town and across the water to reach us where we stood on the deck. We were certainly in another world from the one we had left behind in Spain, and the difference jumped out at us as soon as we passed through Customs.


  ‘Psst! Chef! Hashish? Tu veux acheter le keefi?’ The first drug-peddler latched on to our little group of European backpackers before we were even off the jetty. Dressed in crotch-hugging flares, stack-heeled shoes and an open shirt complete with medallion, he was the archetypal seventies-revival man. Except that we were only just out of the seventies and people really did dress like that. This one looked like trouble, though. His eyes darted shiftily above pockmarked cheeks and his face bore a scar that looked like a slash from a knife. I had read about the drugs industry here: ‘keefi’ was the local Moroccan word for hashish. Grown extensively up in the Rif mountains, it was illegal, but it was widely smoked. Unfortunately for Western backpackers, a lucrative income was to be had by informing on tourists, then claiming a reward. And an even more lucrative income could be made by persuading terrified tourists, once caught, to bribe their way out of trouble.


  Together with a young Dutch couple and a roll-up-smoking German, I ignored him but he followed us past the French-built pavement cafés that lined the harbour, psst-ing and chef-ing all the way, like something out of Thomas the Tank Engine. When we turned left up into the kasbah, the old quarter, he turned left as well. Of course it was his city and he knew every backstreet, so there was no shaking him off, but he was starting to ruin the place for us. The Dutch couple decided to buy him off; this was a mistake. They did not get arrested, but as soon as they had parted with their money and bought themselves an unwanted packet of weed other peddlers swarmed around them, attracted by the sight of hard Western currency. We had to take refuge for almost the entire afternoon in an upmarket café overlooking the bay, and suddenly our fortunes changed. The café staff were friendly and welcoming and we ordered glass after glass of delicious mint tea, poured sweet and steaming at some height from a brass teapot with a long curved spout into thin cracked glasses. We lay back on plump cushions and listened to the strange halftones and quavers of Arab music coming from a radio somewhere. We had all of Morocco to explore if we wanted, and life at that moment seemed pretty good.


  In fact I saw only a small fraction of the country, preferring to visit first the capital Rabat, with its spectacular Mosque of Mohammed V and its guard of costumed Arab lancers, then Meknès, a former royal capital rich in historic architecture. I liked nothing better than to sit there at a street café, listening to the strange, abrasive North African accents all around me, savouring the scent of the jasmine-sellers and gazing abstractedly at those mysterious keyhole-shaped doorways through which beggars, donkeys and a dozen veiled women seemed to pass in the blinking of an eye. I liked the leisurely Moroccan lifestyle, their habit of going home at lunchtime for a big meal and a decent siesta, then staying up late to mingle and gossip in the covered souk. Not all the Moroccans I encountered were after my meagre backpacker’s savings. Many were genuinely hospitable, eager to show me their city for free, or inviting me to meet their families and share a dish of steaming tagine. One man’s sister still wrote to me months later – though we exchanged little more than a glance as she brought in the meal – ending her letters with the poetic French words: ‘/e te quitte avec mon stylo mais pas avec mon coeur!’, ‘I leave you with my biro but not with my heart.’ I knew that what little I had seen of Morocco was far from typical of the rest of the Arab world, that it was only one of over twenty Arab countries. But that taste was enough to reassure me that I had made the right decision. I wanted more than ever to get to know the Arab world, its language, its culture, its religion and its history.


  * * *


  By the time term started at Exeter University in September 1980 I had a smattering of Arabic vocabulary, I could recognize the shapes of some of the letters and I felt I had reaffirmed my commitment to study what was then still considered to be an obscure language. By now the Iran-Iraq War had broken out and there was a buzz of excitement in the Faculty of Arabic and Islamic Studies. A lot of the postgraduate students in our building were Iraqi, some of whom were later reported to be agents of Saddam’s regime, tasked to spy on the Iraqi community in Britain for any signs of anti-Saddam behaviour. By invading Iran in the summer, Saddam Hussein had reckoned he could redress in his favour the border treaty he had made five years earlier with Iran’s now-deposed Shah Reza Pahlavi. The Iranian military, once the best-run and best-equipped in the Gulf, was in turmoil following the purges of the Islamic Revolution. Many of the most competent officers had been executed, while others had found themselves promoted on the basis of their revolutionary zeal rather than any martial skills. Iran also had an equipment crisis; under the Shah the ‘imperial’ forces had looked to America and Britain to supply their hardware, but Ayatollah Khomeini had declared America ‘the Great Satan’ and relations with Britain were hardly any better, so even in peacetime spare parts were going to be a problem, let alone when fighting a full-scale war against a large, well-equipped army like Iraq’s. It was hardly surprising Saddam thought he could bring Iran to its knees by the end of the year.


  On the campus at Exeter there was a book fair at which Iraqi students proudly leafed through glossy brochures supplied by their embassy and their compatriots in the Iraqi Cultural Centre in London’s Tottenham Court Road. The brochures showed Iraqi tanks charging through sand berms into Iranian territory down in the marshes just north of Kuwait. Crowds of cheering, gun-clenching Iraqi soldiers rode on the tanks, flashing victory signs, acting like it would all be over within weeks. ‘You will see,’ said one moustachioed student to me, ‘it will be a great victory.’ But Saddam had underestimated the Iranians and their capacity to throw wave after wave of poorly equipped but fanatical soldiers at the front. The ayatollahs cultivated the idea of the baseej, the volunteer martyr. The volunteers – who were often just boys – would tie scarves bearing holy verses round their foreheads then march knowingly into minefields, clearing the way for the more experienced – and less expendable -troops then to engage the Iraqis. The suicidal baseej were given little plastic keys to hang around their necks, symbolizing the keys to the gates of Paradise. It is ironic that twenty-five years later Iraq has again become the battleground for suicidal volunteers to throw themselves at an enemy, in this case the US-led Coalition and its Iraqi allies.


  For eight years, from 1980 to 1988, Saddam’s generals fought the Iranians with clouds of poison gas, power cables immersed into the marshes to electrocute the wading Persian infantry, air raids on oil terminals far down the Gulf, and eventually Scud missiles aimed at the capital Tehran. The Iraqis even had the advantage of US intelligence on their side, with Washington feeding them a steady stream of satellite images of Iranian positions. Yet despite all this Iraq’s early gains soon petered out and the war descended into one of attrition, with each side gaining a few hundred metres of useless, shell-blasted marshland, then losing it the next month. It was the First World War all over again, it was to cost the lives of nearly a million men, and it was to end in a stalemate.


  At Exeter University, I was itching to start the year abroad in Cairo and somehow, illogically, I was hoping the Iran–Iraq War might prompt our tutors to send us to Egypt sooner than planned. But they had no intention of letting us off the two initial years of hard slog in the classroom, getting to grips with glottal stops, throat-rasping consonants and the various other joys of Arabic grammar. Some people claim that Arabic is one of the hardest languages to learn, but I think this is an exaggeration. We learned the alphabet in a week – even the word itself comes from Arabic, with alif, ba, ta being the first three letters of the Arabic alphabet. True, it is written from right to left and each letter changes its shape according to whether it’s at the beginning, middle or end of a word. True, there are a handful of sounds quite alien to the Western palate, like the kh as in Khartoum, and yes, it’s most unhelpful that Arabic is usually written and printed without the inclusion of vowels, leaving you to guess where they go. But hey, there are only twenty-eight letters to cope with, not thousands as in Japanese. Arabic is not tonal, like Thai or other Oriental languages; it is pronounced as it is written. Plus it does follow a certain logic. Most Arabic words are based on a ‘root’ of three consonants. For example, anything with the letters k, t, b in it is going to be connected with writing. So kitaab is a book, maktaba is a library, kaatib is a writer, and so on.


  Still, this was always going to be a rather unusual four-year degree course, compared with, say, English Literature or Chemical Engineering. For a start, there were only fifteen of us. I looked round the tiny lecture room, wondering what had made my fellow undergraduates take on this language. One was obvious: Neil Hawkins lived in Damascus, where his father was the UN Refugee and Works Agency (UNRWA) rep, so he already had a head start on the rest of us. Neil cared passionately about the Palestinians and years later went on to work on the Oslo Peace Accords, for the UN, then eventually as an adviser to the Australian government. There was Andrew Cunningham, a tall, lanky student with a penchant for Levantine dancing and embroidered waistcoats picked up on his gap year travelling through Iran. Andrew later did the exact opposite of what I did: he started out as a journalist then moved across to the financial world, assessing Middle Eastern banks for credit agencies. Then there was Peppy, an attractive girl from Oxford who confessed on day one that she had no career ambitions beyond graduating, yet lived in perpetual terror of the exams. She and I would silently pass each other notes of gossip scribbled in our recently learned Arabic; I think it was some months before either of us understood the other’s messages. There was Natalie, who decided the course was not for her and left almost immediately. Sharon too dropped out, but not until the third year when she ran off with an Irish oilman in Cairo and was last heard of living happily in Beirut. There was Rosemary, a good-time party girl who eventually followed up her good degree in Arabic and Islamic Studies by joining Club 18–30, a sequitur I could never quite fathom out. Then there were Janet, Jane and Louise, three girls who rarely spoke but sat demurely on a couch at the back of the room taking copious notes; one of our tutors nicknamed them ‘Ahl Al-Kanaba’, ‘The Couch People’, and during class discussions he would address questions to all three collectively: ‘Do the Couch People have a view on this one, perhaps?’ But my favourite, despite my initial misgivings, was a student called Peregrine Muncaster. He looked unpromising: nerdy anorak, glasses, pale freckly face devoid of all expression. Yet he turned out to have a brilliant sense of humour and a totally irreverent attitude to homework, which he got away with by fooling the lecturers with his outwardly serious demeanour. We were to become lifelong friends and explore several countries together. There was one other undergraduate I noticed that first term. Tony Fleming was a mature student in the year above us; he had served in the SAS in the Dhofar campaign in Oman, where he had been shot in the back by Marxist insurgents and paralysed. He was a familiar sight in the Arabic department, furiously pushing himself along corridors in his wheelchair and resolutely refusing to have doors held open for him. What must it be like, I remember thinking, to get shot and have to spend the rest of your life in a wheelchair?


  Now that I was enrolled I found it hard to understand why neither the coursework nor the lecturers seemed to have much connection with the realities of the modern Middle East. Like many true academics, theirs was a world of intricate grammar, of historical texts, of early pre-Islamic poetry. I yearned to learn how to speak the language of the street or to analyse the latest speech by an Arab leader, but I was told rather haughtily that if that was what I wanted then I should attend a polytechnic, not a university. To be fair, they did give us a superb grounding in the rich treasure trove that is Arabic literature. We painstakingly translated qasida, sad and moving verses by the pre-Islamic Arabian poet Imru’l Qais. He would describe his odyssey of unrequited love across the sands of the Nejd desert in what is now Saudi Arabia, searching always for his beloved whom he kept missing by just a few hours. The poet would come across an abandoned camp fire in the dunes where she and her tribe had spent the previous night and he would pick over the ashes, thinking of her, gazing at the dimples in the sand where she may have lain her perfect head.


  We were taught how Arabic novel-writing had evolved over the last century from the historical to the romantic to the realistic. We translated and read Midaq Alley by the Nobel prize-winning author Naguib Mahfouz, a beguiling story of how a girl from the backstreets of Cairo in the 1940s got sucked into a life of sleaze in wartime bars with off-duty British soldiers. We read literature from the golden age of the Islamic caliphates, when art, science, architecture and writing flourished under the patronage of caliphs in Baghdad and Cairo.


  Above all, we studied the Muslim holy book, the Koran, which was ‘revealed’ to the Prophet Muhammad, who was illiterate. We were taught about the life of the Prophet and his Ansar – his companions – the birth of Islam, its early struggle to convert people in a largely godless society dominated by idol-worshippers and greedy merchants, and then the incredible, explosive speed with which Islam’s armies conquered all before them. Within little more than a century of the Prophet’s death in AD 632 the Muslim armies had plunged deep into Europe, reaching Poitiers in France, while to the East they spread right across Arabia, into Persia and down into India. It is easy to overlook it now but Spain was under Muslim rule for more than seven centuries, a period from which the Moorish palace of the Alhambra in Granada is just one example. Islam, we learned, was not just a religion, but a way of life, a system of order and stability that, although sometimes introduced at sword-point, often replaced anarchy and barbarism.


  But although we were unknowingly being given the keys to the world of Arab and Islamic culture, it was still a relatively dry, academic course and I needed something a little more down-to-earth to keep me motivated towards getting my degree. In the first spring holiday I bought a bucket-shop ticket to Tunis, figuring this was the nearest and cheapest place for me to try out my newfound Arabic. Once again, I opted to travel alone, deciding that this would make me more receptive to people around me. Landing at Tunis-Carthage airport I quickly discovered that everyone spoke French and they expected me to as well. I decided that the further I travelled away from the Mediterranean boulevards and whitewashed villas of the capital the more I would have to use Arabic. So I hopped on a bus and headed south to the troglodyte village of Matmata, a place so other-worldly in appearance that it was chosen as one of the sets for the Hollywood blockbuster Star Wars.


  At first glance, the landscape was unremarkable, just a series of low arid hills and the odd clump of date palms. Then I spotted the sunken, underground houses for which Matmata is famous. With no warning at all the ground would stop abruptly at your feet, giving way to a great carved-out hollow, several storeys deep. Arranged around this open-air ‘well’ were a number of caves set into the earth and connected by steps, ladders or sometimes even just a long rope with knots in it. In the caves that were still inhabited, Berber women strung out washing and sang to each other while their husbands sat and smoked in the spring sunshine. At least two of these cave-houses had been made into subterranean hotels and I checked into one of them. My room was on the first floor, if you were to work upwards from the bottom of the central pit, or minus three if you were to measure it downwards from ground level. The dry-mud floor was swept clean and on my bed was a woven Berber rug to keep out the cold of the desert night. That evening there was a folklore show to entertain a coachload of German tourists bussed in from the nearby port of Gabes. The Tunisians banged drums, blew on strange pipes and played bagpipes, to the delight of the Germans. When it was all over and I could hear the coach driver revving his engines up above, I felt immensely smug retiring to my cave bedroom just a few yards away.


  I spent the next day getting to know the local Tunisians, who struck me as kind, decent people. Dressed in cool, loose-fitting robes, they invariably wore the chech, a red felt skullcap with a tiny tassel on the top. They quickly corrected me on a major faux pas I had been making. The standard Tunisian greeting is ‘laa bas’, meaning ‘no harm’ or ‘no evil’. Unfortunately I had been saying ‘libas’, which I was told meant ‘garments’ or ‘underwear’. Touring a country saying ‘pants’ to everyone you meet is probably not the best way to ingratiate yourself; it is a wonder nobody knocked me into the gutter.


  When I had set off from Gatwick for Tunis I did not have a firm itinerary in mind, just two weeks in which to explore and pick up as much Arabic as I could. But the further south I travelled the more I felt lured by the mystique of the Sahara. Just over the border in Algeria lay the massive sand dunes of the Grand Erg Oriental and according to my Michelin map there was a road that could take me there. In the far southwest corner of Tunisia I hitched a lift with a French family across the vast salt lake known as the Chott El Djerid. The blinding white crusts of salt stretched out to the horizon, sculpted by the wind to form frozen waves. It seemed there was no life there at all: nothing stirred, there were no tufts of grass, no lonely sparrow. It was an awesome place and not one you would ever want to break down in.


  Our crossing into Algeria did not go well. The French family had brought their own car over from Marseilles and it had French number plates. Not a problem in Tunisia, but apparently an invitation to trouble on the other side of the border. At the very first Algerian village we drove through the children started throwing stones at the car, not just idly but with real determination. After gentle, peaceful Tunisia this came as a shock, but I reminded myself that Algeria had gone through a bitter war of independence from France that even decades later had obviously left bad blood between them in some quarters.


  The French family dropped me off at the market town of El Oued. Despite the trading that was going on in the market square it looked significantly poorer than Tunisia. Men swathed in khaki turbans rode dilapidated donkey carts, and the inevitable mangy camel sat beneath a tattered banner that read in Arabic: ‘Min Ash-sha’ab ila Ash-sha’ab’, ‘From the People to the People’. One look at El Oued told me there was not very much going to the people here.


  I managed to hitch a lift to the next town, Touggourt, with another Frenchman, an aid worker, this time in a van with Algerian number plates, and we headed deeper into the sea of white Saharan dunes. This was the formidable desert known as the Grand Erg, which must have one of the lowest population densities on earth. Yet we stopped by the road to visit Ali, a shepherd he knew, right in the middle of nowhere. In the blazing noon heat the shepherd served us tea in his tiny hut, then brought out a sprig of the best dates I have ever tasted. They were called deglat nour, ‘fingers of light’, and they were so tender and sweet they literally melted in the mouth. The shepherd then entertained us by showing us how to find a scorpion from its imprints on the sand. It took him a minute or two to find the tracks, then his weatherbeaten hands began to move quickly over the ground. Suddenly he shouted ‘Sbouf! Shouf!,’ ‘Look! Look!,’ and there sure enough was a vicious-looking yellow scorpion sprinting over the sand. Ali’s hand moved like a snake and he grabbed it, opening his fist just enough for us to see it squirming inside, its ugly, beady eyes looking at us from the top of its flat head. Scorpions were clearly a part of the scenery around here: just over the border in Tunisia a shop had been selling postcards of the Zookeeper of Tozeur, a man who had become immune to the venom of scorpions and who proudly displayed about eight of them clinging to his open palm.


  The Frenchman dropped me at a huge permanent tent that served as a travellers’ resthouse on the outskirts of Touggourt. Here I was in luck. I found a group of French lycée students about the same age as me who were touring Algeria, and they immediately adopted me. At dusk we sat up on the crest of a huge dune, gazing out at the expanse of the Sahara, a soft warm breeze rippling across the sand and the aroma of grilled lamb drifting up from the guesthouse. That night I tasted my first couscous, the cracked wheat that is the staple diet in North Africa, but I passed a sleepless night. The French students had all been allocated their own sleeping quarters but I was given a patch of sand just beside the tent flap. I spread out my sleeping bag, wriggled into it and thought how great it was to be out here in the Sahara. Just then I became aware of a group of Algerians I had not seen before gathering round my sleeping bag. One of them whispered, ‘Is he asleep yet?’ Convinced they were out to rob me, or worse, I decided the only thing for it was to pretend I was having a violent nightmare. I put on quite a performance, groaning loudly, thrashing my arms and twisting my head this way and that. It did the trick as they recoiled in alarm, but after that I kept my guard up until the sun’s first rays peeped over the dunes and I fell asleep until breakfast.


  Travelling with the French students ensured I attracted a lot less attention than if I had been on my own. Osman, the teacher in charge of the group, was himself Algerian, an imposing man built like a bear but with the easy smile of a football star. He did all the bargaining on behalf of the students and kept any leering local youths at bay. The French girls did not seem to have made any compromises to their dress code on account of being in a Muslim country, and their bare arms and legs drew a combination of disapproving and wistful looks. It was as if the local Algerians could not make up their minds whether they wanted to scold them or sleep with them.


  But mostly our experiences of eastern Algeria were peaceful, not confrontational. We spent a day picnicking at an oasis which we reached in a convoy of charrettes – donkey carts. In the dappled shade of a dozen date palms we lazed on rocks, splashed in the cool clear water and ate fresh oranges. In a dusty marketplace in the town of Ouargla, a name which sounded to me like someone being strangled, we shopped for desert roses, curious petalled crystalline formations that occur in the Sahara, and I spent hours sketching the local mosques. The architecture here had a distinctly African element, with sticks poking out from mud-walled minarets where doves would alight in flocks. At one point I squatted down to get comfortable only to hear a loud ripping sound. My trousers had torn at the seam all up the back. Escorted by two of the French girls who had to ‘cover me’, I made a hasty dash for a tailor’s shop where I was kitted out with a pair of fantastically baggy khaki pantaloons. I have to say they were not my first choice, but they were all he had so I put them on, quickly discovering that the crotch was somewhere down between my knees and my ankles. As soon as I set foot outside there were roars of laughter; apparently nobody had been wearing these sort of trousers since the sixties. Still, it was an excellent way of diffusing tensions: I looked so ridiculous that people forgot to leer at the French girls.


  Our Algerian foray ended in Ghardaya, an enchanting white and blue-walled Saharan oasis town where we slept on the mud roof of a restaurant. Ghardaya was so well hidden in the cleft of a dried-up river valley that you could almost miss it from above, but down at street level it was a labyrinth of twisting passageways and sandy backstreets. Like most of Algeria away from the Mediterranean cities, it was also very conservative. I came across a notice at the entrance to the kasbah: ‘Gentlemen, please respect our customs,’ it began reasonably enough, ‘and do not go without shirt as it will drive the women into great excitement.’ Really? I was curious to witness the frenzied women of Ghardaya, but thought better of it. For female tourists there were stricter warnings still, and even our casually dressed lycée girls grudgingly draped a shawl over their tanned and bare shoulders.


  I missed my chance to see more of Algeria under peaceful conditions after that. In the early 1990s the military-backed government held elections across the country, which it fully expected to win. But instead the popular vote went to the Islamist party, FIS (Front Islamique de Salvation). The government, however, decided it quite liked being in power and was not going to step down and let the Islamists take over, so it cancelled the elections. There was barely a murmur of protest from the West about this brazen overturning of a democratic election result, because nobody fancied the idea of a strict Islamic government in Algiers. The country then sank into the abyss of a decade-long civil war that claimed an estimated 150,000 lives, possibly more. Most of Algeria became off-limits for Western travellers throughout the 1990s, and as recently as 2003 a group of European tourists was held hostage in the Sahara by an Algerian terrorist group vaguely linked to Al-Qaeda. Reportedly, they only escaped with their lives because a hefty ransom was paid through Libyan intermediaries. Algeria is now slowly creeping back on to the tourist map – Country Life has even run a feature on the well-tended gardens of Algiers – but the civil war has left such a legacy of bitterness that it will take at least a generation for society there to heal. I was lucky: my formative year in the Arab world was to be in a place far removed from such troubles, amongst a people so good-natured it often seemed as if the whole country was sharing one huge collective joke.
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