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Praise for Kill Khalid

Not for nothing is Paul McGeough regarded among his colleagues around 
the world as one the finest reporters ever to come out of Australia, a country 
that has produced more than its share of tough guys with typewriters. In Kill 
Khalid, McGeough has written a pacey, riveting and controversial book that 
has all the compulsion of a Le Carré novel. He leads his reader through the 
turbulent landscape of recent Middle Eastern history and, true to his icono-
clastic form, takes few prisoners of his own.  
JOHN F. BURNS, The New York Times

Paul McGeough is a fine journalist, and his latest book is one of those rare 
beasts: an incisive, insider’s history about one of the world’s most intractable 
conflicts, and a ripping yarn to boot. Kill Khalid is a must-read.  
JON LEE ANDERSON, The New Yorker

Paul McGeough’s account of Israel’s clumsy attempt to kill Hamas leader 
Khalid Mishal reads like a thriller. It includes extraordinary detail about a 
botched assassination plot and a deal to reverse the effects of a deadly toxin. 
This is a cracking story, masterfully and colorfully told.  
TONY WALKER, co-author of Arafat: The Biography

Kill Khalid excels at interweaving journalistic immediacy with the persist-
ent, long-term undercurrents; the personal with the political; the accidental 
with the structural; and the comic moments with divine interventions—
which all together explain so vividly the ascendancy of the Hamas 
movement. 
AMIRA HASS, Ha’aretz correspondent and author of Drinking the Sea at 
Gaza

Hollywood seldom comes up with a story this good—Mossad assassins, 
exotic poison, a desperate chase through downtown Amman, captured 
agents, a king’s ransom and the race for a deathbed cure. Paul McGeough, 
one of Australia’s best-known journalists, tracked down the players and tells 
their tale with verve.
BARTON GELLMAN, The Washington Post and author of Angler: The 
Cheney Vice Presidency
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Paul McGeough’s Kill Khalid masterfully examines the Palestine-Israel war 
at the micro and macro levels. His detailed analysis of Israel’s attempt to 
murder Hamas chief Khalid Mishal is unlikely to be surpassed, but more 
important is his evaluation of the attack’s lasting consequences on Israel-
Palestine affairs. Here is McGeough’s key contribution: he provides an 
irrefutable picture of the zero-sum game that is the Palestine-Israel war. 
He shows Fatah’s terminal, bone-deep corruption and feckless leaders; the 
arrogant ignorance of U.S. and Western diplomats and the fools’ role they 
play in Palestinian and Israeli hands; the growth of Mishal’s political and 
Hamas’s military power which is obscured by wishful Western thinking 
and Fatah’s slow death; and Israel’s implacable intent to destroy Palestine 
by whatever means necessary: starvation, steadily expanding settlements, 
military force, and/or assassinations. Above all, McGeough illuminates the 
West’s bankrupt belief that the Palestine-Israel war is about democracy, 
nationalism, or humanitarian issues. Kill Khalid indelibly proves the war is 
about religion and power, and that it will not end until either Israel or Pales-
tine is the last man standing.
MICHAEL SCHEUER, author of Imperial Hubris, 22-year CIA veteran 
and former head of its Osama Bin Laden desk

This is that rare and most exciting of books—a serious political history that 
reads like a fast-paced thriller. The cast includes presidents, politicians, spies, 
diplomats and murderers who play out their destinies against a background 
of conspiracy and intrigue.
PHILLIP KNIGHTLEY, special correspondent, The Sunday Times, and 
author of The First Casualty
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Ismail Haniyah—appointed prime minister of the Palestinian Authority in 

2006
Abu Maher—Mishal’s driver
Khalid Mishal—Damascus-based leader of Hamas; also referred to as Abu 

Walid
Khalid Mishal’s family

Abd Al-Qadir—Mishal’s father; also referred to as Mullah Abd 
Al- Qadir

Fatima—Mishal’s mother
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2004

IN JORDAN

King Abdullah II—crowned king of Jordan upon the death of his father, 
Hussein, in 1999

Abdullah Azzam—Palestinian-born mentor to Khalid Mishal and Osama 
Bin Laden

General Samih Batikhi—head of General Intelligence Department, also 
known as the Mukhabarat, in the 1990s

Steve Bennett—fi rst secretary, Canadian Embassy
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Nasouh Muheiddin—director of public security in Amman 
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Queen Noor—fourth wife of King Hussein
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the founders of Fatah; chairman of the executive committee of the Pales-
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president (2004–present) of the Palestinian Authority 
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Keith Dayton—lieutenant general, U.S. Army, U.S.-appointed security coor-

dinator between Israel and the Palestinian Authority
Rajoub brothers—Jibril stood as a Fatah candidate and Nayef as a Hamas 

candidate in the 2006 elections
Terje Roed-Larsen—Norwegian diplomat and UN representative to the 

PLO
Nabil Shaath—Palestinian businessman, minister in the Palestinian Author-

ity, and longtime adviser to Yasser Arafat
Raji Sourani—head of the Gaza Center for Human Rights and Law

IN ISRAEL

Ehud Barak—prime minister, 1999–2001
Nahum Barnea—Yedioth Ahronoth journalist
David Berger—Canadian ambassador to Israel, 1995–99
David Boim—son of Joyce and Stanley Boim who died in a Hamas attack 

near Jerusalem in 1996
Alvaro de Soto—UN envoy to the Middle East Quartet
Levi Eshkol—prime minister, 1963–69
Baruch Goldstein—Jewish-born settler who killed thirty Palestinians in a 

Hebron mosque in February 1994
Efraim Halevy—diplomat and director of Mossad, 1998–2002



d P P

xiv who’s  who

Tzachi Hanegbi—justice minister, 1996–99
Shalom Harari—Israeli Arabist and administration offi cial based in the 

Gaza Strip in the 1980s
Martin Indyk—U.S. ambassador to Israel, 1995–97, and senior Clinton 

adviser
Dan Kurtzer—U.S. diplomat stationed in Israel in the mid-1980s
Zvi Malchin—Mossad agent in the 1960s
Benjamin Netanyahu—prime minister, 1996–99
Ehud Olmert—prime minister, 2006–8
Smadar Perry— Yedioth Ahronoth journalist
Yitzhak Rabin—prime minister, 1974–77; 1992–95
Ariel Sharon—prime minister, 2001–6
Norman Spector—former Canadian ambassador to Israel, 1992–95
Majali Whbee—adviser to Ariel Sharon
Gilad Shalit—nineteen-year-old corporal in the Israel Defense Forces who 

was captured by Palestinian militias in June 2006 
Danny Yatom—director of Mossad, 1996–98

IN THE UNITED STATES

Elliott Abrams—deputy National Security Council adviser under Bush, 
 appointed 2005

Mufi d Abd Al-Qadir—Khalid Mishal’s Texas-based brother and a Holy 
Land Foundation fund-raiser

Shukri Abu Baker—chief executive and president of the Holy Land Foun-
dation

Sandy Berger—Clinton’s national security advisor, 1997–2001 
George W. Bush—president, 2001–9
Bill Clinton—president, 1993–2001
Stanley L. Cohen—New York lawyer retained by Abu Marzook
Michael T. Dougherty—FBI special agent
A. Joe Fish—presiding judge at the 2007 Holy Land Foundation trial in 

Dallas
Linda Hamilton—wife of Bernard C. Welch Jr.
Joseph Hummel—FBI special agent
Nathan Lewin—Washington lawyer working in partnership with his daugh-

ter Alyza Lewin



d P P

 who’s  who xv

Denis Lormel—head of the FBI’s Terrorist Financing Operations Section
Rob Malley—Clinton adviser on Arab-Israeli affairs
Akram Mishal—cousin of Khalid Mishal employed at the Holy Land Foun-

dation
Colin L. Powell—secretary of state, 2001–5
Condoleezza Rice—secretary of state, 2005–9
Bruce Riedel—Clinton adviser on Near Eastern affairs
Dennis Ross—Middle East envoy and peace negotiator in the George H.W. 

Bush and Clinton administrations
George Tenet—director of the CIA, 1997–2004
Bernard C. Welch Jr.—convicted for the murder of Dr. Michael Halberstam 

in 1980
David Welch—assistant secretary for Near Eastern affairs, 2005–9
Robert Wright—FBI agent working on Hamas investigations in the United 

States

IN CANADA

Badger—anonymous blogger believed to operate from Canada
Lloyd Axworthy—minister for foreign affairs, 1996–2000

IN LEBANON

Alastair Crooke—former British intelligence agent, European Union adviser 
in the Middle East, and founder of the Beirut-based Confl icts Forum



Al
-H

ija
z

King Abdullah Bin Al-Hussein II

Abdullah Ghawsha

M
ak

ka
 A

l-M
uk

ar
ra

m
a

Al-M
ukar

ram
a

M
ak

ka

Princess Alla Bint Al-HusseinKing Faisal Bin Abdulaziz

Al-Madina Al-Munawara

Al-Madina Al-Munawara

W
as

fi A
t-T

all

Nasir B
in Jamil

Ash-
Sh

ah
id

As
h-

Sh
ah

id

Al
-B

at
ha

Prince HamzahBin Al-Hussein

Tariq

Al-Aqsa

Ash-Sharif
‘Abd Al-Hamid Sharaf

Ash-Sharif

Pr
inc

e S
ha

ke
r B

in 
Ze

id

Su
lay

m
an

 A
n-

N
ab

uls
i

Umayya Bin

Que
en

 Ran
ia A

l-A
bd

ulla
h 

W
as

fi 
At

-Ta
ll

Q
ue

en
 Z

ein
 A

l-S
ha

ra
f

Prince Hashem BinAl-Hussein

Al-Humyya

Za
hr

an

Za
hr

an

Pr
inc

e M
oh

’d
Ki

ng
 A

bd
ull

ah
 I

At-Tajj

At-Tajj

Al-Yarmuk

Al-Yarmuk

Al-J
usu

r A
l-'A

sha
ra

Usam
a B

in 
Za

yid

Prince El-Hassan

Al-Quds

Ad-D
ustu

r

Ali B
in 

Abi 
Ta

libUm
ar

 M
at

ar

Ash-Shura

Khal
id 

Bin A
l-W

alid

Ar-Ar-Riyada

Al-U
rdu

n

Al-U
rdu

n

Al-Urdun

Al-Is
tiq

lal

Al
-Is

tiq
lal

Al-Ja
ysh

Al
-H

as
him

i

Ar
ar

Queen Noor

Ar
ar

Pr
inc

es
s B

as
ma

Za
hr

an

W
ad

i A
s-S

ir

Rashid Biyuk

As
-S

ina
’a

Airport R
oad

Queen Alia

Sh
am

s
‘Abd

W
ad

i A
l-

S
ee

r
P

o
lic

e 
S

ta
ti

o
n

Is
ra

el
E

m
b

as
sy

G
ID

-I
n

te
lli

g
en

ce
H

ea
d

q
u

ar
te

rs N

K
in

g
 H

u
ss

ei
n

M
ed

ic
al

 C
en

te
r

m
ar

ke
t 

g
ar

d
en

(sc
en

e o
f s

ub
se

qu
en

t
fig

ht
/a

rre
sts

)
H

am
as

 O
ffi

ce
(sc

en
e o

f i
nit

ial
 at

ta
ck

)

U
.S

. E
m

b
as

sy

In
te

rc
o

n
ti

n
en

ta
l H

o
te

l

C
an

ad
ia

n
E

m
b

as
sy

Is
la

m
ic

H
o

sp
it

al



d P P

The Canadians arrived on different fl ights from different cities. Young, fi t, 
and well dressed, they looked the part—Westerners with deep pockets drop-
ping in to see Jordan’s jewels . . .  wondrous Nabatean ruins at Petra; stunning 
Roman relics at Jerash; and the desert wilds of Wadi Rum, where  David Lean 
and Peter O’Toole created the cinema classic Lawrence of Arabia. If there was 
time, perhaps a beachside party at Aqaba on the Red Sea.

In September 1997, in the madness of the Middle East, Jordan was a 
pocket of relative peace. Usually a few tourists bobbed up among the suited 
foreign-business and white-robed-Arab traffi c at Amman’s Queen Alia Air-
port and the Canadians were quickly swallowed by the anonymous chaos of 
the arrivals hall. Immigration offi cials perfunctorily stamped their passports; 
half an hour later, all fi ve were downtown, piling out of a couple of bat-
tered taxis in the paved forecourt of the Intercontinental Hotel. Checking in, 
they again presented Canadian papers and chatted easily with a desk clerk 
about which of the tourist attractions were within easy striking distance of 
Amman.

Only later, when all assembled in one of their rooms, did they abandon the 
pretense. These “Canadian tourists” were agents for Mossad, the fabled Is-
raeli intelligence ser vice. Their mission in this quiet, U.S.-friendly Arab city 
was state-sanctioned assassination—in the name of Israel.

With the door chained from the inside, they dropped the phony accents 
and spoke in their own language. Unpacking their gear, they sat for one last 
time, methodically rehearsing the deadly detail and schedule for the coming 
days. They ignored the minibar. But, instinctively cautious in a part of the 

1

The Tourists
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world where selected guests were assigned rooms expensively rigged for 
 others to eavesdrop, they turned up the volume on the TV.

A glass-topped coffee table became a workbench on which they spread the 
essentials of death. A street map of Amman, with hand-drawn circles on a 
west-side business district. Photographs of their intended victim, who was a 
forty-something Arab male—lean, round faced, and bearded. Few in Jordan, 
or Israel, would have recognized him. Oddly, there was a small camera too.

A practiced nonchalance masked caution and anxiety in all fi ve of them. 
One of the men—blond and bearded—handled the camera with a care and 
respect that went way beyond any ordinary tourist’s concern for holiday snap-
shots. The camera, in fact, was the killers’ “gun.”

One of his colleagues produced a pouch, from which he extracted a small 
and seemingly innocuous bottle that had been brought into the country sepa-
rately and delivered to them at the hotel by a secret courier. It contained a 
small quantity of a clear liquid—Mossad’s “bullet.” This was a chemically 
modifi ed version of fentanyl, a widely used painkiller. But in this potent, al-
tered form it would kill within forty-eight hours, leaving no trace for discov-
ery on the autopsy table. Their plan was murder—silent, unseen.

In the privacy of another room in the same hotel, a handsome brunette 
opened a small makeup bag to assure herself yet again that one bottle in par-
ticular had traveled well. She was the Mossad men’s insurance policy.

Her inclusion in the plot was most unusual, but so lethal was the drug the 
agents would be using for the fi rst time that Mossad’s mission planners had 
demanded the presence of a doctor and an antidote in case one of the team 
accidentally exposed himself to the poison.

Their orders were to kill Khalid Mishal. The forty-one-year-old Palestin-
ian activist had been overlooked by the legion of foreign intelligence agents 
operating in Amman. But at the Mossad bunker near Tel Aviv, Mishal was 
seen as the fi rst of a dangerous new breed of fundamentalist leaders. He was 
hard-line, but he did not wear a scraggy beard or wrap himself in robes. 
Mishal wore a suit and, as the man accused by Israel of orchestrating a new 
rash of suicide bombs, he was, by regional standards, coherent in his televi-
sion appearances. From the Israeli perspective Khalid Mishal was too credible 
as an emerging leader of Hamas, persuasive even. He had to be taken out.

They struck on Thursday, September 25, 1997. It was just after ten am—
and they botched everything. Had they been successful, Mishal would have 
gone home and died quietly; the agents would have been on their way home 
too, over the  Allenby Bridge on the Jordan River and back in Je ru salem for a 
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celebratory lunch. Instead, two of the Israelis were soon languishing in dank 
cells under an Amman security complex and the others were hunkering at the 
Israeli Embassy—which, incredibly for a supposedly friendly foreign mission, 
was locked down by a menacing cordon of Jordanian troops.

King Hussein of Jordan  could rise to the occasion in a crisis. Filled with 
rage, he fi red a shot across the Israeli prime minister’s bow, warning Benjamin 
Netanyahu that his Mossad men would hang if Mishal died.

More deliberately, Hussein then picked up a phone and placed a call. It was 
answered across the world, where a woman with a sweet voice answered: 
“Good morning. Welcome to the White House.”
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The young boy knew this truck. In the summer it delivered fl eshy watermel-
ons to stalls in the village market. Now Khalid Mishal and dozens of his 
stricken relatives were dumped on the back, where he was more accustomed 
to seeing fruit piled up like great green boulders. His mother, Fatima, was 
distracted, but he clung to her. Some of his aunts sat on the hard boards; 
cousins were squished between fat suitcases and bundles of bedding and other 
effects, which were held together in knotted blankets and bedsheets.

Heading east and away from their homes in the Je ru salem Mountains, they 
descended into an alien, inhospitable world. As the old truck lurched into the 
furnace of the Jordan Valley, the fertile familiarity of a village that had been 
the boy’s entire world gave way to desolation—an arid, bone-dry moonscape.

As they made their way  toward the Allenby Bridge, the crossing just north 
of where the indolent Jordan River fused with the glycerine depths of the 
Dead Sea, Khalid saw his fi rst war dead—the bodies of fi ghters on the road. 
Taking it all in with a child’s eyes, Khalid did not understand that, amidst this 
grief and sorrow, he and his family were being detached from their homeland. 
It was June 1967.

The traffi c was chaotic. Trucks and taxis were bumper-to-bumper. Many 
other  people were fl eeing on foot. Hungry and thirsty in the heat of early 
summer, some wearily abandoned their baggage—suitcases and even a pros-
thetic leg were dumped along the way. Mothers with two-year-olds scream-
ing for water  could be seen. U.S. diplomats later estimated that tens of 
thousands had fl ed ancient Jericho alone.1

In the grim aftermath of the Six-Day War, Palestinians were repeating 

2

Village of the Sheikhs
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their own history. Just two weeks after Israel’s snap conquest of the West 
Bank, Khalid was now another anonymous youngster in the second wave of 
Palestinians  driven from their land. The fi rst had been almost twenty years 
before, back in 1948, when so many were forced out to make way for the new 
state of Israel.

Fatima now ordered her teenage girls to keep a tight hold of fi ve-year-old 
Maher, Khalid’s younger brother. Yelling over the noise of the rattling truck on 
which they found themselves, she attempted to give the frightened children a 
simple explanation for this upheaval. “The Jews have taken our land,” she said.

As they fi nally reached the river crossing, there was congestion and more 
panic when all were forced to abandon their vehicles. The old Allenby Bridge 
had been bombed and gaping holes in the timber planking made it impass-
able to cars. Now ropes were strung up as makeshift handrails, to assist the 
thousands of refugees as they carefully made their way across the splintered 
pathways that remained at the sturdier edges of the bridge’s deck. Fatima 
and her children left their homeland on foot, inching across the river into 
Jordan.

Silwad was nestled in chalky high country in the heart of the West Bank. At 
the end of a track to nowhere, sixteen miles north of Je ru salem, about eight 
thousand  people lived in a hillside pastoral that marked them as villagers—it 
was their relationship to the land, not their numbers that defi ned them.

The village straggled along a stoop-shouldered ridge running north–south. 
In front of its villagers lay a spectacular bird’s-eye view of what, after the ca-
lamity of 1948, were the lost lands of Palestine—the coastal plains from Jaffa 
to Haifa. Behind them rose the lofty bulk of Al-Asour Mountain, which, at 
3,370 feet, was the West Bank’s second highest peak.

Silwad had been spared much of the bloodiness and brutality that shrunk 
the land of Palestine. But Khalid’s father, Abd Al-Qadir, had left the village, 
as an eigh teen-year-old, to fi nd it. He had been riveted by the sermons of 
the fi rebrand preacher Izzadin Qassam, which he listened to at Al-Istiqlal 
Mosque in Haifa—the northern port city to which many young Silwadis 
went in search of work. In 1936 he had joined the ranks of the much-
 romanticized, but ill-fated, Arab Revolt against colonial British forces in the 
Arabs’ attempt to preempt British support for the proposed state of Israel. In 
this uprising, which fueled Palestinian nationalism, Abd Al-Qadir sometimes 
fought with up to a hundred men; at other times, he roamed in a small guer-
rilla cell.
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London had won control of Greater Palestine when the First World War’s 
victors had carved up the Ottoman Empire. Thousands of Arabs died as their 
insurrection was brutally crushed by the British. When the revolt petered out 
in 1939, Abd Al-Qadir returned to Silwad with a new sense of the Palestin-
ians’ isolation and a deep disquiet about the failings of his  people’s fractured 
leadership. In the face of a persistent, British-backed push by the Jews for 
Palestinian lands, the Syrians had passed weapons and ammunition to the 
Palestinians, but the Arab leaders of the day had offered scant support and 
done little to help unite the bickering Palestinian leadership.

Amidst a rising sense of foreboding about Jewish ambitions, life in Silwad 
had continued for Abd Al-Qadir and his extended family of fi eld workers and 
artisans. He had married Fatima, his fi rst cousin and at that time a mere 
twelve-year-old, and together they had settled into a simple, if harsh, life.

Silwad was a bare-bones village with no electricity. There was just a single 
phone, which was locked away in the municipality offi ce; water was drawn 
from the wells; and each family’s only transport usually was a single donkey. 
Some here were wealthier than others, but the subsistence realities of life cre-
ated a simple local egalitarianism—all cooked their bread on a hot steel dome, 
and all spread it with the same local tomatoes, homemade cheese, and olive 
oil for lunch. Such was the life of a Palestinian peasant.

Here, the children accepted as normal each family’s deep engagement with 
recent Palestinian history, the sometimes coarse tribal ways, and the deeply 
con ser va tive culture. In the same way, they took for granted the privations 
of a depressed rural economy that saw men go abroad for years at a time, 
working to supplement meager family funds. It was women who raised the 
families and crops. When Khalid was just fourteen months old, his father all 
but disappeared from his life—to distant Kuwait, sending back a few dinars 
each month. Sometimes the gap between his visits home was as long as two 
years.

For all that, there was a sense of security. Life was good. Their home was a 
single room, just twenty feet square, which had been walled off at the end of 
a building made of uncompromising gray stone. The rest of the structure was 
home to others in their extended family. Translated from the Islamic calendar 
to the Judeo-Chris tian, the dated keystone in the lintel read 1944.

More important than the house, however, were the salt-and-pepper fi elds 
of clay and broken limestone that came with it. Abd Al-Qadir was fortunate 
to have had a well-to-do grandfather who, on his death, bequeathed him 
forty dunams—about ten acres.2 In these rough-terraced, boulder-strewn 



 village of the sheikhs  7

d P P

fi elds the family grew wheat, fruit, and nuts—olives, fi gs, apricots, grapes, and 
almonds. In her husband’s absence, it was Fatima who marshaled her brood 
to work the fi elds between household chores and classes at a small local 
school, which was a walk of just more than a mile from their home in a spar-
tan quarter of the village called Ras Ali.

Silwad was known as the “village of the sheikhs” because a long tradition of 
local men had undertaken spiritual studies at Al-Azhar, Cairo’s fabled Islamic 
university. Most returned to the Je ru salem Mountains to preach and teach. 
They included the blind Sheikh Khalil Ayyad, who had a powerful hand in 
shaping Silwad’s strict religious character at a time when Abd Al-Qadir and 
Fatima were fi nding their feet, somewhere about the middle of the local 
pecking order—socially and economically.

Abd Al-Qadir had a decent piece of land and, by local standards, a reason-
able income. He was a restless man, often on the move, seeking the time of 
key political and religious fi gures. He had had only a brief, elementary school 
education, but he took to studying the Qur’an and in time his ser vices were 
sought as a mediator, settling local disputes according to the tenets of Sharia 
or Islamic law. Fatima  could neither read nor write, but she was philosophical, 
telling her husband, “We’re not a wealthy family, but we have wealth in our 
brains.”

After the 1930s revolt, violence had escalated—Arab on Jew, Jew on Arab. 
As Abd Al-Qadir saw it, the vacillating British were virtually giving Palestin-
ian land to the Jews. “Piece by piece . . .  in front of our eyes,” he would say. 
Like the Palestinians, Jewish fi ghters had taken to attacking the British forces 
as Palestinians were shunted aside to make way for a new Jewish homeland. 
Against rising tension, it was the Jewish underground militias, the Irgun and 
the Stern Gang, that had created a specter that would haunt both  peoples for 
decades—of deliberate and lethal attacks on civilian crowds. Arab fi ghters 
had gone on the attack with “the knife, the bludgeon and the fuel-doused 
rag,” but the Jewish response had been the introduction to the confl ict of the 
standard equipment of modern terrorism—“the camoufl aged bomb in the 
marketplace and bus station, the car and truck bomb and the drive-by shoot-
ing with automatic weapons.”3

In 1945, as the world reeled from the horror of the atrocities to which the 
Nazis and their supporters subjected the Jews of Europe, the Zionists went 
for broke in their campaign for a homeland of their own, demanding all of 
historic Palestine.4 The emerging Cold War powers, Washington and 
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 Moscow, ignored Arab protests and, in November 1947, the United States 
and the Soviet Union backed a UN resolution calling for Palestine to be di-
vided between the two  peoples—with the exception of the holy city of Je ru-
salem, which U.N. Resolution 181 proposed be put under international 
control and accessible to Muslims, Jews, and Chris tians.

Inspired by an Islamist speaker who came to Silwad from Cairo in 1946, 
Abd Al-Qadir joined the Muslim Brotherhood—known in Arabic as “Ikhwan 
Al-Muslimun.” The Brotherhood was a controversial group, established in 
Egypt in the 1920s to counter secular trends and to push for religiously ori-
ented Muslim societies that would live by Sharia law. The Brotherhood was 
drawn to Palestine by the Arab Revolt.5 Later it sent fi ghters to help the Arab 
re sis tance against the Jews and the British. It opened dozens of branches, and 
in Silwad most religious fi gures signed up—as much for political as religious 
reasons.

As Israel’s War of Independence loomed, Abd Al-Qadir took up arms 
again. But he chose not to fi ght with the Brotherhood. Instead he went under 
the command of Abd Al-Qadir Al-Husseini, a legendary re sis tance leader 
who died as a Palestinian hero in heavy fi ghting at Qastal, west of Je ru salem, 
just weeks before the proclamation of the state of Israel in May 1948.

In the weeks before his death, Al-Husseini’s paramilitaries so thwarted 
Jewish fi ghters in battles for control of steep hills on the strategic road be-
tween Tel Aviv and Je ru salem that the Haganah, the Zionist fi ghting force, 
devised what it called “Plan D.” With the objective of clearing hostile and 
potentially troublesome Arabs out of Palestine, this was a military campaign 
that directly and decisively contributed to the birth of the Palestinian refugee 
problem.6 The aim of the plan was the destruction of rural and urban areas of 
Palestine.7 Water supplies were poisoned and massacres were counted in the 
dozens.8 Yitzhak Rabin, a 1940s Israeli military offi cer who would serve twice 
as his country’s prime minister, later wrote of his part in what the Israeli his-
torian Ilan Pappe ranked with the biggest forced migrations in modern his-
tory. It was essential that fi fty thousand civilians be  driven out of Lod and 
Ramle, towns near Tel Aviv, Rabin wrote.9

“The population of Lod did not leave willingly. There was no way of avoiding 

the use of force and warning shots in order to make the inhabitants march the 

ten or fi fteen miles to the point where they met up with the [Arab armies] . . .  

the inhabitants of Ramle watched and learnt the lesson: Their leaders agreed to 

be evacuated voluntarily.”10
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Palestinians counted more than fi ve hundred villages destroyed. By the end 
of 1948, about seven hundred thousand  people, more than 60 percent of the 
Arab population of what had been Palestine, were refugees in the West Bank 
and the Gaza Strip and in Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon.

The Declaration of Israeli Independence, read by the legendary  David 
Ben-Gurion at a ceremony at the Tel Aviv Art Museum on May 14, 1948, 
deliberately omitted any reference to the national borders proposed in the 
UN’s awkward attempt to evenly divide the disputed territory of the Holy 
Land because Ben-Gurion anticipated expanding beyond those boundaries. 
Within twenty-four hours of reading the proclamation he had his chance.

The next confl ict, which began on May 15, would be perceived very differ-
ently by both sides. What Israel called its War of Independence, the Palestin-
ians would call their Al-Nakba: “Catastrophe.”

In the face of a collapse by the Palestinian re sis tance in fi ghting in the 
preceding months, the multinational Arab League threw its support behind 
them. Units of the Egyp tian, Jordanian, Syrian, Lebanese, and Iraqi armies 
moved into Palestine the day after Ben-Gurion’s declaration of in de pen dence. 
For decades Israeli historians would present the confl ict as the Israeli  David 
confronting the Arab Goliath. But in mid-May 1948, twenty-fi ve thousand 
Arab troops in Palestine faced an Israeli force of thirty-fi ve thousand. Both 
forces grew and by the end of the year Israel’s hundred thousand men under 
arms outnumbered Arab forces by nearly two to one.11 Israel began with in-
ferior weapons, but arms shipments from Czechoslovakia, within weeks of 
the outbreak of war, tipped the balance in its favor.12

Israel was better manned and better armed, and it fought strategically.
By the end of the war, about six thousand Israelis and twice as many Arabs 

were dead. The Egyp tians took and held Gaza and, with it, as many as three 
hundred thousand new Palestinian refugees who cowered along its mean 
coastal strip. Jordan’s British-trained and funded Arab Legion moved in and 
held the West Bank along with the eastern quarter of Je ru salem—an outcome 
that was canvassed by Amman’s wily King Abdullah I in a series of prewar 
meetings with Zionist leaders. Those secret encounters made the Jordanian 
monarch a weak link in the Arab coalition that Israel  could exploit to its own 
strategic advantage.

The UN plan for Je ru salem to be an international zone was dumped. The 
city was divided along the cease-fi re line, giving Amman control of the his-
toric Old City and its revered shrines—for both Islam and Judaism. This was 
a cause of much bitterness for Israelis, who now were denied access to their 
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holiest place of worship, the Western Wall. Palestine as a nation-in-the-
making was erased from the map. As Israel, the world’s newest nation, grabbed 
almost double the land mass allocated under UN Resolution 181, the burr of 
Palestinian dispossession was fi xed fi rmly under the saddle of world leaders 
and armies of diplomats for generations to come.

In Silwad, shock at the outcome of the war and the failure of Arab leader-
ship was acutely felt, as hundreds of Arab refugees from the new Jewish state 
found their way up the track into the Je ru salem Mountains. They came from 
Haifa and Jaffa, fi rst borrowing outhouses and space in villagers’ homes, but 
in time acquiring land, building houses, and marrying into village families.

Two years later, King Abdullah of Jordan formally annexed all of the West 
Bank—and, with it, the village of Silwad. Some locals yearned to be a part of 
an in de pen dent Palestine; others objected to being forced under the control 
of Amman. But Abd Al-Qadir lectured his family that, like it or not, Arabs 
would be better off under any Arab regime than under Israeli or British con-
trol, even if their new Arab monarch’s clandestine dealing with Israel made 
him an outcast in the Arab world.

War, politics, and the hardships of village life aside, these were tragic years 
for Fatima. A rural Palestinian wife’s fi rst duty was to produce children—with 
the fi rstborn preferably being a son. Fatima’s fi rst fi ve babies died within 
months of their birth—three sons and two daughters. Her fi rst to survive 
were girls—Safi yah, born in 1950, and Miriam, in 1953. It was not until 
March 1956 that she fulfi lled her marital duty by providing Abd Al-Qadir 
with a male heir. This was Khalid Abdul Rahman Ismail Abd Al-Qadir 
Mishal—whose name, in time, would be shortened to Khalid Mishal.

Any sense of joy was short-lived. Within months, her husband did as many 
other village men did—he took a second wife. Culturally, what seemed a cruel 
blow to Fatima was perfectly acceptable conduct. Abd Al-Qadir would draw 
quietly on his cigarette and profess himself well pleased with an arrangement 
that told the world he was a man of means, someone of stature. Fatima, then 
an attractive thirty-year-old, was furious. As her husband set up a second 
household and took to spending only half his time with Fatima and their 
children, she challenged him. “How can you do this to me?” she demanded to 
know. “I’m your cousin. I’m your wife. I’ve given you a son—why do you want 
another wife? Haven’t I looked after you, the children, your mother, and the 
farm?”13

Her husband stonewalled her. Shrugging his shoulders, Abd Al-Qadir 
 argued that polygamy was a right granted by Islam and Arab tradition. Such 
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seemingly heartless behavior was a complex tale of Arab male indulgence. In 
Abd Al-Qadir’s case, it became more diffi cult to understand when, a year 
later, this man who needed the world to believe he  could afford to keep a 
second wife and home announced he was going abroad for work—to supple-
ment the family funds.

The track abroad from Silwad was well worn. In the early days of the Brit-
ish mandate, young men hauled themselves to Nazareth to fi nd work; through 
the 1930s and 1940s they went off to Haifa—to labor and to hear the fi ery 
sermons of Qassam.14 In the 1950s, a good number of Silwadi males packed 
their bags and headed for Kuwait, and now Abd Al-Qadir joined them. He 
went legally. Many others, including a cousin of his fi rst wife and the fi rst 
husband of his second wife, died traipsing the hot desert between Baghdad 
and Kuwait City as they attempted to smuggle themselves into the burgeon-
ing emirate, oil rich and tiny, at the head of the Persian Gulf. His departure 
was doubly painful for Fatima, because Abd Al-Qadir had decided to take 
the newer of his wives to Kuwait. Fatima was abandoned in Silwad to run the 
farm and raise his fi rst family.

Life was tough and lonely for women left behind. Fatima took solace from 
the farm and her children—especially Khalid, the all-important fi rst son. At 
age four he demanded to be taught to read by his older sisters; soon, he was 
helping his illiterate mother to understand the labels on medicine bottles. She 
was proud of her son. His schoolteachers were pleased too. Khalid was at 
the top of his class regularly and became the school know-it-all. Village folk-
lore recorded that whenever an exercise defeated his classmates, it was clever 
 Khalid who provided the right answer. He amused Maher, his younger 
brother, by crafting cars and other toys for him from bent wire and tin cans.

Village play was a great leveler. Boys built kites, played marbles, and in-
vented their own games of skill and chance. Much of their time was spent in 
the shadow of a giant, castle-like rock on the higher edge of Ras Ali, which 
the children had dubbed Ea’arak Al-Kharouf, or “Sheep Rock.” When they 
fell over at play, they were immediately ordered to get up; as a child, Khalid 
split his head when he fell head-fi rst from the living level of their home onto 
a rock fl oor in the basement below. The gaping wound was treated with a 
simple press of coffee grounds.

This was a parched corner of the world and, as the decade of the 1950s 
rolled into the 1960s, the infant Israeli state and its Arab neighbors were edg-
ing  toward a new war footing—over water. Israel intended the Sea of Galilee 
as a great cistern for its new towns and farms. But only one of the three 
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streams feeding it actually rose in Israel. The others—the Banias and the 
Dan—rose in Syria and in Lebanon. The Jordan River, fl owing from the 
southern end of the Sea of Galilee, was a vital water source for Syria and 
Jordan.

Indignant Arab governments ordered their engineers to embark on a dra-
matic plan to divert the Banias and the Dan before the rivers entered Israel. 
But when they started digging, the Israelis bombed their bulldozers and 
dredges to a rude halt. There were frontier clashes between Israel and Syria, 
and an obscure but determined new Palestinian nationalist by the name of 
Yasser Arafat dispatched the fi rst of his Fatah guerrillas on cross-border raids 
into Israel.

In Silwad, with her politically aware husband absent in Kuwait, Fatima was 
oblivious to the beat of the war drums. There was no television, and few 
newspapers reached the village; it was only the men, gathered around their 
battery-powered radios, who listened gravely to Radio Cairo and the BBC 
World Service. A fuse was burning but, apart from the fact that Fatima  could 
neither read nor write, this was harvest time—she had just done cutting wheat 
and was drawing breath before bringing in fi gs and grapes.

Lasting just six days, the war was virtually over before a breathless nephew 
brought Fatima the news that it had begun. In a stunning series of strikes in 
the fi rst week of June 1967, Israeli jets destroyed four hundred aircraft of the 
combined Arab air forces—most while they were still on the ground. The 
same morning, the Old City of Je ru salem was surrounded and, just hours 
later, Israeli ground forces penetrated deep into the West Bank. When they 
reached the outskirts of ancient Jericho, just before sunset on the fi rst day, 
they received orders to snatch the entire West Bank for Israel.15

Fatima’s nephew announced that nearby villages were being surrounded by 
Israeli forces—or, as he put it, in simple parlance, “the Jews.” “We’re losing 
our land!” he yelled. Next morning, refusing to panic, Fatima still sent eleven-
year-old Khalid and his sisters to school while her father set off to work his 
fi elds. But the old man quickly returned. In great distress, he ordered Fatima 
to arm herself with a kitchen knife, telling her, “The Jews are coming. You 
can’t die like an animal—defend yourself !”16

Like much of the Arab world, many in Silwad believed the propaganda 
that beamed in from Cairo. They believed the Egyp tians’ wildly exaggerated 
accounts of Arab victories in the making. In the streets of Amman, the Jor-
danian capital, crowds cheered fi ghter jets that roared overhead, going into 
Israeli airspace. These, they thought, were Egyp tian fi ghter jets that would 
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show no mercy to the Israelis.17 In fact, they were the Israeli Air Force return-
ing from the preemptive strikes, which had wiped out virtually the entire 
Egyp tian air force. Abdul Fatah, Fatima’s uncle who ran a grocer’s store in 
Silwad, was captivated by Radio Cairo. He told his niece, “We are winning! 
We’ll have lunch in Tel Aviv!”18

But a mere twenty-four hours later, Silwad fell without a struggle. There 
was no or ga nized re sis tance—just a brief skirmish, in which one local was 
killed. Israeli troops moved through the streets, ordering locals to hang a 
white fl ag out front as a sign they would not resist. As the fi rst nighttime 
curfew was imposed and their new Israeli overlords dug in across the West 
Bank, Fatima’s mother submissively hung the universal sign of surrender on 
the doorjamb of her fearful daughter’s home.

Fatima had no way to contact Abd Al-Qadir in Kuwait. Under the control 
of an occupying army of young Israeli men, she worried greatly for her daugh-
ters, seventeen-year-old Safi yah and fourteen-year-old Miriam. Her aunt 
Haleema wanted to fl ee to caves up in the mountains, but, as the head of her 
household, Fatima was defi ant. “They can destroy my home if they want 
to—but I’m not leaving,” she declared, words that rang in her children’s ears.

Realizing just how badly the war had gone for the Arab armies, Abd Al-
Qadir and Abdul, his older brother who also was in Kuwait, were gripped by 
fears that Israeli troops would repeat the kill ing and village demolitions of 
1948. They rushed to Amman, where the older man asserted the authority of 
age. He argued that it was too dangerous for them both to enter the West 
Bank, now occupied by the Israelis, and ordered Abd Al-Qadir to remain in 
the Jordanian capital while he went to fetch their families from Silwad.

Arriving on Fatima’s doorstep, Abdul told her to get the children ready for 
a quick departure. Instead of paying for the lunch in Tel Aviv that he had 
anticipated as a result of an Arab victory, Abdul Fatah, her grocer uncle, 
forked out his money for the owner of the watermelon truck to evacuate the 
family to the Jordan crossing.

As the truck pulled away from Silwad, Fatima looked back into the faces of 
her parents, who had elected to stay behind. She had packed lightly—just two 
suitcases for fi ve of them—because the village men claimed they might be 
back within weeks, or maybe even days. This mess would be settled, they were 
sure; somehow the Israelis would leave and all the villagers would then return 
to complete the harvest. But something gnawed inside Fatima. Gazing into 
the fi elds, she burst into tears. She had nursed them as she had nursed her 
children. What troubled her most was the basics of rural life she left behind—
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her stocks of homemade cheese, olive oil, dried fi gs, soap, and the grain she 
had just set aside as seed for next season.

In a swift and extraordinary mobilization, Israel had seized control of what 
then prime minister Levi Eshkol described as “a good dowry”—the West 
Bank snatched from Jordan; Gaza and the Sinai from Egypt; and the Go-
lan Heights, strategically located above the Sea of Galilee, from Syria. Esh-
kol continued his wedding metaphor: “ but it comes with a bride we don’t 
like.”19

Addressing the leaders of Israel’s Labor Party, Eshkol was articulating the 
contradiction that would dog Israel’s existential debate for decades. His anxi-
ety was widely shared and very simple.

Israelis wanted the Palestinian land, but not its  people. Amid suggestions 
that they be expelled—and even that the Dome of the Rock, the Islamic jewel 
on the Je ru salem skyline, be blown up—the fate of the Palestinians became 
“the question of the million.”20

The Israeli lobby in Washington went into overdrive immediately, piling 
pressure on President Lyndon Johnson. American Jews feared that Israel 
might be forced to withdraw from its new turf without fi rst negotiating a 
peace treaty with its vanquished foes.21 But it was never clear that Israel 
 really wanted one. Back in 1948, Ben-Gurion had concluded that time was 
on the side of the Israelis—that there was no need to rush to any formal 
peace talks, which might curtail future opportunities to create what his col-
league Brigadier General Uzi Narkis described as “new facts.”22 When the 
fi ghting stopped in 1967, Defense Minister Moshe Dayan told the BBC that 
Israel was happy with its position—that he did not envisage negotiations. 
Cheekily, he added, “We’re waiting for the Arabs to pick up the phone and 
call.”23

There was fi erce debate within the Israeli establishment about just what to 
do with the West Bank. Menachem Begin opposed returning it, and Dayan 
worked up plans for Israeli military outposts and new Jewish communities on 
high ground among the Arab villages and towns. The debate canvassed the 
Jordan River as a new international frontier—or having no border at all. 
 Options for dealing with the Palestinian refugees were calculated clinically. 
To make them disappear from the new-look Israel, they might be resettled 
in Arab states—maybe in the Sinai, or across the river in King Hussein’s 
shrunken kingdom of Jordan. But, even as this debate went on, groups of 
 Israelis were given government grants and armed protection for the fi rst of 
the controversial new Jewish settlements on Arab land.

There was a slight hiccup when Theodore Meron, a lawyer in the Israeli 
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Ministry of Foreign Affairs, produced a legal opinion that argued that the 
settlements contravened a Geneva Convention stipulation that an occupying 
country  could not deport or transfer its own civilian population into occupied 
territory. Undaunted, the government countered with a claim that, because 
the fi nal status of the West Bank had not been determined and its inclusion 
in King Hussein’s Hashemite Kingdom in 1950 had not been executed le-
gally, Israel  could argue that the West Bank did not constitute occupied ter-
ritory. To appease early American anger over the landgrab in the Golan, the 
fi rst settlements were presented as “military” outposts and some settlers even 
were issued military uniforms. Just six months after the end of the war, there 
were already ten Jewish settlements in the Palestinian Occupied Territories.24

Vehicle-borne loudspeakers were dispatched to towns and villages, urging 
Palestinians to leave and threatening those who lingered. When they did 
leave, their homes were destroyed. Dayan was well pleased when refugee 
numbers crossing the Jordan River hit one hundred thousand. He said, “I 
hope they all go. If we  could achieve the departure of three hundred thousand 
without pressure that would be a great blessing.”25

The fi rst of what would become decades of collective punishment by the 
Israelis was dealt to Arab villages and cities that resisted in any way— passively 
or aggressively. The Israelis imposed curfews; bus ser vices were canceled and 
businesses were ordered closed. Homes were searched; individuals were ar-
rested and tortured under interrogation. Some were deported, and more homes 
were demolished.

An effort to co-opt some Arab community leaders—as a precursor to an 
in de pen dent Palestine, whose sovereignty would be hugely compromised—
was at times comic and very soon declared to be a failure. So too was a 
 “transfer” program, which called on the skills of those Israeli operatives who 
had ferried Jews illegally into Palestine before 1948 to now turn their minds 
to making Palestinian refugees disappear from the Gaza Strip. Mordechai 
Gur, who was among the fi rst Israelis to enter the Old City on the third day 
of the Six-Day War, was appointed military governor of Gaza; he cheerfully 
admitted he was doing his bit to pressure Arabs to leave by deliberately 
 eroding their standard of living.26

And yet many Palestinians simply decided not to move. When an Israeli 
post offi ce was opened at Hebron, the Arab mayor, Sheikh Muhammad Ali 
Jabari, treated the assembled dignitaries to a brief but pointed history lesson. 
He was just a boy, he told them, when the Turks opened Hebron’s fi rst post 
offi ce in the days of the Ottoman Empire; later, during the years of the man-
date, he had offi ciated at the opening of a British post offi ce, and after that a 
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Jordanian one.27 He was quite confi dent someone else would take the place 
of the Israelis.

When the Palestinian rush to the borders stopped, Uzi Narkis wrote: “We 
certainly hoped [the refugees] would fl ee, like in 1948. But this time they 
 didn’t. We made buses available. Whoever wanted to,  could go to the Allenby 
Bridge. At fi rst some left. Then fewer and fewer  every day, until they 
stopped.”28 In the end, Israel estimated that the Six-Day War created up to 
250,000 refugees.29

The creators of the Israeli state were digging in, making it impossible for 
their successors to agree to any concessions on what would continue to be the 
four burning issues at the heart of the Middle East crisis: a return to the 1967 
borders, Arab access to Je ru salem, a right of return for Palestinian refugees, 
and the removal of Jewish settlements from Palestinian land.

In 1968, Moshe Dayan ended up in the hospital after he was trapped in a 
landslide on an archaeological dig. His many visitors included the Arab mayor 
of a town that had been assisted by Dayan in the postwar confusion. When 
Palestinian homes had been demolished, the Israeli warrior with the trade-
mark eye patch had had some of them rebuilt. Later, Dayan spoke of the 
special bond he believed he had with the mayor, who had come to his bedside 
bearing oranges still on the branch: “The situation between us is like the 
complex relationship between a Bedouin man and the young girl he has taken 
against her wishes. But when their children are born,  they’ll see the man as 
their father and the woman as their mother. The initial act will mean nothing 
to them. You the Palestinians, as a nation, do not want us today, but we will 
change your attitude by imposing our presence upon you.”30

The Six-Day War changed the Middle East—and the contest between 
Jews and Palestinians—forever. The two were locked in a crude vise that, in 
the abstraction of a child’s mind, the boy Khalid  could feel tightening. In 
Silwad, the children had been allowed to sit in the village circles, as old men 
drank their tea and told stories of Palestinian heroics amidst the overpower-
ing losses of 1936 and 1948. In the weeks before the Six-Day War, the boy 
had had a sense of foreboding as the el ders hunkered around the radio, and 
his instinct had sharpened as air-raid drills interrupted classes at school. The 
danger had become real and present when he raced to the top of Al-Asour, 
Silwad’s mountain backdrop, to cock his ear for the thump of artillery as he 
and his schoolmates gawped in the direction of Je ru salem in June 1967.

Khalid Mishal would forget none of this.
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Randa Habib was just eigh teen when she crossed into Jordan. The daughter 
of a well-traveled Lebanese career diplomat, she had attended primary school 
in Beirut. But, having spent much of her teens in the cities to which her 
 father was posted, she knew Belgrade, Athens, Caracas, and Rio de Janeiro 
better than she knew her hometown—Beirut.

Over her father’s objections, Habib was determined to be a journalist, and 
after fi nishing her education she took a job in 1972 at Magazine, a weekly 
journal published in Beirut. She showed promise, and within months of her 
signing on, the magazine’s editor devised an ambitious project that was to 
involve nearly his entire staff—he wanted nitty-gritty portraits of the region’s 
leaders. Having just resettled in Lebanon after a stretch in Brazil, the neo-
phyte Habib was indifferent to her allotted subject—Hussein Bin Talal, the 
Hashemite king of Jordan.

Touching down in Amman to begin her assignment, Habib’s eyes lit briefl y 
on a group of American lawmakers, whose suits and skirts set them apart in 
an airport crowd of robes and veils. As the last of them wrestled their bags 
from a carousel, she observed a young government offi cial attempting to herd 
them  toward a fl eet of VIP cars.

Habib took a cab to the city and checked into the Intercontinental Hotel, 
just across the road from the U.S. Embassy on Al-Kuliyya Street. In Amman, 
the “Intercon,” as it was known, was the grease pit where offi cials, diplomats, 
and journalists fi xed things—to such an extent that the government had been 
obliged to put a press offi ce in the ground-fl oor lobby, so the regime  could 
keep abreast of all the comings and goings.

3

The Tap Dancer from Amman
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When Habib settled in and informed the fl aks ensconced in the lobby 
press offi ce that she wished to interview the king, she saw their eyes glaze. 
Had she spoken to anyone? Did she have an appointment? Did she not think 
to call ahead? As she pondered what to do next, the answer walked through 
the door. The government offi cial she had glimpsed at the airport introduced 
himself as Adnan Gharaybeh. When Habib explained her mission, Gharay-
beh advised her to get herself the next morning to one of the government 
reception centers, where King Hussein would be revealing details of the latest 
version of his grand plan for a union of Jordan and the West Bank to an as-
sembly of powerful tribal sheikhs. This would be her chance to see him in 
action—close up.

Grateful for the tip-off, Habib followed Gharaybeh’s directions. Standing 
in line as the king made his entrance, she pushed forward with an outstretched 
hand. “Your Majesty,  could I have an interview?” she asked bluntly. Hussein 
paused, took her hand, and smiled. “Insha’Allah.” That was all he said. It 
might have been another Jordanian brush-off—“God willing”—but Habib 
sensed that her forthright approach had amused Hussein. She returned to 
Beirut and was not at all surprised when her phone rang a week later. It was 
Adnan Gharaybeh, to announce that His Majesty would see her at three pm 
on the following Wednesday.

This time she drove. As her father’s daughter, Habib traveled on a diplo-
matic passport. But when she pulled up at the Jordanian border the day be-
fore her appointment at the Amman palace, there was nothing diplomatic or 
even nice about the treatment she received. Such a delay and so many ques-
tions. “Why the Minolta camera? What’s the tape recorder for?” she was asked.

“I’m going to interview the king,” she said, with all of the excitement of a 
journalist on her fi rst big assignment.

At the Amman Intercontinental the next morning, Habib  could not help 
noticing that a rough-cut individual sitting nearby had quite deliberately placed 
a pistol on his breakfast table. He was watching her. Later, as she and her pho-
tographer colleague killed time by taking a drive around the city, they noticed 
they were being followed by a blue Volkswagen Beetle, the occupants of which 
seemed to be making a clumsy effort to keep them under surveillance.

Back at the hotel, the effi cient Gharaybeh arrived to tell Habib that under 
no circumstances  could her colleague accompany her to see the king— instead, 
a royal photographer would shoot pictures. On arriving at the palace she was 
subjected to an invasive search; her camera and tape recorder were confi scated 
without explanation and she was asked the same odd questions in a hundred 
different ways—Where was she from? What was her real name? Where was 
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she in 1967? When had she last been to Je ru salem? The novice journalist 
complained; seasoned palace offi cials smiled obsequiously.

King Hussein himself was utterly charming. He had short legs that re-
quired him to perch on the edge of his chair, but he sat with his hands clasped 
in his lap and answered Habib’s questions with warmth and enthusiasm. He 
was a fast talker and she was new to note taking. Sensing her panic as Habib 
fell behind his rapid delivery, Hussein gracefully slowed his pace.

The king seemed to enjoy himself immensely as he canvassed his plans for 
the West Bank. At the end of the interview, he urged Habib to stay on in 
Amman and take in the sights of Jordan. A sheepish Gharaybeh, who, she 
now noticed, had rather handsome black eyes and a fi ne nose, asked if she 
would join him for dinner that evening. He took her to the old Diplomat 
restaurant, where he explained the complex history and nuances of the king’s 
words, while all the time the men she had observed earlier in the blue Beetle 
hovered near the door. Gharaybeh tried to put her at ease, explaining that 
they were following him, not her.

Habib’s six-page article was the cover story of her magazine’s two editions—
in French and Arabic. But, just days before it hit the streets, it appeared that 
some of the detail might have been leaked. She received a blunt warning 
against giving prominence to Hussein’s latest landgrab for the West Bank—in 
the form of a sham letter bomb that arrived on her desk. Days after publica-
tion, there was a more disturbing indication of what the Palestinian re sis tance 
made of Habib’s fi rst foray into the labyrinth of the Middle East crisis when 
the magazine’s printing presses were bombed.

The next call from Adnan Gharaybeh was to register the king’s satisfaction 
with her report. But then his calls kept coming. The young French-Lebanese 
Chris tian journalist was being courted by the Muslim offi cial, who was a son 
of one of Jordan’s more powerful northern tribes. Adnan made several visits 
to Beirut; Habib popped back to Amman. When the twenty-year-old told 
her Chris tian father she had found the man of her dreams, he was shocked to 
hear that his prospective son-in-law was a Muslim, and doubly shocked to be 
told that Adnan was not even from one of the Lebanese families over which 
her father might exert some infl uence. Attempting to head off the myriad 
ethnic and religious issues of such a mixed marriage, her desperate parents 
offered her an around-the-world trip, hoping an absence of some months might 
snap their headstrong daughter from her madness. Habib refused to go.

Three days after that holiday suggestion, Habib and Adnan eloped. Slip-
ping themselves quietly onto a fl ight out of Beirut, they asked friends to de-
liver a letter to Habib’s parents only when they were clean away. As a se nior 
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diplomat, Habib’s father pulled out the government’s big guns. Interpol came 
after the couple and the Lebanese ambassador to Amman tailed them to 
Adnan’s family home in Irbid in the north of Jordan. Finally, after a visit to 
Amman by her father, a truce was called and the se nior Habibs fi nally em-
braced their new son-in-law.

It was only after their June 1973 wedding that Adnan decided to tell Habib 
the real story behind the bizarre behavior of the Jordanians when she had fi rst 
arrived in Amman twelve months earlier to interview the king.

The palace had received an anonymous warning that a Palestinian, mas-
querading as a reporter called Randa, would attempt to assassinate King 
Hussein by detonating a bomb that was to be concealed in her camera or tape 
recorder. The king had refused to cancel the appointment with Habib, on the 
grounds that he had given his word. The man with the gun at breakfast and 
the two spies in the Beetle were deliberate warnings by Jordanian security to 
let this would-be bomber understand that she was being watched.

The reason for the king’s great good humor during the interview had been 
the arrival of a report from the Jordanian Embassy in Beirut, just minutes 
before they met, which revealed that Habib was the daughter of a Lebanese 
diplomat known to and much respected by His Majesty. The report had ar-
rived too late for palace security offi cials to call off their protective gunmen, 
who, throughout the interview, had stood motionless behind the curtains in 
the king’s offi ce—in case Habib had made a false move.1

Dinner with Gharaybeh at the Diplomat had been the king’s idea and it 
marked the beginning of Habib’s new life in the Hashemite kingdom. Set-
tling in Amman, she fi rst worked at the Jordanian Information Ministry, but 
she quickly concluded that a bigger, bolder exis tence beckoned from beyond 
the Jordanian public ser vice. She urged Adnan to quit and he did so, starting 
out in private business as the Jordanian agent for the Otis Elevator Company. 
She quit too, pursuing the in de pen dent career in journalism that she had 
wanted since being a teenager.

In time, Habib landed the plum post of Amman bureau chief for Agence 
France-Presse. This proved a remarkable vantage point in a region where 
Westerners perceived neat lines on maps as the borders between sovereign 
nations, but where today’s crisis and yesterday’s history were forever seeping 
across the fl at desert frontiers, allowing all to demand a say in tomorrow’s 
upheaval.

Geographically, the close proximity and scale of all of these countries was 
akin to a map of Toyland. On a clear night, King Hussein  could see the lights 
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of Je ru salem as he entertained guests on the terraces of his Hashimieh Palace, 
on the outskirts of metropolitan Amman. At the head of the Red Sea, just a 
few short miles of coast were shared by Egypt, Israel, Jordan, and Saudi Ara-
bia. Cable and satellite TV would shrink distances even further and compress 
time.

The region was a veritable postage stamp, on which contemporary rivalries—
territorial, religious, and political—predated the Great Powers’ division of the 
Ottoman Empire at the end of World War I, a carve-up that was based en-
tirely on Western interests. Later, what had been historic Palestine became 
Jordan, Israel, and the Palestinian Occupied Territories. Israel now controlled 
swathes of territory previously held by Jordan, Syria, and Egypt.

The spread of the refugees made the fate of the Palestinians a constant 
regional issue. There were sizable refugee communities in Jordan, Lebanon, 
Kuwait, Syria, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and other pockets of the Gulf. These 
states sat almost on top of one another—Israel shared borders with Lebanon, 
Syria, Jordan, Egypt, and, virtually, Saudi Arabia. Religion complicated mat-
ters further—Je ru salem was revered and “owned” by and for all Muslims, all 
Chris tians, and all Jews. The upshot was that quite apart from U.S., Soviet, 
and European intervention, more than a dozen governments in the region 
claimed a right to stick in their oars.

What most saw in King Hussein was what they got. At the end of his post-
ing in Amman, an American ambassador summed up the monarch this way: 
“King Hussein is not a reader. His life as a professional king  doesn’t revolve 
around briefi ng papers fi lled with bullet-pointed options and consequences. 
He is not especially devious or complicated—he is pretty straightforward, 
and that frustrates those around him who see the world in sophisticated and 
complex terms.”2

As a sheikh of the desert, Hussein exuded a rare blend of tribal charm and 
Continental grace. His deep voice mesmerized even his most uncomfortable 
Western visitors. He assumed the role of father to his little nation. Some-
times he cajoled his mostly impoverished subjects; at others, he insisted he 
knew best. He had an appreciative eye for women and a passion for motor-
cycles and airplanes. But he was more bread-and-hummus than caviar king. 
Those who dropped by as he ate at his desk were bemused by his simple en-
thusiasm for melted cheese on fl at Arab bread or a falafel sandwich. Senior 
offi cials took the precaution of lunching before they went to see him—lest he 
invite them to share his humble fare.

In Washington, Hussein had once emerged from what he deemed to have 
been a successful meeting at the White House, declaring to aides, “Let’s 
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 celebrate—let’s have hamburgers!” The burgers were so cold and congealed 
by the time they were delivered to the royal suite that only one member of the 
party wanted to eat one—an oblivious King Hussein.

He was a larger-than-life individual who seemed to cast a spell on  people. 
His gestures and responses revealed not just a deep sense of tribal honor and 
duty, but also a sense of humanity that he indulged willingly—even in the 
face of threats to the throne.

When she was diagnosed with cancer, a granddaughter of the legendary 
Ethiopian emperor Haile Selassie wrote asking if Hussein would help to pay 
her doctor’s bills. Her confi dence was well placed, as the king fi red off a check 
immediately. Perplexed, his advisers demanded an explanation. All of them 
Arabs, even they were astounded when Hussein cast back fourteen centuries 
to recount the story of King Najashi of Abyssinia, a distant forefather of 
 Selassie’s. Hussein told of a time when the armies of Muhammad were in 
trouble on the Arabian Peninsula, forcing the Prophet to send them to the 
land that became Ethiopia, where the Chris tian Najashi sheltered them. For 
Hussein, the plea from Selassie’s granddaughter was a very simple matter: 
tribal honor required him to repay Muhammad’s debt. Just as she was a direct 
descendant of King Najashi, he was a direct descendant of the Prophet.3

When one of Hussein’s military tribunals jailed Layth Shubaylat, a vocal 
Islamist activist in Amman, the king had second thoughts and pardoned him. 
Contrarily, Shubaylat refused to leave prison unless others were freed along 
with him. Exasperated, King Hussein got into a car and drove himself to the 
prison, entered the cell block, and hauled out Shubaylat, whom he then drove 
to his home in the Amman suburbs.

Hussein forgave most who menaced him. At one stage in the 1970s, four 
of the chiefs of his six security ser vices were individuals who, earlier in their 
careers, had been sent into exile amidst accusations that they were part of 
conspiracies against the monarchy. Unusually in the Arab world, all had been 
pardoned and given these positions of power.

But Hussein was no pushover, and the security of his throne was due in no 
small part to his ruthless capacity to keep the lid on tension. In the interests 
of keeping his subjects in their place and in deference to a regional fl air for 
bending or breaking  people, Hussein was prepared to infl ict some pain on his 
 people when it was deemed necessary. Chief among his security agencies was 
the General Intelligence Department (GID), which many Jordanians pre-
ferred to call the “Fingernail Factory.”

Hussein’s palace was in the Maqar, a historic hillside compound that 
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 included several royal palaces in the heart of downtown Amman. This was 
where the armies of the Great Arab Revolt camped when they liberated Am-
man in 1918 and where, after them, the governors of the British Mandate era 
were housed. It was where Hussein’s grandfather Abdullah built his fi rst pal-
ace as king of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, a tumbleweed patch of 
desert between Iraq and what then was Palestine, which was granted to him 
by Winston Churchill during the post-Ottoman convulsions of the 1920s.

These days, the royal family lived in the Nadwa Palace, a grand building of 
stone and arches within the Maqar compound. Hussein’s offi ce and those of 
the royal court were in the Basman Palace, a separate building within the 
royal enclave. Portraits of his predecessors, whom he traced back to Muham-
mad the Prophet, adorned the walls. It might have been the workplace of any 
top executive, but in a region of royal opulence, it fell short of lavish. Apart 
from the rolling gardens and the tranquility of the compound amidst the 
madness of the city, an eye-catching nod to royalty was the pomp and color 
of the Circassian Guards. These were descendents of Muslim warriors who 
had fl ed the Rus sian advance into the Caucasus in the nineteenth century, 
and later served the Jordanian monarchy, much as the Swiss Guards did at the 
Vatican.

When he was fi fteen, Hussein had witnessed the murder of his grandfather 
Abdullah, as the old warrior-king entered the Al-Aqsa Mosque in Je ru salem. 
Young Hussein had been saved from one of the assassin’s bullets when it rico-
cheted off a medal on his military uniform. He had been crowned king as a 
schoolboy. Grappling with his unforgiving turf and the ease of death in the 
desert, he claimed he had taken to disguising himself as a taxi  driver and 
cruising the streets of Amman so he  could quiz his passengers on the per for-
mance of their new ruler.4 Hussein was still in his teens when he fi red his fi rst 
prime minister.5

His cousin Feisal, whom the British installed as king of neighboring Iraq, 
was murdered in a 1958 military coup in Baghdad. Just months after this loss, 
Hussein put down an Egyp tian-inspired military coup. Later, he called on all 
his skill as a pilot to survive an aerial dogfi ght. He was at the controls of his 
lumbering old twin-engine De Havilland Dove when two nimble Syrian 
MiG-17 fi ghter jets tried to force him to crash. Subsequently he was the 
target of serial assassination plots and uprisings as the Soviet-backed enforc-
ers in Damascus and Cairo set out to break his in de pen dent spirit.

In the Six-Day War, Hussein was humiliated by the loss of his western 
fl ank to Israel and, with it, half of holy Je ru salem. At the same time, he was 
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burdened by the displacement of almost half a million refugees from the 
 Occupied Territories into his reduced kingdom.6 This was an outcome that 
now put the king on a second collision course—with the Palestine Liberation 
Organization and its feisty leader, Yasser Arafat.

They were against each other immediately. Hussein came to see Arafat as 
an inveterate liar. A standing joke in the royal court was that Arafat had two 
signatures—one that his aides knew was to be acted on, and a second mark 
that told them to ignore whatever preceded it.

As a young fi ghter in 1968, Arafat—according to the king’s reading of 
events—had stolen the credit for what Hussein believed was a Jordanian 
military victory over the Israelis at Karameh on the Jordan River.

The confl ict over Karameh revolved around who did what to aid the vic-
tory. Arafat had undoubtedly beaten off the Israelis, but only after a se nior 
Jordanian intelligence offi cer—acting on a CIA tip-off—had warned Arafat 
of an imminent Israeli assault. The Jordanian military had amplifi ed that 
warning and, despite orders from Amman to stay out of the confl ict, a sym-
pathetic Jordanian army commander had provided artillery and tank support 
for Arafat at a critical moment in the battle. It was enough to force a humili-
ating retreat by the Israelis. Close to one hundred of Arafat’s four-hundred-
strong force were killed, but the cost to the Israelis was twenty-eight dead, 
sixty-nine injured, and thirty-four tanks hit. By the military metrics of the 
Middle East, that was enough for Arafat to proclaim Karameh “the fi rst vic-
tory of the Arab nation after the 1967 war.”7

Thereafter, Arafat touted himself as a seasoned guerrilla leader, whose rag-
tag militia had restored Arab pride by rising above the defeat of 1967 to repel 
a powerful Israeli incursion into Jordan.

He and the other factional leaders now saw Jordan’s great strategic poten-
tial as a base for re sis tance against neighboring Israel, much as the Vietcong 
had used Hanoi as a base from which to retake South Vietnam. They infi l-
trated Hussein’s military and security ser vices. Their tens of thousands of 
unruly fi ghters, or fedayeen, became a state-within-a-state, owing allegiance 
to the fi fty-plus Palestinian factions that had mushroomed in Jordan. Amidst 
talk of an overthrow and the seizure of Jordan as the basis for a new Palestin-
ian state, King Hussein struggled to control his realm. The choice he faced 
was grim—he  could allow the Hashemite throne to be undermined or he 
 could act decisively.

Ignoring calls for brotherhood among Arabs, Hussein chose the latter 
course in September 1970. At a cost of thousands of lives, his loyal Bedouin 
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military forces drove Arafat and the PLO out of Jordan—their refuge of fi rst 
choice—to new bases in Syria and Lebanon. Palestinians called this episode 
in their history Black September.8

These events were to some extent precipitated by a dramatic episode that 
had sent a shiver down the spine of the international community. Leftist ele-
ments of the PLO had used Jordan as a stage on which to unveil a powerful 
new tactic in their guerrilla war when they hijacked four passenger jets and 
successfully ordered the pilots of three of them to put down at Dawson’s 
Field, a former British airbase in the Jordanian desert. There they blew up 
two of the aircraft in front of a British TV camera while striking a deal to 
exchange three hundred passengers for seven Palestinians held as prisoners in 
Britain, Switzerland, and Germany.9

The manner in which the PLO had thus upped the ante was matched only 
by an extraordinary appeal by Hussein to London and Washington at the 
height of his showdown with Arafat. As an Arab leader, he asked Britain and 
the United States to relay a Jordanian plea to the Jewish state of Israel to buy 
time for his army by bombing Syrian forces that were set to enter the war on 
the side of Arafat.

Most of Hussein’s subjects were Palestinian refugees, many of whom had 
squatted for years in miserable refugee camps run by the United Nations. In 
their squalor and poverty, they looked westward  every day, clinging to the 
hope that they might somehow escape the pressure cooker of the camps to 
return to their villages and farms in Israel and the Occupied Territories. 
Their presence seriously complicated affairs in Jordan, a country about the 
size of Ireland but with scant resources. Their geographic proximity to the 
West Bank was a constant reminder of their loss. Their frustration  could—
and did—spark regular outbursts of anger and rebellion.

This was the environment in which the Muslim Brotherhood became a 
key presence. Its unregulated fund-raising drives, based on the religious obli-
gation of all Muslims to donate to charity, made the Brotherhood one of the 
wealthiest welfare and political or ga ni za tions in Jordan. In 1967, Hussein 
decided to do away with political parties, but he  could not do away with 
the Muslim Brotherhood. In the 1950s and 1960s, the Islamists had sided 
with his regime against a wave of leftist challenges. Sometimes they did the 
regime’s dirty work. To save Hussein the embarrassment of being seen to 
put a brake on what, elsewhere, might be read as a healthy political discourse, 
the Islamists sent crowds of baton-wielding thugs into the streets of Amman 
to smack down protests. By the letter of their charter, the Brotherhood’s 
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 objective was a pure, Sharia-based Islamic society. But self-preservation was 
their fi rst priority. Figuring any nationalist or leftist alternative to Hussein 
was a threat to their exis tence, they had a common cause with the king.

Hussein fl attered them at the same time as he laid down “redlines,” arguing 
that there was a difference between “enlightened” and “fanatical” Islam.10 He 
was able to pull rank with his claim to be a forty-second-generation descen-
dant of Muhammad, but he also made sure that those who were known as the 
East Bankers, the traditional Jordanians from the east side of the Jordan 
River, were in control of the Brotherhood. These elements were more tribal 
than those of the predominantly Islamist Palestinian Brothers.

In 1982, when Syrian president Hafez Al-Assad massacred up to thirty 
thousand  people to put down an Islamist revolt and leveled the restive city of 
Hama to warn any other upstarts of the fate that awaited them, Hussein gave 
refuge to many of the Brothers who fl ed Syria. In 1971, he took in those who 
straggled out of Iraq after a Ba’athist purge.

The Jordanian regime sponsored the Brotherhood, which, in return, gave 
back something that Arafat and the PLO threatened—Hussein’s legitimacy. 
The king clung to a belief that he among Arab leaders was the rightful repre-
sentative of the Palestinian  people. With the exception of the tissue-sized 
Gaza Strip, all of the putative Palestinian state had, for a time, been formerly 
Jordanian. As blow-ins from the Hejaz region of what became Saudi Arabia, 
the Hashemite family was without local roots—hence their reliance on Islam 
for legitimacy. They claimed a direct lineage back to the Prophet Muhammad 
and, as the emir of the Hejaz, Hussein’s great-grandfather had been keeper of 
the holy cities of Mecca and Medina.

When he lost control of Je ru salem in the 1967 war, Hussein’s legitimacy 
was put in doubt—notwithstanding a deal with the Israelis under which he 
continued to be custodian of the Islamic holy places in Je ru salem. Many Arab 
analysts had long suspected that the rationale for the British creation of Jor-
dan, in that portion of the British Mandate that lay east of the Jordan River, 
was to build an alternative Palestinian homeland—thus to enable the Jews to 
have all the territory west of the river, so-called Eretz Israel.11

An Arab summit in the Moroccan capital, Rabat, in 1974 had dealt Hus-
sein yet another blow, formally stripping him of the last vestiges of his role as 
a guardian of the Palestinians and vesting all legitimacy in Arafat’s PLO. It 
was payback to Hussein for ousting the PLO from Jordan in 1970 and his 
refusal in the previous year—1973—to join the Egyp tian-Syrian attack on 
Israel that brought on the Yom Kippur War.
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The bitter lesson Hussein took from the murder of his grandfather on the 
steps of the Al-Aqsa Mosque in Je ru salem, and again as his Jewish and Arab 
neighbors squeezed him, was that, as a leader, he must act in de pen dently of 
all the noise in the region. He parlayed with some or all of his neighbors from 
time to time, but, as an Arab ruler, the king of Jordan was on his own.

From the throne on which he sat, this required talking to the West, espe-
cially Washington; and talking to Israel, which, in turn, meant the denuncia-
tion of Hussein in the Arab world. Cairo radio beamed into Jordan, urging 
Jordanians to assassinate the “Hashemite whore” and “the treacherous dwarf.”

Hussein became Israel’s most trusted Arab ally. In 1973, he warned Israeli 
prime minister Golda Meir of Egypt and Syria’s plans for a surprise military 
strike as Israelis marked Yom Kippur. To her cost, she did not believe him. 
However, Hussein refused to give ground to the Israelis on the Palestinian 
question and, try as he often did to discredit the PLO, he knew that any deal 
he might broker with Israel or the world would not fl y unless it had the 
 endorsement of Arafat and the other Arab leaders.

Hussein, and his grandfather before him, had accepted the reality of the 
 Israeli state decades before any other Arab leaders. Both had engaged in a long 
series of secret meetings in which they arm wrestled with Israel over the so-
called Jordan Option, in which the West Bank and Gaza somehow might come 
under the aegis of Amman. Sometimes they met in London, at the clinic of Dr. 
Emmanuel Herbert, Hussein’s Jewish physician, or in Paris, for a continuing 
covert dialogue. The Israelis estimated later that their leaders and key offi cials 
met face-to-face with Hussein for what amounted to fi ve hundred hours.12 In 
all this, Hussein saw himself as a realist. But to some in the PLO and among 
his Arab neighbors, he was naive and—worse—a  collaborator.

His “loner” play meant that Hussein was never alone. He was the benefi -
ciary of a cynical 1950s American plot to co-opt Arab leaders to protect 
Western oil supplies and block Soviet expansion in the fi rst decade of the 
Cold War. Harrison Symmes, a 1960s U.S. ambassador to Amman, described 
Hussein and others in the region who were seduced with guns, money, and 
intelligence from the CIA thus: “These four mongrels were supposed to be 
our defense against communism and extremes of Arab nationalism.”13

Hussein took the money, but there were times when his single-mindedness 
infuriated Washington. Better than most, the Jordanian leader knew the pre-
carious threads by which his monarchy hung—and high on his list was the 
need for domestic popular support. “If your  people and your tribe are not with 
you, you are nothing,” he lectured his advisers.14 The case studies he would 
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quote were self-evident. In 1957 suffi cient numbers of his army remained 
loyal to see off a menacing Leftist plot, and in 1970 they stood with him 
when Arafat’s militias tried to overthrow the monarchy. Later, he would add 
1990–91 to the list, when only his strong popular support among Jordanians 
kept Washington at bay at a time when it would have liked to punish Hussein 
for his refusal to support the American-led campaign against Saddam Hus-
sein’s invasion of Kuwait.

Western observers joked that the offi ce of prime minister in Jordan was a 
good retirement post and to be a government minister was to be an orna-
ment existing outside the circles of power. Conventionally, the Washington-
Amman relationship should have involved the Jordanian Foreign Ministry 
and the U.S. State Department, but Hussein’s line was direct to the White 
House and it was the CIA–GID (General Intelligence Department) axis that 
kept it oiled and functioning. During the Cold War, when tinpot dictators 
and  corrupt generals  could name their price for cooperating with Washing-
ton,  Hussein’s name was on the CIA’s “fi nancial support” list—alongside 
those of Zaire’s infamous Mobutu Sese Seko and Panama’s dictator in wait-
ing, the unsavory Manuel Noriega. Quite apart from declared foreign aid 
programs, Hussein’s “secret subsidy” was banked for twenty years.15

His more passionate Jordanian subjects liked to say God broke the mold 
after he made Hussein. Their king drew religious legitimacy from his claim 
to be a descendant of the Prophet, enjoying Islam as others enjoyed poetry. 
He knew the Qur’an intimately and loyalists wagered he  could defeat the 
ayatollahs of Tehran and any other fundamentalists in a debate on the use—
or abuse—of the holy book.

Hussein railed at the West’s black-and-white simplifi cation of the Arab 
world, its duplicity in the carve-up of the Ottoman Empire, and the shock 
treatment infl icted on the Arab world with the creation of the state of Israel. 
He wrung his hands at the scheming and failure of Arab leaders, and their 
destabilizing Cold War fl irtations with Moscow. Yet, isolated and without 
refuge, Hussein turned to the West and the Israelis as partners in what be-
came a tenacious and ultimately successful bid for Hashemite survival.

His much-touted Jordanian Option, which had featured in Randa Habib’s 
fi rst news report from Amman, remained on the table, sometimes buried un-
der other proposals or simply deep in the hearts of the Jordanian leader and 
those around him. The art of being king of  Jordan was in picking at the knots 
of tension. Did Hussein want to take the West Bank back under the wing of 
the monarchy, as had been the case for the two decades up to 1967? Was 
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the Muslim Brotherhood, like the PLO before it, plotting to overthrow Hus-
sein, to reshape his kingdom as a new Palestinian republic, or as a caliphate, 
perhaps?

Bitter experience made Hussein an exceptional tap dancer—but he fussed 
about his partners. He appreciated the difference between needing and loving 
his alliances with the Brotherhood and with Israel. He reserved his paranoia 
for Leftist nationalists and any who hitched their fortunes to the Syrian or 
Egyp tian regimes. He was contemptuous of Arafat and the PLO.

King Hussein understood that being cozy with the Americans was a good 
thing—but that being too cozy was not. He often counseled friends with a 
parable of his power: “To be an enemy of the United States is dangerous; to 
be a friend of Washington can be fatal.”16
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Kuwait University was still in its infancy. Richly endowed with the vast oil 
wealth of the ruling Al-Sabah family, it was poised to become one of the re-
gion’s grander halls of learning. But there were humble beginnings.

There was great fanfare when it opened in 1966 with just four hundred 
students and a faculty of only thirty-one, teaching science, arts, and educa-
tion. But as new colleges were incorporated, the campus was pulled into the 
slipstream of the turbocharged economy transforming the emirate from a 
barren back lot to an indulgent petrodollar emporium. Traditionally, Kuwaitis 
were more relaxed than some of their stitched-up neighbors, like the Saudis. 
It showed on campus, where classes were coeducational; women wore mini-
skirts and, on weekends, joined their male colleagues for desert picnics.1

The straitlaced Khalid Mishal’s Islamist sensitivities may well have been 
offended by this progressive, liberal at mo sphere. But, as a Palestinian, he had 
to count himself lucky just to be among his fellow students, miniskirts or not. 
Tuition was free, but only a few dozen places were reserved for Palestinians.2

In 1974, Professor Asad Abdul Rahman started lecturing at the univer-
sity. Running a practiced eye over his fi rst class as the students took their 
places for his eclectic course on Palestinian history, Abdul Rahman took in an 
intense, thin-framed student. Lingering momentarily on his ill-kempt, woolly 
beard—which Adbul Rahman well knew was a sure sign of fundamentalist 
tendencies—he inwardly dismissed Mishal as just another misguided youth. 
The professor concluded that the student was already aligned with the Mus-
lim Brotherhood.3

There was no such thing as a neutral Palestinian. Their history was too 
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new, too raw, and, of late, too humiliating. The professor saw the world 
through the prism of Fatah, the secular faction of Palestinian politics that had 
emerged from the refugee community in Kuwait to become the backbone of 
Yasser Arafat’s PLO. A staunch believer in the supremacy of the PLO, he was 
more at home with his own kind, their leftist Arab sensibilities buttressed by 
a confi dent sense of their own ascendency. It was a simple equation: Fatah 
was in control; Islamists were fringe dwellers. Most of Abdul Rahman’s stu-
dents dreamt of armed revolution and perhaps a seat at a conference in Prague 
or Moscow, where they might see Arafat rub shoulders with Fidel Castro 
amid cries of “Come the revolution!”

Khalid Mishal might have looked out of place, but already he was a young 
man on a mission. In the absence of a homeland, Palestinian parents were 
obsessed with the notion of providing their children with a good education, 
in the hope that job skills might take them where they wanted—or needed—
to go in the world. It was one of the reasons why Khalid Mishal’s family had 
settled as grateful refugees in Kuwait.

After crossing the Jordan River with her children in June 1967, Fatima had 
eventually located her husband at the Amman home of a relative, where he 
had or ga nized temporary lodging. In the 1960s, the Jordanian capital was a 
quiet little backwater, but compared to their former home in Silwad, it was 
enough to make a boy’s head spin. But the greater shock for the family in 
coming so far down the track from the bucolic Je ru salem Mountains was in 
their sense of complete displacement. The parents, connecting with others in 
the same predicament, would talk for hours of what had befallen them.

Sponge-like, the boy Khalid soaked it all up—the dislocation, a grim real-
ization that there might be no going back, and, worst of all, their deeply 
wounded Arab pride. It all had a profound impact, especially the onset of a 
painful psychological shift from living in a homeland to having the memory 
of a homeland live on in their minds. Fatima had wept as the truck left Silwad 
and, the family noted with dismay, she was inconsolable at some stage of 
 every day for the next four years.

Two months after the river crossing, Abd Al-Qadir packed his family into 
an old Mercedes-Benz taxi for the long ride to Kuwait City, via Baghdad. 
The emirate had been generous to footloose Palestinians and it seemed the 
father’s uncanny ability to land on his feet had not deserted him. He had 
survived two military wars with just a grazed chin; he had come through a 
marital war with his fi rst and second wives waiting on him and his children. 
Now, in Kuwait, he found a well-placed benefactor.



32 kill khalid

d P P

In his early years in the emirate he had found work laboring on farms and 
in market gardens. But by continuing to memorize the Qur’an and acquiring 
a working knowledge of Sharia, he was soon tapped to be a mullah. First he 
served at a local mosque, where, as the muezzin, he went up the minaret fi ve 
times a day to sing the call to prayers. He was invited to preach when the 
regular imam was absent. On the preacher’s death, he was appointed to the 
post, and henceforth would be addressed as Mullah Abd Al-Qadir. Soon af-
ter, an aide to the Kuwaiti royals invited Abd Al-Qadir to take prayers at a 
private mosque where a se nior member of the royal family prayed with his 
circle of palace aides and their families.4

Pumped up on its oil revenue, Kuwait was the most liberal—and 
 sympathetic—of the Palestinian refuges in the region. The Kuwaiti royal 
family found ways to manage the anxiety of ordinary Kuwaitis about the 
growing number of refugees in their midst. Palestinians were not allowed to 
invest in property or other ventures without a Kuwaiti partner, and they were 
paid signifi cantly less than Kuwaitis.5 But apart from insisting on no inter-
factional feuding, the local authorities left it to Fatah to manage and police 
the Palestinians, whose numbers almost doubled in the months after the 
1967 war. They now accounted for 20 percent of the whole population.

The Kuwaiti regime levied a 5 percent tax on all Palestinian workers to 
help fund the PLO. Most important, it created a crucible for Palestinian na-
tionalism when it handed over its schools to the refugee communities for 
them to run their own de facto education system. Out of Kuwaiti school 
hours, impressionable Palestinian refugee pupils were immersed in their own 
history and an abiding sense of loss by Palestinian refugee teachers who were 
as distraught and angered as their pupils and their respective families. Each 
morning the children saluted the Palestinian fl ag, and the syllabus included 
paramilitary and political courses.6

In the eyes of his mother, Khalid was a perfect boy. He had always received 
good grades and in Silwad he had done his bit in the fi elds; as he raced 
through school in Kuwait, he took to spouting poetry and Islam and still was 
at the top of the class.

In Silwad, the family had lived in the shadow of a noisy minaret, but the 
young Khalid had rarely darkened the door of the mosque. Despite the vil-
lage’s deep conservatism and the strong infl uence of the Cairo-trained holy 
men, Islam was observed in Silwad more as a way of life than in regular com-
munal prayer. Fatima had run a strict house, making the children curb their 
tongues and teaching them manners and respect—but her regime did not run 
to rounding them up to attend the nearby mosque.
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In Kuwait, their father was back on the scene. He had kept his second wife, 
with whom he had several children. But as he reasserted authority over his 
fi rst family, he asked his eldest son a simple enough question, which marked 
a turning point in the boy’s life: why was it that he did not pray? “No one ever 
taught me,” Khalid replied.

He began to accompany his father to the mosque and took to reading the 
Qur’an. In 1969 Khalid was selected to attend a Kuwaiti government center 
for high achievers—the Abdullah Al-Salim Al-Sabah School. It was another 
milestone. After having been steeped in Palestinian nationalism during his 
fi rst years in Kuwait, this new school cast him on the Islamist tide that was 
enjoying a revival across the Muslim world. Almost overnight, the boy be-
came deeply religious, and very soon he was announced the winner in a na-
tional competition that required students to memorize and recite two chapters 
of the holy book.

These were years in which Palestinian boys were forced to become men 
early. Primed emotionally by their parents’ storytelling of the past and by a 
rising sense that they might have been duped into hastily fl eeing their home-
land, Khalid and his friends were galvanized by day-to-day shifts in the on-
going struggle. These “new” Palestinian refugees had a different view of their 
predicament from the “old” refugees—those who had fl ed Palestine in 1948. 
Suddenly, there was a demand for leadership, where previously there seemed 
to have been a vacuum. Arafat and the other factional leaders came to Kuwait 
to address thronging rallies. Rousing speeches by the likes of Salah Khalaf 
and George Habash were a poultice for the refugees’ shriveled sense of na-
tional identity. Rediscovering themselves as Palestinians—and sharing the 
experience as a displaced community—had a powerful restorative effect.

Just as others of his generation, growing up in very different cultures, 
cheered for their favorite football teams, Khalid was jubilant after the 1968 
Battle of Karameh, which left many of his contemporaries with a sense that 
they owed Yasser Arafat their allegiance and their blood. But he was devas-
tated by the death of thousands in the brutal Arab-on-Arab fi ghting of Black 
September, which coincided with his fi rst weeks at secondary school. Regular 
lessons were cast aside for an endless workshop on the clashes in Jordan, 
which, amidst great frustration and bitterness, were reported in the diaspora 
as an attempt by Jordan’s King Hussein to undermine Arafat’s Fatah, the 
PLO, and the newly emerging sense of Palestinian nationalism.

Sandwiched between Karameh and Black September was an atrocity that 
further enfl amed passions among the refugees in Kuwait and across the Mus-
lim world. Palestinians were still adjusting to the shock of Israel now control-
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ling their holy places in Je ru salem when Michael Dennis Rohan, a seemingly 
deranged Australian Chris tian visiting Israel, torched the Al-Aqsa Mosque. 
Reputedly visited by Muhammad on his mystic steed, the mosque was one of 
Islam’s holiest of holies. Its southeastern wing was gutted. A priceless one-
thousand-year-old pulpit, known as a minbar, was destroyed.

Repairing the mosque ultimately cost about $9 million. Wild Arab con-
spiracy theories about Israeli complicity in the blaze fl ared after the authori-
ties bundled Rohan off to a mental institution before deporting him. Anger 
served to harden the religious shell forming around Khalid Mishal’s youthful 
nationalist sentiment, and very soon it was to trigger critical decisions that 
would shape his entire life.

Mishal took to rising daily for dawn prayers. He undertook the hajj, the 
pilgrimage to the holy city of Mecca in Saudi Arabia, which all Muslims as-
pire to at least once in their lifetimes. During his father’s absences he became 
the man of the house, checking each day that all had prayed. When he started 
punishing those who had not, his younger brother Hashim took to lying to 
escape a beating.7 As the family’s se nior male, Khalid Mishal demanded re-
spect; he explained that in keeping order, he was merely “rectifying conduct—
not imposing ideas.”

In secondary school, young Mishal’s reading was ecumenical and vora-
cious. He ranged through Arabic translations of the classics—Charles Dick-
ens and Fyodor Dostoevsky, Albert Camus and Victor Hugo. He took in the 
Arab and Islamic masters, both literary and spiritual. He spent much of his 
spare time in Kuwait’s liberally stocked public libraries, engrossed in Arab 
history and world affairs. Fascinated, his younger brother Maher counted the 
volumes as they fell from Khalid’s hands—by Maher’s calculation, Khalid had 
read more than fi ve hundred books by the time he was eigh teen.8

When his father was home, the boy hung on  every word of his stories of 
war and the Palestinian struggle. Maher, who, of all his siblings, was closest 
to Khalid, observed his older brother often reduced to tears by Palestinian 
anthems. In his quest for an “ideological and intellectual personality,” Khalid 
joined his school’s Islamic Society. Maher was perplexed again when Khalid 
resolved—at just fi fteen—not to pursue adventure by joining Yasser Arafat’s 
guerrilla fi ghters, who were then entrenched in Lebanon after the rout in 
Jordan. Instead, Khalid reached the lofty conclusion that, in years to come, he 
 could better serve the Palestinian cause if he had a full education.

He signed up with the student branch of the Muslim Brotherhood, even 
though his father’s brief membership in this fundamentalist or ga ni za tion had 
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lapsed when he left Silwad, back in 1957. For a Palestinian teenager, joining 
the Brotherhood was as radical as it was contrary. The war cry of the day was 
guerrilla war, but because the Brotherhood eschewed armed re sis tance, Kha-
lid effectively was opting to live to fi ght another day.

His classmates—fi lled with tales of Kuwait as the 1950s birthplace of Ara-
fat’s kaffi yeh-clad Fatah forces—were eager to go off and train for guerrilla 
missions in the Occupied Territories, or just to hang with the PLO in Beirut. 
But Khalid was hooked on what was called the “Islamist current.” Undaunted 
by the arrogance of Fatah and the other leftist and secular factions, he told 
classmates of his realization that Islam was an essential element of their his-
tory and culture—and he felt duty bound to act on that.

Since its establishment in Cairo in 1928, the fortunes of the Muslim 
Brotherhood had waxed and waned with political developments in the Mus-
lim world. When some of its foremost thinkers found their way to Kuwait 
during a brief easing of the crackdown on their activities by Egyp tian au-
thorities in 1970, Khalid Mishal was ripe for the taking. As he turned his 
back irrevocably on Fatah’s secularism, he attempted to placate troubled 
friends who had taken the other path.

Insisting that his choice was not a rejection of Fatah and all it stood for, he 
articulated concepts way beyond his years. He explained that an individual 
cradling a weapon in the hill country of southern Lebanon was an insuffi cient 
expression of nationalism unless it was accompanied by a fi rm Islamic under-
pinning across the Palestinian  people. Cocking an eye, as he always did to 
make a point, he argued that these were complementary, not contradictory, 
currents. “Islam has to be a part of the equation because it conforms to our 
Arab and Muslim heritage and culture,” he told his friends.

As head of his school’s Islamic Society, Khalid explained with remarkable 
self-awareness that he was quite deliberately building the various dimensions 
of his character—spiritually, personally, and intellectually. He confi ded to 
others a belief that his Islamist engagement was shaping his personality. In a 
way, Khalid was catching his generation’s “new wave.” Suppressed through 
the 1950s and 1960s, particularly in Egypt and its Arabic satellites, political 
Islamism was resurging across the Muslim world; with the arrival in Kuwait 
of the movement’s scholars, Khalid Mishal drank in Brotherhood philosophy 
and spiritualism.

One whose oratory had him spellbound was the Sudanese sheikh Hassan 
Tannun, a man so moved by his own lectures that often he wept as he spoke. 
Like teenage groupies, Khalid and his friend Azzam Tamimi followed Tannun 
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from mosque to mosque, using a newfangled cassette recorder to capture his 
sermons so they  could be taken back to the classroom to be played for others.

In a school riven by a hardening Islamist versus secularist divide, Khalid 
parlayed his top-of-the-class authority into that of a self-appointed school 
preacher. “If I saw something wrong, I spoke out; if someone needed to be 
admonished, I admonished,” he said of himself.9 In the absence of an imam 
on school camping trips to the Kuwaiti desert, he continued his impromptu 
sermonizing and led the students in prayer.

The teenage Khalid stepped up his Islamic reading as well. In his ex-
citement, he believed he was discovering tracts—such as the controversial 
 Egyp tian fundamentalist Sayyid Qutb’s thirty-volume commentary on the 
Qur’an—for the fi rst time.

This was a generation of young Palestinians who made their own choices. 
Failure by their parents’ generation to defend and preserve their homeland 
had freed the children to go their own way. Azzam Tamimi observed his own 
father’s lax Islamic devotion and concluded that he was an infi del. Khalid 
Mishal was moved by the war stories and religion of his father, but he was 
reluctant to admit that they may have guided his own path. When Fatah 
marked the twentieth anniversary of Al-Nakba with a new slogan—“The 
children of ’48 are the fi ghters of ’68”—Khalid and Azzam wondered where 
it left them. As the children of ’67, they were roused more by contemporary 
Islamic heroics in Iran and Afghanistan than by Israeli sucker punches in-
fl icted on Palestinians during two wars.

Khalid was a nerd before the term was invented. Arafat’s overspun victory 
at Karameh made his schoolmates desperate to tote guns for Fatah, but Kha-
lid kept his nose in his books and frowned on their indulgence in trivia. His 
friend Tamimi was thrown by Khalid’s extreme certainty as he—Tamimi—
wrestled with his love of Arab honky-tonk and tennis, both of which were 
considered un-Islamic. The increasingly rigid Khalid rebuked Tamimi, telling 
him he must choose one path in life. “You can’t be in the Islamic Society and 
play music,” he argued.10 Driven more by his sense of being a young man in 
a hurry, Khalid told them matter-of-factly, “I don’t want to waste time!”

When Tamimi signed up as a ju nior member of Fatah, Khalid tried to pull 
him back, hoping his friend would join the ranks of the Brotherhood. They 
played this tug-of-war right up until they fi nished school. Neither would give 
ground until Tamimi surrendered, in 1974, on hearing that Yasser Arafat was 
in New York to address the General Assembly of the United Nations. “It 
proves you’re right; I’m wrong,” Tamimi told him. “Arafat’s sold out.”11
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Observing his friend at this stage, Tamimi felt that the Palestinian cause 
seemed to be of secondary importance for Mishal—and that the driv ing force 
in his life was a need to be a devout Muslim and a believer in the Brother-
hood’s Islamist platform.

But as an activist on the campus of the new Kuwait University, Mishal was 
fi nally able to strike a balance between these nationalist and spiritual ele-
ments,  driven in part by Fatah’s taunting of Mishal and his fellow sympathiz-
ers in the Muslim Brother hood over their relegation of the nationalist cause. 
Tamimi would say, “There was a sense of guilt . . .  but also, Fatah’s failing was 
pushing the Islamists to provide an alternative.”

The eigh teen-year-old Mishal who arrived on campus in 1974 had come 
to study physics. But it was politics that he practiced and the Brotherhood 
brand of Islam that he preached.

By Western standards, 1970s Kuwait was just another highly regimented 
emirate. But by Arab standards it was liberal, even permissive. Cultural and 
intellectual life was robust and, despite the regime’s ban on factional feuding 
among the Palestinians, the campus was a hothouse in which Mishal and his 
fellow believers had room to rally and organize.

Students were alive to the tumult of the time. Fatah was stepping up its 
guerrilla raids into Israel; the refugee community in Lebanon took sides in 
the Lebanese Civil War; and the Egyp tian leader Anwar Sadat became an 
Arab outcast by breaking with the pack to go to Je ru salem to address the 
 Israeli Knesset. Students went off to fi ght, but Khalid’s response to the plight 
of his  people was confi ned to the realm of verse. In the absence of any other 
overt response, his love of poetry provoked bitter sniping from his more gung 
ho compatriots—they wanted to run off to guerrilla training camps, while his 
response to reports of the gruesome treatment of a group of Palestinian com-
mandos captured by Israeli settlers in 1975 was to write a poem when riding 
a bus home from lectures.

Arafat had long ago left Kuwait, where he and others had originally 
launched Fatah. But his secular movement was the dominant force in the 
PLO, and it claimed a mortgage on all aspects of life in the Palestinian 
 diaspora—especially student groups, which were key recruiting centers. But 
Kuwait also was the beachhead for an emerging Islamist challenge to the 
Fatah-dominated status quo—and riding the crest of this wave was the book-
ish Khalid Mishal.

Some believed it would never amount to much. As the new Islamism 
spread on campus at the university, a se nior aca demic, who also happened to 
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be an Islamist, took it upon himself to outline the future to Asad Abdul Rah-
man, the history professor who on Day One had picked Mishal as an Islamist. 
Abdul Rahman thought his colleague had taken leave of his senses as he ex-
plained the methodical determination that underlay the Muslim Brother-
hood’s gradualist philosophy. Grand in its scope, it was a scheme to eventually 
cloak the university in Islamist  mores.

Looking into the future, quite accurately as it turned out, the colleague 
predicted, “You see this liberal, progressive campus of yours, and all these 
young women in their revealing clothes? That’s all going to change—the 
Brotherhood is working on the elementary schools now and, in fi fteen years’ 
time, we’ll fl ood this university with student women in veils and men wearing 
beards and dishdashas.”12

Persisting with his smorgasbord course, which Abdul Rahman described as 
“Palestinian history, the current situation, and the Zionist conspiracy,” the 
professor was deeply impressed with Khalid Mishal—notwithstanding the 
political gulf between them. He found Mishal to be bright as he politely 
pushed his professor with questions that revealed both his extensive reading 
and a hunger for a more detailed understanding of his  people’s plight. Abdul 
Rahman remained a faithful Fatah disciple, even if he would later have a 
personal falling-out with Arafat. But politics aside, he rated Khalid as his 
brightest student ever. “There are lots of B-pluses and Bs in social science. He 
was my only A-student in nineteen years of teaching.”13

Mullah Abd Al-Qadir became chief-in-exile to the several hundred mem-
bers of his extended family who had found their way to Kuwait in the after-
math of the 1967 war. But such community standing  could not insulate him 
from the rude shock in 1979 when his second wife abandoned him. Fatima, 
displaying remarkable good grace, welcomed him back into her family home 
along with his second family of three sons and two daughters, whom she 
blended with her own brood to make a single family of eleven.

Like so many Palestinian families in exile or under occupation, the boys 
were all hungry for education and travel. Mufi d, the fi rst son of the father’s 
second family, went on to study in the United States and married an Ameri-
can. Maher did engineering in Britain and worked in Germany and South 
Africa before switching to human resources management in Jordan and the 
Gulf. Hashim became a sales manager in Dubai. Mithqal would end up run-
ning an auto-sales shop in Alabama, and Hisham was destined to become a 
se nior accountant in a prestigious Abu Dhabi bank. Khalid himself would 
ultimately shed his religious pacifi sm and rise to become the leader of the 
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violent Palestinian resistance movement Hamas, a man on the wanted lists of 
both Israel and the United States and a key player in his  people’s destiny. But 
that was in the future.

As he shed the awkwardness of youth, Khalid Mishal looked like both of 
his parents. He had his father’s strong nose and deep-set eyes, but they were 
in a face more like that of his mother. As he wrapped up his university studies, 
his mother had good reason to worry that her fi rstborn son was moving into 
dark and dangerous terrain.

Fatima dared not question him, but she wondered about the quizzical looks 
from his visitors when she interrupted closed-door meetings in her house to 
serve them tea and coffee. The looks came when she urged them to attend to 
their studies, as it was clear that physics and commerce were not being dis-
cussed. Mishal became secretive, responding to her oblique queries about his 
activities only by urging her to pray to Allah to guide and protect him. He 
began preaching to student congregations in mosques in Kuwait, and occa-
sionally he stood in for his father at the royal mosque. Suddenly he was trav-
eling abroad frequently, often to the United States, where he became a 
popular fi xture on the activist Palestinian lecture circuit.

At home, he confronted his mother fi nally with a request that revealed to 
her how far her son had traveled down the road of Islamist self-discipline. 
Decades later she  could still quote word for word an exchange they had as 
they drove along one of Kuwait City’s grand freeways:

“Mother, I need you to listen. I’m going to ask Allah for something and I 
want you to say ‘amen.’ ”

“What is it that you want?” she asked.
“May he accept me as a martyr for Palestine,” her son replied, placing him-

self on the furthest extremes of Islamist thinking.
“My son, I can’t say ‘amen’ to that. It’s too diffi cult,” she countered.
The son persisted. Finally the mother compromised. But she would go no 

further than expressing a wish that he might live long and be martyred as an 
old man.14

Of all the boys, Mufi d later would dance on the edge of the fi re that seemed 
already to be burning in Khalid Mishal’s mind. But only Khalid would grow 
up to achieve notoriety as an American-declared SDGT—a “Specially Des-
ignated Global Terrorist.”
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Israel was going backward in two wars—militarily in Lebanon and economi-
cally at home—when the technocratic Shimon Peres became prime minister 
in September 1984.

Israel’s ill-judged invasion of its northern neighbor in 1982 had cost the 
lives of almost seven hundred Israeli troops and pushed the country’s ailing 
economy to the brink.1 To survive, Peres had to cut and run in Lebanon. At 
the same time, he needed to make pragmatic deals at home. He struck one 
such deal on the homefront with his defense minister—Yitzhak Rabin, his 
bitter Labor Party rival. If Peres was to convince his ministers and the public 
of the need for severe budget pruning, then the all-important defense allo-
cation would have to take a haircut. Rabin agreed, but his ac cep tance was 
 conditional—the prime minister must undertake in turn not to interfere in 
Rabin’s running of defense.2 These two men  could not make room for each 
other and Rabin was determined to have his own way in his own portfolio.

Peres, with no options, agreed. He and his advisers had enough on their 
plate in attempting to salvage what was left of Israel’s post-in de pen dence 
economic miracle. The 1984 budget defi cit had shot through the $1 billion 
mark, hyperinfl ation had crashed through a thousand percent, and a $1.5 bil-
lion bailout by Washington would take the total American subsidy for the 
year to a politically sensitive $1,000 for  every Israeli.3

In the summer of 1985, it was a cause of some irritation when there was a 
rude interruption to a meeting of Peres’s advisers, a tight-knit group of aca-
demics who came with him into offi ce as the “100-day team.”

Few had the nerve to gate-crash the prime ministerial suite in Je ru salem in 
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this fashion. But here, yelling at them as he barged through the door, was a 
pugnacious American. This was Dan Kurtzer, a thirty-something ju nior dip-
lomat from the U.S. Embassy in Tel Aviv. They knew him well, but now the 
advisers stared blankly as Kurtzer launched, with no preamble, into a tirade: 
“Have you guys lost your minds? Do you ever learn from history? Do you 
know what you’re doing in Gaza as we speak?”4

Kurtzer’s previous posting was Cairo—he had been there when Islamists 
assassinated President Anwar Sadat in 1981. Now Hezbollah, also Islamist 
and tied to Iran, was running amok in Lebanon. And, as Kurtzer saw it, the 
Israelis were fooling themselves—or being fooled—if they believed the claim 
by fundamentalists in Gaza that their only interest was the spiritual well-
 being of the  people. Aware that Israel was an island in an Islamist sea, and 
alive to the risks of an Islamist revival on the back of Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini’s 1979 revolution in Iran, Kurtzer had been to and from Gaza for 
several months, doing his own investigation of what he regarded as an ex-
traordinary development.5

Raising a hand to fend off the American’s tirade, one of Peres’s advisers 
pleaded, “Dan, what are you talking about?” Simmering down, Kurtzer pro-
ceeded to outline details of the presence and activities in Gaza of a man called 
Shmuel Goren, a former Mossad agent who was Defense Minister Rabin’s 
operations coordinator in the Occupied Territories.

Gaza was a brutalized society even before Israel seized the Strip in the 1967 
war. Previously under the control of deeply suspicious authorities in Cairo, its 
fundamentalists had suffered the same crackdown as their Muslim Brother-
hood confreres in Egypt; this meant that the activists Israel had inherited 
were seasoned underground operators. Chief among them was an unlikely 
revolutionary—the crippled and wheelchair-bound Sheikh Ahmad Yassin.

In 1965, Yassin had been jailed as a Muslim Brotherhood sympathizer af-
ter yet another roundup by Egyp tian intelligence. Now, as a refugee amidst 
the unrelenting squalor of Gaza, he regarded the Israeli presence in the Oc-
cupied Territories as no ordinary occupation. This, he believed, was a deter-
mined Israeli effort to completely obliterate the Palestinian sense of identity. 
Nevertheless, Yassin saw an opening he  could exploit, enabling him to spread 
the Islamist creed. As long as he moved quietly, Israel would not block his 
activities.

As explained by Shalom Harari, a se nior Arabist with the occupation au-
thorities in Gaza, Israel’s position was based on the historical thinking of 
Defense Minister Moshe Dayan. “The Islamists were okay as long as they 
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were not shooting and bombing; as long as there were no disturbances. Dayan 
said we have to treat Islam as we treat Chris tianity.”6

With a passport that gave his year of birth as 1929—making him the same 
age as Yasser Arafat—Yassin was a preacher who  could bide his time. The 
way Yassin assessed the outcome of the 1967 war was that the Jews had ad-
hered to their faith and triumphed. Meanwhile, the secular, nationalist ethos 
of the Arab armies and Arafat’s PLO had brought defeat for the Arabs. It 
followed that the Islamic beliefs and values of Palestinians had to be restored 
before there  could be any successful uprising.

Yassin’s message found fertile minds as he worked the mosques of the refu-
gee camps. “At school and university we all were obsessed with Nasser’s belief 
in Arab nationalism,” recalled an early disciple of Yassin’s, who was struck by 
the simplicity and surprising humor of the crippled preacher’s language. “He 
spoke of the shameful defeat of the Arabs by such a tiny state. In the camps, 
he spoke to crowds of one hundred, maybe two hundred. Some of us worked 
those crowds, seeking out the bright, intelligent ones, who we invited to 
smaller gatherings in private homes.”7 In these more intimate forums the 
likely recruits were offered the writings of the Muslim Brotherhood giants—
Hasan Banna, the founder of the movement, and Sayyid Qutb, its intellectual 
fi rebrand. The new recruits were encouraged to spread the word in family and 
educational circles of the falsity of the secular ideologies.

Yassin stopped short of publicly trying to discredit the PLO. Arafat’s guer-
rilla attacks on Israel from Jordan and Syria and the Battle of Karameh were 
already legendary. “We had no confi dence that Arafat would liberate Pales-
tine, but at least he was able to claim his men were still fi ghting the Israelis,” 
the disciple continued.

In 1973, Israel allowed Yassin to set up an umbrella for all Brotherhood 
activities in Gaza—the Islamic Center, or Mujamma’ Al-Islami. This was a 
one-stop Islamist shop—mosque, clinic, kindergarten, festival hall, training 
center for women and girls, and headquarters for the powerful zakat (alms) 
committee, which managed local and foreign donations. And it capitalized 
on a steady Islamic reawakening in the Occupied Territories. In the twenty 
years following the Six-Day War, the number of mosques in the West Bank 
doubled to 750; in Gaza they trebled to 600, nearly 40 percent of which 
would be controlled by Yassin’s Islamic Center.

Islamist candidates were marshaled to challenge the PLO’s traditional con-
trol of professional and trade or ga ni za tions and community groups, dis-
lodging Fatah and other secular offi ce bearers as the Brotherhood garnered 
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anywhere between 35 and 45 percent of the vote. Some of the 1980s cam-
paigns for control of university faculty and student unions became so violent 
that the injured were counted in the hundreds. They included Mohammad 
Hassan Sawalha, a lecturer at Najah University in Nablus, who was thrown 
from a third-fl oor window.8

The Israelis blocked Fatah and PLO community initiatives. But Yassin’s 
Islamists were granted offi cial approval for what actually was the early infra-
structure of a state-within-a-state—schools and clinics, mosques, charities, 
and community centers, all of which evolved into a vast Islamist network, 
through which political tracts and guidance were distributed.

The ideological gulf between the Muslim Brotherhood and the PLO was 
not over jihad itself, but over a question of timing. Arafat and the other PLO 
factional leaders had opted for shooting their way back into Palestine as early 
as the late 1950s. But Yassin held rigidly to a Brotherhood belief that libera-
tion  could be achieved only as a sequel to a long and serious program of ideo-
logical, spiritual, and psychological reeducation. In short, as he saw it, it was 
the banner of Islam that had  driven the Crusaders from holy Je ru salem in the 
twelfth century; in the face of repeated secular Arab failure, the same spirit 
was needed in the late twentieth century. Even then, Yassin believed that 
Palestinians  could only be a spearhead. To help them drive the Jews out of 
Palestine, they would need to wait for the Muslim Brotherhood to create an 
Islamic state in Egypt, Jordan, or Syria.

The Israelis utterly misread the situation. In the mistaken belief that Yas-
sin’s or ga ni za tion would undermine what had been near-monolithic support 
for the secular and nationalist credo of the PLO, they allowed the sheikh’s 
operation to prosper.9 Claims by the secular Palestinian factions that Israel 
was actually funding the Islamists were vehemently denied, but in the mid-
1980s the Israeli military governor of Gaza, Brigadier General Yitzhak Se-
gev, would describe a deliberate strategy to boost the Islamists at the expense 
of the PLO and the Palestinian Communists: “The Israeli government gives 
me a budget and the military government gives it to the mosques.”10

In June 1982, Ariel Sharon, Israel’s bullish defense chief, had sent a mili-
tary blitzkrieg northward into Lebanon, setting the scene for a grueling 
eighty-eight-day siege of the PLO in Beirut. In the end, Washington bro-
kered a safe-passage deal, under which Arafat’s headquarters staff of about 
two thousand was evacuated to Tunis, more than twelve hundred miles away 
on the North African coast, and more than ten thousand of his fi ghters were 
dispersed to seven different Arab countries.11
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Driving around Gaza alone after these events, the American diplomat Dan 
Kurtzer was struck by a stark contrast in the mood of the  people. With Ara-
fat’s eviction from Beirut, his demoralized Fatah and nationalist supporters 
were being held on a tight leash by the Israelis. But there was a new Islamist 
dynamism—with women covering up, men growing beards, new mosques 
every where, and even an Islamic university. The Arafat loyalists moaned to 
Kurtzer about being squeezed out by the Israelis. But the Islamists had no 
need for dialogue with the American. They were satisfi ed with what the 
 Israelis were allowing them to achieve on the ground.

Shimon Peres had been in offi ce for less than a year, but he was totally 
engrossed by Lebanon and the challenge of rescuing the Israeli economy. His 
wunderkind advisers, miffed at fi nding themselves lectured to by an uppity 
diplomat from Washington, complained. Despite defense being an agreed 
“no-go” area, the prime minister sent them to see Rabin, who then gave them 
another lecture—this one on the brilliance of the former Mossad operative, 
Shmuel Goren, whose cunning plot to use the Islamists to defang the secular 
PLO was showing such success. “And then we were told to go mind our own 
business,” one of them reported back to Peres.12

When Kurtzer fi rst confronted se nior Israeli military offi cials in Gaza, they 
denied the exis tence of the Goren scheme. But later they conceded that the 
American was right. Believing that they  could create a counterweight to Ara-
fat and the PLO, they were allowing an unchecked fl ow of funds to the 
 Islamists from Saudi Arabia and the Gulf; Arafat’s more secular followers 
were to get nothing.

It was a conscious policy. But Kurtzer did not expect to fi nd a policy paper 
when he marched into the prime minister’s offi ce. He well knew the latitude 
enjoyed by the Israeli military and its reliance on what he described as “policy 
by schmooze” rather than by formal and documented decision making.13 But, 
having interrupted Peres’s men in 1985, he left them on a note of disbelief, 
saying of the Islamists, “You  really think you can tame these guys?”14

What began as a policy of religious tolerance, which Israel hoped might 
win it some respect in the Islamic world after its crushing of the Arab armies 
in 1967, quickly became a strategy to exploit a widening gulf between Is-
lamist and secular Palestinians, and to spur Arab-on-Arab violence. It was 
done as much by omission as by commission. For some years, the Israelis did 
not have suffi cient manpower on the ground in Gaza—even if they had 
wanted to challenge the Islamists. They did not have enough language experts 
to translate sermons from the mosques under the control of the Islamists or 
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even to adequately patrol the Strip, especially when the religious obligation of 
the Jewish security forces required them to absent themselves en masse.15

In occupying Gaza, Israel inherited a system by which the pre-1967 Egyp-
tian administration had attempted to keep the Gaza fundamentalists reined 
in—appointing and paying the salaries for a small army of tame imams. 
However, there was a new twist: while the Israelis continued to maintain the 
funds fl ow, those imams not to the liking of the Muslim Brotherhood were 
simply elbowed out of the way or paid a second salary to step aside or to de-
liver sermons written by others.16 If the Islamists  could not seize control of an 
Israeli-funded mosque, they gave dramatic new meaning to the term “new 
facts on the ground” by building their own—often in just a day. Israelis who 
staffed the occupation’s religious administration were recruited from nearby 
Jewish settlements; they too needed to observe the Sabbath, and that was the 
day the Islamist activists chose to marshal hundreds of workers to throw up 
the shell of a building to serve as a family or local mosque in less than twenty-
four hours.17 “On a Sunday morning, our  people would round a corner and 
see a mosque where there was nothing on the Friday,” the Israeli Arabist 
Harari later explained. Kurtzer, the American diplomat, was taken aback too, 
saying, “Suddenly there’d be a green and white building where there was 
nothing the previous week.”

When the Israelis attempted to establish their own handpicked Palestinian 
leadership, it too was hijacked by Yassin and his Muslim Brotherhood follow-
ers. After what some perceived as the collapse of the PLO—when Arafat was 
ejected from Beirut by Israeli forces led by Ariel Sharon, the man Israelis 
called “the bulldozer”—a few secularists did emerge as potential leaders in 
the Occupied Territories.18 But Tel Aviv spurned them, opting to fund and 
appoint its own local councils or Village Leagues, up to two hundred mem-
bers of whom were given weapons training by the Israeli security forces.19 
The Israelis believed they were recruiting collaborators,20 but, like the Israeli-
appointed imams, some of these councils soon fell under Yassin’s Islamist 
infl uence.21

Kurtzer was left scratching his head. With Arafat and his forces licking 
their wounds in distant Tunis, here was an opportunity for Israel to encourage 
a local leadership that was in de pen dent minded and secular. Instead, the 
 Islamists were being given free rein.

Kurtzer was not alone in his anxiety about where this might lead. Philip 
Wilcox, who was on the U.S. consulate staff in Je ru salem, was aware 
of persistent rumors that Israel was covertly supporting the Muslim 
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 Brotherhood.22 At the CIA, analyst Martha Kessler concluded that Tel 
Aviv was playing with fi re. “I don’t think they realized how dangerous it 
would become,” she said later.23 And an effort by offi cials in the Pentagon to 
have the Defense Intelligence Agency analyze the Palestinian Islamist 
 phenomenon was quashed through the intervention of “friends of Israel in 
the Rea gan administration.”24

It was hardly surprising. At the time, the CIA, in cahoots with Pakistan 
and Saudi Arabia, had begun Washington’s biggest-ever covert operation—a 
multibillion-dollar gambit, in which Islamic fundamentalists were armed and 
trained as a proxy force against the Soviet Union in Afghanistan. Breathtak-
ing in ambition and wild in its execution, the operation forced the godless 
Soviets to retreat and, ultimately, ended the Cold War. But Afghanistan 
also was the confl ict that brought the espionage term “blowback” into com-
mon use.

As Washington walked away from the Afghan mujahideen war of the 
1980s, so too did a generation of triumphant Islamist warriors, hyped on 
 jihad and seeking out new infi del enemies. Afghanistan degenerated into the 
Central Asian badlands that ultimately would host Osama Bin Laden and his 
Al-Qaeda terror network.

The United States was applying the same “my enemy’s enemy is my friend” 
strategy that the Israelis were exploiting in the Occupied Territories. Ironi-
cally, Israel had its own part in Washington’s Afghanistan play. As the Goren 
experiment unfolded in Gaza, Israel was doing America’s bidding by quietly 
supplying arms to the Islamists in Afghanistan25 and Iran.26 Moving model 
armies around the Cold War planning board at the Pentagon, the Americans 
were fulfi lling a 1957 call by President Dwight Eisenhower for an Islamic 
jihad against communism. The CIA needed to stress the notion of “holy war” 
against Moscow in its dealing with Arab regimes, Eisenhower had once told 
a White House strategy meeting.27

Since the turn of the decade, Israel had been surrounded by the kind of 
strife that might have made asbestos gloves a prerequisite for any dealing with 
Islamists. In Egypt, next door and to the south, the 1981 assassination of 
President Anwar Sadat, whose 1977 peace pilgrimage to Je ru salem had in-
fl amed Islamists, seemed not to weigh in Goren’s reckoning. In Syria, next 
door and to the north, President Hafez Al-Assad had just put down a Mus-
lim Brotherhood revolt, massacring them by the thousand;28 yet Goren and 
his team naively believed Israel  could achieve the impossible, by harnessing 
the fundamentalists to Israel’s own political and security ends.
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By contrast, next door and to the east, the Israelis watched with rare admi-
ration for an Arab leader as King Hussein developed a textbook example of 
how to deal with Jordan’s Islamists. Hussein set himself apart from the other 
Arab regimes by engaging and co-opting the Islamists; he thus burnished his 
Islamic credentials, and yet at the same time contained them or ga ni za tionally. 
That this was effectively a mutual coexis tence pact helped as, from time to 
time, Hussein and the Islamists had enemies in common in Egypt, Syria, and 
Iraq. One of the king’s closest advisers explained, “He knew there had to be a 
middle ground to accommodate the mainstream Islamists—but he was al-
ways able to deal harshly with the extremists.”29

Hussein warned privately that the Saudi Arabian and Egyp tian handling 
of the fundamentalists would backfi re. The Saudis blindly fi nanced and sup-
ported fundamentalists with no checks on their operations because they 
wanted to spread their hard-line Wahhabi strain of Islam. The Egyp tians had 
made tactical mistakes that allowed numerous Islamist groups to emerge 
from the Muslim Brotherhood because of a vicious state crackdown on the 
parent organization after an attempt on the life of President Gamal Abdel 
Nasser back in 1954. “The response was brutal and this is where you have to 
start in terms of what went wrong,” another of Hussein’s advisers concluded.

In Gaza no one was inclined to listen to those who saw readily enough 
what the Islamists were doing. The PLO wised up to the risks long before the 
Israelis would. Nabil Shaath, a Gazan exile in the Arafat camp, observed his 
leader’s rage over Israel’s encouragement of the fundamentalists as an anti-
dote to his PLO. “But that was the mistake of all who gambled on the 
 Islamists; the fundamentalists would accommodate them, but they were al-
ways working for their own goals,” Shaath would lament in much sorrow 
many years later.30

Observing events on the ground, the Israeli Arabist Shalom Harari did see 
in a new light Arafat’s determination to have the PLO declared the sole rep-
resentative of the Palestinian  people—which he achieved at an Arab leaders’ 
summit in Rabat, the Moroccan capital, in 1974. Arafat’s desperation was 
always interpreted as an attempt to block the wily King Hussein’s claim to 
speak for the Palestinians. But, from Harari’s viewpoint, Arafat was  driven as 
much by a need to block a march by the fundamentalists.31

Israel was not going to help him. Harari would recall a brief effort to medi-
ate a truce when fratricidal violence fl ared. “But no one  really complained, so 
we did nothing . . .  [even] as the violence spread to campuses on the West 
Bank. I remember offi cers at the Erez checkpoint [on the northern edge of 

 “have you guys lost your minds?”  47



48 kill khalid

d P P

the Gaza Strip], calling us at HQ to say a busload of Gazan students wanted 
to pass to the West Bank to help the Islamists in a clash. I said, ‘Let them 
go— they’ll only be beating up each other.’ ”

As early as 1978, their own puppet Arab offi cials in Gaza had warned Is-
raeli offi cialdom of the consequences of their actions,32 but their government 
persisted with its claim that the unholy alliance was reasonable toleration of 
religious freedom.

In 1987, couriers dropped copies of a highly classifi ed new report on the 
desks of more than one hundred se nior fi gures in government, security, and 
the bureaucracy—Israel’s top decision makers. It might have been described 
as a “yes, yes, but” document. Yes, religious fervor was up in the Occupied 
Territories; yes, the Islamists wanted an Iranian-style theocracy in all of his-
toric Palestine; but its message was that the Islamists were not an immediate 
security threat.

General Shayke Erez, the military governor of Gaza, wrote in the report’s 
foreword: “[They] want to focus on the process of winning hearts and 
minds . . .  and only later [to] begin an active struggle against Israel.”33 Little 
did he know.
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When Khalid Mishal graduated from his physics course in 1978, job pros-
pects in Kuwait were good for a non-Kuwaiti. But as the 1980s unfolded, it 
would prove to be an exceptional period for this Palestinian refugee’s princi-
pal  pursuit—prep ara tion for jihad.

When the time for graduation approached in 1978, Mishal’s friends feared 
that his ne glect of his studies would be refl ected in his fi nal results. But even 
with all his religious and political distractions, his grades were suffi cient for 
an appointment as a physics teacher in the Kuwaiti education system, which 
by then was a refugee redoubt—a quarter of all teachers in the emirate were 
Palestinian.1

In his third year in the classroom, Mishal decided he should marry. It was 
not a question of having met, or even seen, a woman he wanted as a mate; 
rather, it was an in-principle decision about another marker in what, cultur-
ally and socially, was becoming the very ordered exis tence of a determined 
young individual. By totally embracing the conservatism of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, Mishal found spiritual and philosophical reinforcement for the 
innate conservatism of the tribal and cultural traditions of the West Bank, 
which, after fourteen years in the Gulf emirate, were still the glue that held 
his family together. Azzam Tamimi would say, “I don’t think Khalid experi-
mented with anything.”2

After he had expressed his desire to marry, Mishal was told about a certain 
man from the village of Bourin, near Nablus—“a good man”—who had 
daughters of a marriageable age. Knowing neither the girls nor the family, 
Mishal telephoned the father, Salih. “I told him I’d heard highly of him from 
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a mutual friend, who said perhaps, if we got to know each other, I might be 
able to marry one of his daughters,”3 Mishal explained later. They met out-
side a city mosque and agreed, as custom required, that his mother and one of 
his sisters would visit Salih’s home. Afterward, the women of Mishal’s family 
reported very favorably on meeting one of Salih’s daughters, a young woman 
named Amal.

It seemed perfectly natural for this twenty-fi ve-year-old teacher that the 
way to Amal Salih was through her father. Her family lived in Kuwait, but 
Mishal considered them West Bankers. He was invited to accompany both of 
his parents for tea with the Salih family—during which Amal was expected 
to enter the room, perhaps to serve biscuits and maybe to ask if Mishal would 
like sugar in his tea. The rule was that he  could steal just a glance, but the 
young man shocked the four parents by engaging Amal in lengthy conversa-
tion. That evening they were required, separately, to recite the istikhara prayer, 
a request for guidance in making a big decision. “We both felt it was right,” 
he said.

They married in 1981. But the calendar by which they then lived was more 
Palestinian than it was Gregorian or Hijri. In which month did they marry? 
“The anniversary of the Six-Day War,” he would say. And when was the birth 
of Fatima, their fi rst child? “Sharon’s invasion of Lebanon” was the answer.

That was June 6, 1982, when the removal of the PLO from any country 
peripheral to Palestine seemed like a huge defeat for all Palestinians. The 
distance from their homeland would make re sis tance all that much more dif-
fi cult. Certainly that was true as it applied to Arafat and the PLO. But, from 
Khalid Mishal’s viewpoint, Arafat’s banishment was one in a series of inter-
national circumstances that was falling into line with precision timing to 
make it possible to launch a new initiative that was gestating in the mind of 
this physics teacher in Kuwait.

These were global events that placed elements of the Islamist movement at 
key intersections of foreign policy calculations, from Riyadh to Washington. 
All geopolitical strategy was still informed by the Cold War, so when the 
CIA’s new Counterterrorism Center opened in the mid-1980s, its targets 
were secular, leftist terrorist groups.4 Washington’s recruitment of Islamist 
volunteers for jihad against the Soviet Union meant that it was training new 
fi ghters at the same time that it was spawning interconnected fund-raising 
efforts in Muslim communities around the world. In the United States alone, 
there were dozens of recruitment and fund-raising centers for Afghanistan. 
Likewise, in the Palestinian Occupied Territories, the Israelis had concluded 
that of all the Palestinian bad guys, the Islamists were at least tolerable.
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Washington was spending billions in Afghanistan. Saudi Arabia was 
matching it dollar for dollar, but Riyadh had been pumping money into the 
Islamist cause even before the start of the Afghan adventure. A se nior fi gure 
in the Palestinian Muslim Brotherhood at the time explained, “Most Islamist 
parties in the Arab world had links to the Muslim Brotherhood. The Saudis 
were spending millions trying to buy the Brotherhood at the time of the Ira-
nian Revolution [in 1979]. They needed a bulwark against Tehran.”

Observing the region and the world, Mishal  could afford to feel almost 
satisfi ed. Islamists had room to move in the Occupied Territories, and now, 
quite remarkably, the Israeli occupiers were allowing them to organize and to 
receive substantial funds from outside. The Islamic fi ghters in Afghanistan, 
the mujahideen, were getting good press, which legitimized Islamic fund-
raising in the Middle East, Europe, and the United States. In turn, this made 
it highly prob able that funds  could be raised for Palestine in the shadow of 
this greater Afghan alms effort, which was successfully targeting wealthy and 
middle-class Muslims who lived in First World economies, but still felt 
bound by the call of the Qur’an for zakat (charitable giving).

The only piece missing from Mishal’s jigsaw was an ability for the Muslim 
Brotherhood to move freely in Kuwait, so that he and his cell of about ten 
Islamist colleagues might function more freely themselves. But in this regard 
too, the Kuwaiti regime was moving in the direction he wanted.

Kuwait depended on Palestinian refugees, who had an inordinate impact 
on the development of this tiny emirate, which, at one stage, was rated the 
fourth-richest country in the world.5 An early Kuwaiti response to the spud-
ding of the fi rst oil wells in 1936 had been to call for teachers from Palestine.6 
With their traditional hunger for education and their desperate need of ref-
uge in 1948, and again in 1967, the Palestinians were a ready-made labor 
force for Kuwait, which, in turn, made the emirate one of the most cohesive 
and active of the Palestinian diaspora communities.7 When Palestinians 
bragged about their contribution to the emirate, Kuwaiti ruler Sheikh Jaber 
Al-Sabah would fi nish their boast: “Built on the shoulders of Palestinians,” he 
would say.8

But, grateful as most Palestinians were for their material well-being in Ku-
wait, they remained aliens. Decades after their fi rst arrival, the editor of the 
daily Al-Watan, Mussid Al-Saleh, observed bluntly, “We look at them as for-
eigners.”9 Kuwaiti anxiety rose as each new crisis erupted across the region, 
whether it was Black September in Jordan or the Lebanese Civil War, in 
which the headstrong Arafat took sides. Suspicion lingered that Palestinians 
might attempt an uprising in Kuwait.10 Anxious about jeopardizing their jobs 
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or residency rights, many of them kept up donations to the Palestinian cause 
but withdrew from overt participation11—and those who did take part were 
watched by the authorities.

In the 1960s the Muslim Brotherhood’s presence in Kuwait was rated 
 “insignifi cant” by diplomats and foreign intelligence agencies.12 But in the 
aftermath of Arafat’s lunge for power in Amman and its bloody denouement 
in 1970, the Kuwaiti royals opted for the same kind of insurance as King 
Hussein of Jordan. As a counter to an emerging leftist liberalism among 
Kuwaitis or any pushiness by secular Palestinians, the regime allowed the 
Muslim Brotherhood to put down roots. This was a breathtaking deal, which 
included establishing a $1 billion investment house that would become the 
epicenter of a web of Islamist business, social, and charitable or ga ni za tions. 
In time, it would be accused of funding violent Islamist or ga ni za tions in the 
region.13

Palestinians had to act with caution, and much of their activity was con-
ducted underground. Both the secular and religious camps touted for mem-
bership numbers that would extend their support base, and for funds, which 
many donors were told were for welfare work in the Occupied Territories. 
Fatah had been actively recruiting students for two decades, and it protected 
its ascendency jealously.

Amid uproar over Egyp tian president Anwar Sadat’s “treacherous” peace 
pilgrimage to Je ru salem in 1977, Khalid Mishal had headed a slate of Islamist 
candidates who challenged Fatah’s previously unquestioned lock on the coun-
cil of the General Union of Palestinian Students (GUPS). As the angry young 
Muslim Brothers saw it, their attempt to break into this lowly level of the 
Palestinian power structure was blocked by a ploy straight from the Arafat 
playbook. Still in control of the union, the old man’s disciples simply canceled 
the poll. Mishal was contemptuous: “The elections were not real because 
Arafat always decided who was in charge. They believed all institutions be-
longed to Fatah . . .  [and] they worried we’d win.”14

Wielding the knowledge that had so impressed Asad Abdul Rahman, 
Mishal had reveled in the fi erce ideological competition between the factions, 
laying waste to Arafat’s followers in campus debates that sometimes ended in 
violent clashes between rivals.15 Undaunted as they went head-to-head, 
the Islamist bloc broke away to form their own student body—the Islamic 
Association of Palestinian Students, of which Mishal became president. 
That move sparked Islamist breakaways from the Arafat-controlled GUPS 
throughout the diaspora. Branches of Mishal’s holy new union sprang up in 
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the region and in sprawling émigré communities in the United States, West 
Germany, and the UK. In turn, these union branches became building blocks 
for more broadly based support groups, like the Islamic Association for Pal-
estine, which opened for business in the United States in 1981.

Khalid Mishal became obsessed with what he described as “building and 
layering the foundations” of what he already saw as the “Islamist national 
project for Palestine.”16 Various intelligence agencies in the region would 
later conclude that his teaching job—particularly the hours—was a useful 
cover as he devoted his  every waking hour to “the project.”17 But, a stickler for 
propriety, Mishal seemingly took great exception to any suggestion the job 
was just a cover for his underground activities, explaining: “My other role was 
not at the expense of my schoolwork . . .  [and] I resigned from teaching the 
moment the project demanded more of my time.”18

Mishal abandoned the classroom in 1984. By then he had already put in 
place the essential infrastructure for a fundamentalist fl ying wedge that would 
be unleashed just three years later on Israeli forces occupying Gaza and the 
West Bank. His project would become a multimillion-dollar global apparatus 
that delivered in arms and blood, dollars and diplomacy. Khalid Mishal would 
become its leader. Explaining the dynamic later, he pinpointed its origin: “It 
was done in parallel with the West Bank and Gaza. But the launch platform 
was student politics in Kuwait [where] rapid mea sures paved the way for this 
new project.”

Steeled by the campus clashes and irked by taunts from the secular factions 
that the Muslim Brotherhood took an easy road, with its insistence that it 
must tend to the spiritual and moral needs of the Palestinians before it 
 embarked on any armed struggle, Mishal reread the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
 history.

He would claim that it was the Brotherhood, not Fatah, that had given 
birth to Palestinian armed re sis tance. Brotherhood members from Egypt had 
carried arms against the British and the Zionists in the 1930s and 1940s, and 
it was from their ranks that the founders of Fatah had emerged to launch 
their or ga ni za tion in Kuwait in the 1950s. Mishal’s argument was that Fatah 
actually was a splinter group, which had broken away in frustration at the 
gradualist philosophy of the Brotherhood. “We’re the root; Fatah is a mere 
branch” was his triumphant boast.19

Claiming ownership of the historic roots of armed re sis tance, Mishal agi-
tated for a radical shift in Muslim Brotherhood thinking. He wanted a re-
sumption of war. Arguing that the historic Ikhwan project had merely been 
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overrun by Fatah, he now rationalized that there was no contradiction be-
tween fi ghting for Palestine and conducting a religious life.20 He urged 
fundamentalists to rejoin battle to restore Palestine as a part of the Islamic 
homeland, the umma. To liberate Je ru salem and its holy places became es-
sential elements in reclaiming the religious psyche of Islam. The young 
physics teacher told his cell of fellow thinkers, “It’s holy land; the fi rst qibla 
[the site  toward which all Muslims turn for prayer] was in Je ru salem; it is 
our country, the homeland of our fathers. We must have a role in liberating 
Palestine.”21

Fatah and PLO loyalists were outraged already by the Muslim Brother-
hood’s continued loyalty to the Jordanian monarchy in the wake of Black 
September, and by its persistent description of the PLO as an instrument of 
fl awed Arab regimes. The Brotherhood saw the PLO’s many failures and 
setbacks as God’s punishment for its secular ways. Retaliating, the PLO 
mocked the Brotherhood for remaining aloof from the armed struggle; its 
leaders continued to taunt the Brotherhood with demands to be told when 
might be the right time for armed struggle.

Then the Muslim Brotherhood upped the ante. It accused the PLO’s ex-
iled leaders of squandering precious resources by getting caught up in other 
non-Palestinian crises and confl icts in the region—by swanning around Arab 
capitals where Islamists were being persecuted, and by allowing themselves to 
be duchessed by heathen  Eastern Bloc and Soviet leaders, while ordinary 
Palestinians in the Occupied Territories endured the trench warfare symbol-
ized by the pistol on the swaggering Arafat’s hip. In all of this, Mishal was 
quite deliberately rebuking a fi gure seen by many in Fatah as an earthly god: 
Yasser Arafat.

The old Egyp tian Muslim Brotherhood, indeed, had been the crucible 
from which they all had sprung. In Cairo back in the 1950s, Arafat was a cal-
low showman of just twenty-three when he fi rst signed on for battle. As a 
student activist, he had or ga nized a petition written in blood, as a plea on 
behalf of displaced Palestinians. At that time, Khalid Mishal was not even 
born; yet now he was girding his loins for a new Palestinian war, making it 
clear he believed that Arafat should be sidelined.

Mishal was not alone in advocating that the Muslim Brotherhood resume 
the fi ght. As early as 1980, some Brotherhood members, frustrated with the 
movement’s passive policies, had broken away to form a small fi ghting group 
called Palestinian Islamic Jihad. In mounting a daring campaign of violence 
to achieve the Brotherhood goal of an Islamist state, they fi red the imagina-
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tion of young Islamists in Gaza and the West Bank with their success, 
prompting them to challenge the Brotherhood leadership to explain why 
theirs was the only Palestinian movement that believed it was necessary to 
abstain from the fray.22

In Kuwait a like-minded group of about ten was excited by Mishal’s call for 
an or ga ni za tional breakthrough that would transform the Palestinian strug-
gle. There had been earlier efforts to link some of the Islamist groups in the 
diaspora. Now the Kuwait ten would workshop the teacher’s idea for a fi rst-
ever conference of diaspora and territory delegates that was to upend the 
current Muslim Brotherhood’s strategy on confronting Israel. It was Mishal 
who gave expression to their collective thinking in a paper that persuaded 
the formal Islamist leadership in Kuwait to embrace a new campaign of 
re sis tance.

In 1983 about thirty territory and diaspora delegates slipped into Amman, 
taking advantage of the Brotherhood’s extensive local network of welfare, 
educational, and religious ser vices to plan jihad under the nose of King Hus-
sein’s General Intelligence Department. They came from the United States, 
Europe, Saudi Arabia, and the Gulf. The proposal they heard from a strong 
Kuwaiti delegation was breathtaking—it was nothing less than a full-frontal 
assault on the supremacy of Yasser Arafat, the man indulged by much of the 
world as Mr. Palestine.

Miraculously, Arafat had always seemed to bounce back from defeat and 
travail. Arab leaders had blessed his PLO as the “sole legitimate representa-
tive” of the Palestinians and had opened their coffers to him. He rode out the 
PLO’s eviction from Jordan in 1970, he weathered the petty jealousies and 
fl agging interest of the Arab leaders, and he stared down protests from those 
Palestinians in the Occupied Territories who were angered by his meddling 
in regional affairs instead of focusing on their tragic plight.

But in the lead-up to the secret Amman conference, Mishal dismissed 
Arafat as a failed leader. He lambasted the Fatah strongman over his eviction 
from Lebanon in the previous year, which, he said, had put the Palestinian 
military campaign into retreat. “There was great anxiety in the minds of many 
for the future of the campaign and for the homeland,” he would say years later. 
“It  wasn’t just what was happening in Lebanon. There was increasing talk of 
a negotiated settlement. Alternative activity had to be launched inside the 
Occupied Territories. As Islamists we had a responsibility to compensate—
we had to offer a new model of re sis tance that would constitute an additional 
contribution to the battle with Israel.”23
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If ever there was a time to make a pitch to the ne glected Islamic sensitivi-
ties of Palestinians, this was it. With the PLO and Fatah effectively banished 
from the region, the dream to which so many Palestinians had clung for so 
long seemed to have evaporated. Islamist Palestinians across the diaspora tra-
ditionally immersed themselves in the national branch of the Muslim Brother-
hood in whichever country they found exile. Mishal proposed that the 
Palestinians within each national branch be brought together within a global 
Palestinian project that would exist within the folds of the Brotherhood’s 
international movement.

The Amman conference adopted Mishal’s sweeping plan, which also pro-
posed that Islamist Palestinians around the globe be tapped as a legion of new 
fund-raisers and fi xers for the cause. Either because they were religiously 
sympathetic or because they were jaded by the endless hoopla of the Arafat 
circus, Arab and Muslim governments, together with wealthy businessmen, 
were to be persuaded to provide all that was needed to sustain an alternative 
to Fatah and the PLO. The Muslim Brotherhood and Islamists around the 
world were to be mobilized behind a fundamentalist re sis tance campaign that 
would stand apart from the failing secular factions—in the eyes of man and 
God. This was truly audacious.

Mishal moved deeper into his new clandestine exis tence. On the strength 
of his early student activism, he had become a sought-after speaker in dias-
pora communities, a role that gave easy cover for more secretive activities. He 
had entered the United States, Europe, and various countries in the region in 
the guise of a student lecturer, when his primary purpose was to raise funds 
and establish logistics for the jihad to come. Following the 1983 conference 
in Amman, all of the Brotherhood’s varied Palestine-related activities were 
brought together under the auspices of the Kuwait-based Jihaz Filastin—the 
Palestine Apparatus—which gave Mishal effective control over funding for 
the activities in the Occupied Territories.

When Mishal had lived under his parents’ roof, his mother had wondered 
about his endless meetings—yet she had thought it best not to inquire.24 But 
when he married Amal, he felt a need for his wife’s family to have a sense that 
she was also marrying the movement. The husband’s role in laying the foun-
dations for radical re sis tance was known only to the innermost circles of the 
Muslim Brotherhood, but swearing both his future father-in-law and bride 
to secrecy, Mishal thought it politic—and polite—to reveal some of what lay 
beneath the veneer of his being a conscientious teacher of physics. The bond 
with his father-in-law was almost immediate, and Salih came to see his new 
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son-in-law fi lling an emptiness that had existed in his life since one of his 
own sons had died as a PLO fi ghter in Lebanon. Amal later told Mishal that 
she had often prayed for a husband who would serve both his religion and the 
Palestinian cause.25

In keeping her vow of silence, Amal soon found she was also cooking 
regular dinners for perhaps one of the most powerful Islamist preacher-
philosophers of the century—the shaggy-bearded Sheikh Abdullah Azzam.26 
If Mishal had graduated from the push-and-shove of campus activism in 
Kuwait, he now had the opportunity for doctoral studies with a revered mas-
ter of the complexities of global jihad. Azzam was fast becoming expert in all 
of it—spiritual justifi cation, recruitment, fund-raising, and managing cash 
when it was delivered by the suitcase-full, politics, and diplomacy. But, most 
of all, Azzam  could teach patience and planning to a young man in a hurry.

Azzam was playing a crucial or ga ni za tional role in the Afghan confl ict, but 
he was in Central Asia by default. He believed that Afghanistan took prece-
dence over Palestine only for the tactical reason that the Afghan confl ict 
 could deliver a genuine Islamic state as a beachhead in what might be a new 
Islamic world order. At the same time, Azzam argued that the Palestinian 
cause had been hijacked by the secular “isms” of the day—communism and 
nationalism—along with what he derided as “modernist Muslims.”27

As the rising star of the Muslim Brotherhood in Kuwait, Khalid Mishal 
was like a relay runner, poised and waiting for Azzam to pass the baton, to 
take Azzam’s more sophisticated style of jihadi management on to Palestine. 
Making frequent fund-raising visits to Kuwait, Azzam became a regular visi-
tor to Mishal’s home. Responding to criticism by those Palestinians who 
claimed Azzam was fi ghting the wrong war and that he should have been 
directing his jihadi energies to the Occupied Territories, Mishal would apolo-
gize on Azzam’s behalf, explaining that jihad in Afghanistan was an opportu-
nity for action at a time when Islamists had no combat role in the Palestinian 
re sis tance. Azzam confi rmed as much in his writing: “Afghanistan . . .  does 
not mean we have forgotten. Palestine is our beating heart, it comes even 
before Afghanistan in our minds, our hearts, our feelings and our faith.”28

Azzam’s obsession was always Palestine. Born near the West Bank town 
of Jenin in 1941, he had fl ed after the Six-Day War—fi rst to Jordan, before 
becoming something of a jihad gypsy in the region and the world. Fifteen years 
older than Mishal, he had a fi ghting spirit that surfaced much earlier than 
that of the eleven-year-old whose family also had fl ed the Israeli occupation 
of the West Bank. Azzam had the look of a fi rebrand—broad shouldered 
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with dramatic daubs of white marking the extremities of his long, dark 
beard. His ability to differentiate on the fi ner points of the struggle might 
ultimately cost him his life, but outwardly Azzam was as uncompromising 
as his motto: “Jihad and the rifl e alone—no negotiation, no conference, no 
dialogue.”29

This man from Jenin fought before he thought. On arriving in Jordan as a 
refugee, Azzam was instrumental in the earliest post-1967 push for Islamists 
to fi ght alongside the PLO.30 In a deal with Arafat, the Muslim Brotherhood 
took over a number of Fatah training camps in the Jordan Valley. Calling 
them the Bases of the Sheikhs—Qawaid Al-Shuyukh—Azzam trained his men 
with weapons before launching Islamist-only guerrilla raids into Israel.31

But this venture was short-lived. Some said the closure of the camps was 
forced by the rising pressure that other governments, such as Egypt, applied 
to the Brotherhood.32 Others detected a fi ner tactical point: sensing the 
looming Black September clashes between the Jordanian regime and the 
PLO, the Brotherhood was obliged to quit to avoid becoming a victim of its 
confl icting loyalties.33 As Islamists, they would have been expected to side 
with King Hussein against Arafat; as Palestinians, they would have been 
obliged to line up with the PLO against the Hashemite regime.

Azzam changed course. Opting to study Islamic jurisprudence at Al-Azhar, 
he launched himself on a trajectory that would make him one of the most 
infl uential Islamist scholars of modern times. He was the author of the fatwa 
that delivered plane-loads of young Muslims from the Middle East and the 
Maghreb countries to Afghanistan, on the grounds that fi ghting the Soviet 
occupation of a Muslim land was an Islamic duty. He moved to Pakistan in 
1980 and became a role model and mentor for Osama Bin Laden before they 
fell out over a struggle for power and ideas. It was Azzam who set up the 
Peshawar-based recruitment center that Bin Laden commandeered as a fore-
runner to his Al-Qaeda network; and, when the CIA needed help holding 
the fractious Afghan factions together, it was to Abdullah Azzam that the 
American agency turned.34

For a time, the power of Azzam’s ideas held sway over the millions of dol-
lars being doled out by the charismatic Bin Laden. As the defeat of the Sovi-
ets loomed in Afghanistan, Azzam urged the Islamist forces there to turn to 
Palestine, but Bin Laden, together with an Egyp tian clique that wanted to 
bring on the war of the worlds, managed to marginalize Azzam at that time. 
He fell from grace in the councils of Al-Qaeda because he refused to issue the 
fatwas that would sanction the attempted overthrow of Muslim regimes—
such as those in Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Jordan.
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Azzam became a sensation on the international jihadi circuit for recruiting 
and fund-raising, particularly in the United States. His mystic portrayal of 
angels riding into war on horseback, and birds that sheltered mujahideen 
from Soviet bombs, raised the rafters at mosques in Brooklyn, St. Louis, 
Kansas City, Seattle, Sacramento, Los Angeles, and San Diego.35

But Azzam was also raising funds for Palestine. In 1988, he was guest 
speaker at a conference of the Islamic Association for Palestine in Oklahoma 
City.36 An architect of the American Islamist network who became part of 
Mishal’s global strategy identifi ed Azzam as “essential” in building the Pales-
tinian project, explaining: “The donations were huge. Azzam believed that 
Palestinians with Afghan mujahideen experience should return to Palestine 
for jihad . . .  his plan after the defeat of the Soviets was to move into Jordan 
with handpicked fi ghters who he would dispatch to the Occupied Territo-
ries.” Recalling the thrill of fund-raising functions in the United States, a 
well-traveled se nior Hamas fi gure in Gaza revealed, “I was there when Az-
zam collected $250,000 in one night in New Jersey.”37

Few Palestinians with Afghan experience were known by Israeli or other 
observers to have returned to the Occupied Territories, with one tantalizing 
exception. In 1986, Israeli authorities uncovered a small, unaffi liated Islamist 
cell that had recruited a nineteen-year-old woman as a suicide bomber. Under 
interrogation, their bomb maker, who was an engineer from the West Bank 
town of Tulkarm, revealed details of the camp at which he had trained in 
Afghanistan and of his trainers—who, he said, had included CIA agents.38

In the absence of the Palestinian phalanx that Azzam envisaged would 
come from Afghanistan, the process of establishing the Muslim Brother-
hood’s armed jihad in the Occupied Territories would have been a slow burn 
that might have ended in disaster. At the secret Amman conference in 1983, 
it was made clear that it would take time to get the project up and running. 
But, if only in their own minds, the organizers craved credibility in order to 
weave a narrative that might compete with the rich tapestry of Fatah and the 
other factions. In the Occupied Territories, this meant missions and martyrs.

The fi rst whose names were engraved on the Brotherhood’s honor board of 
martyrdom were Jawad Abu Sulmiyah and Saib Dhahab,39 both of whom 
were Gazans enrolled at Bir Zeit University on the West Bank. Abu Sulmi-
yah and Dhahab were killed, and twenty others were injured, when Israeli 
forces put down a street protest in June 1986. It was one of the fi rst such 
protests that the leaders of the Muslim Brotherhood authorized in the hope 
of easing pent-up anger and emotion in the ranks of their younger followers.

More curious and less clear-cut was the Islamists’ fi rst military mission. 
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Unbeknownst to most of the delegates, an inner circle decided in advance of 
the Amman conference to get cash to Sheikh Ahmad Yassin in Gaza to train 
and arm a small Brotherhood fi ghting corps. In his fi rst foray into fund-
raising, Mishal produced the necessary $70,000 by tapping the circle of well-
connected Kuwaitis he and his father had come to know from serving at the 
mosque of the Kuwaiti prince. At a time of need for the Muslim Brother-
hood, their deep pockets opened obligingly when Mishal came calling.40

Yassin put the money to good use. Men were dispatched to Jordan for co-
vert training, and orders were placed with illegal suppliers who  could access 
Israeli weapons stores.41 However, Yassin’s buyers came up against two of the 
constants in the Palestinian confl ict:  people from their own side who collabo-
rated with the occupiers, and agents of the occupiers who successfully passed 
themselves off as crooked arms dealers. The upshot was the arrest of Yassin, 
who, on being convicted of plotting to destroy the state of Israel, was jailed.

At the time, the sheikh was an oddity to his Israeli jailers. They were unac-
customed to having an Islamist among the thousands of secular Palestinians 
in their charge. Their bemusement dovetailed with accusations from Fatah, 
which presented the Muslim Brotherhood with a catch-22: lacking any rec-
ord of their attacks on Israelis, how  could they scotch persistent rumors that 
they were actually arming to fi ght Fatah, not Israel? In time, they would have 
their own sprawling record of terror and violence as the bona fi des of jihad, 
but, more than twenty years on, the Israeli Arabist who served in Gaza at the 
time, Shalom Harari, remained convinced that Yassin’s guns  really were 
pointed at Fatah. “He’d had the weapons for a year, but he  wasn’t shooting at 
us—his targets were in the Arafat faction,” Harari insisted.42

These were fi lthy Fatah rumors, the Brotherhood declared.43 Either way, it 
all might have been a disaster. Mishal’s new global machine for funding and 
logistics would become an essential element of the new jihad, but it would 
have had great diffi culty functioning in the absence of Yassin’s charismatic 
leadership and his canny management of the Islamist community networks in 
the Occupied Territories. Yassin was sent down for thirteen long years for 
plotting to destroy Israel. But, amazingly, in just over a year the preacher 
would be back in Gaza, negotiating its rutted alleys and lanes in his battered 
old wheelchair.
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Each day, when the children of Jabaliyah fi nished school, they  could be found 
behind buildings breaking stones into easily hurled missiles. Then they took 
up positions at intersections throughout Gaza’s most squalid and densely 
packed refugee camp. On this particular day, their fi rst engagement was short 
and sharp. The target was a group of Israeli soldiers repairing the barbed-wire 
fencing around a military compound. Within seconds, two armored person-
nel carriers nosed out of the compound into the camp’s boggy laneways. They 
moved this way and that, like irritated elephants, but the children’s stones fell 
wide of the mark. Soldiers gave chase on foot, but halfheartedly.

The youngsters kept up the provocation. Sure enough, within thirty min-
utes a pitched battle was under way. More Israeli armored personnel carriers 
delivered reinforcements. Then the Israelis wheeled out one of their own spe-
cial inventions: a stone cannon. In the land where stoning was a traditional 
punishment, the occupying force had created a machine capable of spitting 
rocks faster and more forcefully than any child might throw them.

The inventors of this brutal weapon gave it a strangely poetic name: the 
Chatsatsit. Snub-nosed, its wide-diameter barrel protruded from an armored 
housing on the rear of a vehicle on which the front wheels were conventional; 
those at the rear were tracked, like those of a tank. Inside, soldiers  could be 
seen loading boxes of stones into a hopper attached to the fi ring mechanism. 
Its range was about one hundred yards.1

The Chatsatsit lumbered into full view, spraying dust and rock. Never 
mind that the street was choked with about one hundred primary school girls 
heading home for lunch. Rocks weighing as much as ten ounces each pelted 
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down around them, off the road and crashing through the rooftops. Shriek-
ing girls raced for shelter.

But the shabab, as the youths were known, stood their ground and so re-
vealed the machine’s futility. Displaying remarkable bravado, boys as young as 
ten and twelve ducked and weaved, around and under the rock bombard-
ment, to press their own attack. The mesh grille on the windshield of one of 
the Israeli support vehicles fi nally gave way. Several stones later, the wind-
screen was smashed, and it and the Chatsatsit were forced to withdraw.

A great cheer went up, the girls and some passing mothers joining in. Now 
all entered the fray: mothers, sons, and daughters all hurling stones, prayers, 
and abuse at Israel’s prime minister of the day. “Shamir, get to hell out of here! 
Dog!” they cried.

There were a few light injuries. Ultimately seven children and teenagers 
were arrested, and the rest went to do their homework. It was just another day 
in the third year of the War of the Stones.

Formally, this six-year-long uprising became the Intifada, the “shake-up.” 
It erupted as an explosive campaign of grassroots re sis tance—with civil dis-
obedience and strikes, boycotts and barricades. But it was the stone throwers 
who snapped the world out of its glazed-eye boredom with a crisis that found 
a need for catharsis in twenty-year cycles, hemorrhaging at least once in the 
life of each generation. In 1948, it was Israel’s War of Independence; in 1967, 
the Six-Day War; and in 1987, this, the First Intifada. In the six years to the 
end of 1993, Israeli security forces killed eleven hundred Palestinians.2 Hun-
dreds more were killed by fellow Palestinians as a result of accusations that 
they had collaborated with the occupation forces.3

After decades of ne glect and oppression by their Israeli overlords, and fail-
ure by their PLO envoys, Palestinians  could no longer suppress a seething 
rage in the face of the relentless Israeli campaign of collective punishment for 
Palestinian resistance—of mass imprisonment and detention; land seizures 
and home demolitions; curfews and deportations; harsh taxes and economic 
privation. There had to be an escape valve.

The Intifada was a protest against both Israeli repression and the failure of 
Arafat, the PLO, and the Arab governments to deliver. The rhetoric of Ara-
fat’s dominant Fatah faction was rich, brutal, and exaggerated; yet, it had 
achieved little. As refugees and prisoners in their own homes, Palestinians 
had clung to and nurtured an enduring sense of place and identity. The world 
refused to recognize it, but the mere sense of being a nation sustained them 
under occupation.
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The upshot was that the advice of the exiled and remote PLO leadership 
was losing credibility. More of the hated Israeli settlements were spreading 
like a virus on “their” land. At the same time, an ugly new political campaign 
was gathering steam in Israel. Called “transfer,” it advocated that the Pales-
tinians from the West Bank and Gaza be forcibly removed across the Jordan 
River, and into the lap of the hapless King Hussein—thus removing the 
problem.

The original spark for the Intifada had been a traffi c accident in Gaza early 
in December 1987. The Strip was on tenterhooks. In the preceding days, 
spirits had been buoyed by the mass escape of six Palestinian fi ghters from a 
high-security Gaza prison, and the death of six Israeli soldiers at an Israel 
Defense Forces (IDF) camp in the north of the country after their Palestinian 
killer arrived in their midst on a hang glider. But also there was anger over the 
death of four Palestinians in a bloody shoot-out with Israeli troops. There 
was an expectation too of a heavy Israeli crackdown as it dawned on Gazans 
that the celebrated prison escapees may have been behind a new series of at-
tacks on Israelis. These included the assassination of a se nior Israeli military 
policeman, Captain Ron Tal, and, two days before the traffi c accident, the 
stabbing death of an Israeli plastics merchant, Shlomo Sakal, in Gaza City’s 
bedraggled Palestine Square.

On December 8, a truck  driven by a twenty-fi ve-year-old Israeli, Herzl 
Buchovzeh, careened into oncoming traffi c near the tense Erez security post 
on the northern perimeter of the Gaza Strip. Four Palestinian workers died 
in the pile-up and seven more were injured. Three of the dead came from 
nearby Jabaliyah, the biggest and most overcrowded of eight miserable camps 
for Palestinian refugees in Gaza. Hard on the heels of news of the accident 
arriving in the camp came an unfounded rumor that the Israeli truck  driver 
was a brother of Shlomo Sakal, and that far from being an accident, this 
deadly collision was a deliberate act of revenge.

Pent-up rage exploded fi rst in Jabaliyah and then spread like wildfi re up 
and down the Gaza Strip before leaping to the West Bank. Men took to the 
streets and, right behind them, women and children. As ammunition against 
an army with tanks and guns, they ripped up paving stones and hurled trash 
cans. Men who in the past had cowered in the face of Israeli authority now 
tore off their shirts and thrust out bare chests. The Israelis were dared to 
shoot4 and, after they did, the endless keening from each funeral served as a 
kind of compounding siren call for more  people to come into the streets, for 
more businesses to shut in defi ance of Israeli orders to remain open, for more 
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stones and bricks to be hurled at a foreign force that had imposed itself on 
 every aspect of the Palestinians’ lives.

All wanted to own the Intifada. But in truth, it was a genuinely sponta-
neous eruption of grassroots anger that took all by surprise—Islamists and 
secularists, Palestinians and Israelis alike.

In Tunis, Arafat paced. His usual anxieties kicked in: what were the impli-
cations for his own leadership? How  could he control such combustible events 
from so far away? This was so totally unexpected, completely unplanned; 
none of the exiled leadership had ordered it or even anticipated it.5

And once it had begun, most misjudged its staying power. Mahmoud 
Abbas, the man who on Arafat’s death would later become leader of Fatah, 
gave it “two or three months.”6 After just two weeks, Shmuel Goren, the of-
fi cial who had spearheaded Israel’s strategy of engaging the Islamists as a ploy 
to undermine the PLO, reported that the  people were exhausted—it was all 
“dying down.”7 Perplexed as he was, Arafat made a decision that was typical 
of what he often did in a dead end: he would run with the stone throwers, 
gambling on where they might take him. On the night of December 10, 
1987, PLO Radio, then based in Baghdad, beamed his crusty voice across the 
region as he urged on the revolt.8 Little did Arafat know that other hands also 
were set on seizing control of the protests.

The previous evening, seven men had met in a ramshackle house in Gaza’s 
Jawrat Al-Shams district—the home of Sheikh Ahmad Yassin. Having been 
jailed in 1984, the preacher had barely settled into his Israeli prison cell be-
fore he was released in a celebrated prisoner exchange in which 1,150 Pales-
tinians were handed over in return for three Israeli soldiers who had been 
captured by Ahmad Jibril’s Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine—
General Command.9 Yassin’s guests included a doctor, a pharmacist, an aca-
demic, an engineer, and two teachers. All agreed this was the time to publicly 
launch the re sis tance movement envisaged at the secret Amman conference 
of the Muslim Brotherhood more than four years earlier.

The Islamists’ fi rst signed statement urging revolt was not released 
until December 14, four days after Arafat had hit the airwaves.10 They 
chose the name Islamic Resistance Movement, or Harakat Al-Muqawamah 
Al-Islamiyah—the acronym for which was HAMAS, an Arabic word mean-
ing “zeal” or “enthusiasm.” Yassin and the older Brotherhood leaders were 
tentative, opting for a front or ga ni za tion lest they expose the Muslim Broth-
erhood or Yassin’s carefully nurtured Islamic Center to a full-frontal clash 
with the Israelis. But looking on from afar in Kuwait, Khalid Mishal  concluded 
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that what was to become the Intifada was “the opportune moment to declare 
a project that was already born.”11

Shalom Harari assessed the fatal traffi c accident at Erez as a lit match ig-
niting prestacked kindling. “The fi rst Intifada was started by the Islamifi ca-
tion of the streets,” he proffered. “We  could see them imposing their ideology 
and way of life. They took control of the streets—burning liquor shops and 
kill ing prostitutes—hundreds of them. Arafat was sending his terror cells to 
murder se nior Islamists; and the Islamists were beating and stabbing Fatah 
activists.”

Israeli ne glect of the essentials Palestinians needed in their daily lives had 
left a vacuum that Yassin’s charitable agencies exploited. Using funds mar-
shaled by Khalid Mishal’s external or ga ni za tion, the Islamists had stepped up 
the development of schools and kindergartens, and the provision of food and 
student loans. As communities were cleansed of drugs, prostitution, and 
gambling, the mosques controlled by Yassin became places of politics as much 
as prayer. With the exception of political and religious hoardings, advertising 
was effectively outlawed.

Harari had reported all of these dramatic changes and the risks he and his 
colleagues now saw in the Islamists, but the reports were received in silence. 
“Unless there was blood and crisis, there would not be a political, military or 
security response . . .  and at that stage, the Muslim Brotherhood still  wasn’t 
shooting anyone,” he said.12

Hamas was fi rst mentioned in the foreign media early in 1988 when the 
Associated Press quoted its signed slogans appearing on the graffi ti-daubed 
walls of Gaza City.13 By then Arafat was a war-wearied revolutionary with 
three chaotic decades of struggle under his belt. Hamas published its “no-
surrender” charter in August that year, just a few months ahead of what it saw 
as the Fatah leader’s capitulation: his recognition of the state of Israel and his 
renouncement of violence.

Mishal read it as Arafat having played his last card. Equally, the Fatah 
leader’s declaration of a Palestinian state in just the Occupied Territories, 
instead of all of historic Palestine, was futile. Quite apart from Arafat’s 
inability to physically walk the soil he declared to be in de pen dent, few citi-
zens of his new state  could celebrate because they were locked down under an 
Israeli curfew.14

The fi rst time anyone was quoted speaking on the record for Hamas was 
around the time of the charter, when Sheikh Mohammad Abu Teir, an  
intense young mullah in Je ru salem, hurled a warning at Israel through the 
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col umns of the Chicago Tribune, telling its reporter Stephen Franklin, “We 
won’t leave them a single grain of sand.”15 The Tribune headline read: fun-
damentalists find palestinian niche.

And so it was. Hamas and the PLO made efforts to paper over squabbling 
that soon became murderous. For some of the time, the pretense worked for 
much of the En glish-speaking media. But they were at each others’ throats in 
Arabic-language pamphlet wars in the Occupied Territories and in the col-
umns of the Arabic press across the region. No one was above suspicion. A 
detailed internal Hamas report on a modern new hospital at Jenin, on the 
West Bank, took the trouble to analyze the Islamist allegiance of  every staff 
member—either as signed-up members or as sympathizers—who were then 
ranked as “semi-brother,” “good,” or “inclined to us” before the report’s author 
concluded that Islamist forces controlled the hospital and the local charity 
committee through which it was funded.16

Despite Arafat’s endless efforts to co-opt Hamas, Yassin remained aloof as 
his followers went on the warpath—against Fatah as much as against the Is-
raelis. An Islamist assessment of conditions in south Gaza in 1992 reported: 
“Arafat and his demons conspire against us . . .  all agree that Fatah needs to 
be confronted, disciplined and its members tamed in their dens . . .  we must 
be ready and prepared with . . .  weapons.”17

Hamas refused to take part in the joint Intifada leadership set up by all the 
PLO factions. Arafat always balked at the level of representation demanded 
by Hamas as the price for joining the PLO, alleging that the upstart Hamas 
was trying to pull off a reverse takeover of the most powerful body in all of 
Palestinian history. Coordination between the factions on the ground was 
limited18 as Hamas insisted on calling its own Intifada strikes and running its 
own race.

Meanwhile Yassin’s authority was expanding. As the limited civic institu-
tions across the Occupied Territories collapsed, crowds would gather at Yas-
sin’s home on a daily basis, seeking his spiritual guidance and mediation in 
settling disputes. Arafat appealed to the Muslim Brotherhood leadership in 
Egypt to curb this dangerous new force, but to no avail. The Intifada was a 
powerful right of passage that made Hamas a dangerously militant challenger 
to the PLO’s long-held claim that it alone embodied the dreams of the Pal-
estinian  people.

Various loose elements of the Islamist or ga ni za tion—political, communi-
cations, security, youth, and, more recently, the prisoners detained by Israel—
were now pulled together under the Hamas banner.19 Khalid Mishal managed 
the war chest from Kuwait.
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The key means of communication was crude wall slogans: graffi ti messages 
and instructions, painted on by masked youths to sidestep an Israeli restric-
tion on printing. It was dubbed by locals “the Wall Street Journal.”

The military wing of Hamas was formalized in 1991 as the Qassam Bri-
gade, named after the Syrian-born re sis tance pioneer whose 1930s sermons 
in Haifa had so inspired Mishal’s father. After a series of brutal stabbings, 
known as the War of the Knives, a massive Israeli roundup of almost seven-
teen hundred Palestinians suspected of links to Hamas drove many followers 
deep underground. It was from their ranks that the Qassam Brigade’s fi rst 
cells emerged.20 These fi rst recruits were believers who were seen to have 
nothing to lose.

Hamas’s fi rst weapons were bought or stolen from Israelis, or smuggled in. 
After several shooting attacks, one of Hamas’s early bombing missions ap-
peared to be the use of an explosive device, which killed Marnie Kimelman, a 
sixteen-year-old Canadian tourist, on a Tel Aviv beach in 1990. Israeli inves-
tigators concluded it had been assembled from sulphur, coal, and match tips, 
which were triggered by the timer from an old washing machine.

The new movement adopted the same tactic that the Irish Republican 
Army did, denying operational links between its political and military wings. 
And it was as ruthless as the IRA with anyone who aided its enemies. Yassin 
issued blunt instructions on the fate of those who collaborated with the Is-
raeli occupiers: “Any Palestinian informer who confesses to cooperating with 
the Israeli authorities—kill him straightaway,” he ordered.21

Israel cracked down immediately. The ease with which it detained hun-
dreds of se nior Hamas fi gures was again read by Fatah and other observers as 
proof of the extent of earlier coordination between the Islamists and the Is-
raeli occupation forces. Four of the seven who had attended the launch meet-
ing at Yassin’s home were included in the fi rst one-hundred-plus arrests early 
in 1988. An observer in Gaza at the time explained, “The key Islamist fi gures 
were effectively employees of the administration or its satellites. By organiz-
ing, they had identifi ed themselves as a reservoir of  people who opposed Fa-
tah or were ready to undermine it. Now they  could be rounded up in 
hundreds.”22

Countering with stunning or ga ni za tional and logistical depth, Hamas re-
vealed the benefi ts of years of advanced planning as it defi ed  every Israeli at-
tempt to decapitate the movement. At times, it had up to four tiers of shadow 
leaders and, as one tier was scooped up, the next took its place—each as ca-
pable but more militant than its predecessor. “We expected they’d try to hurt 
us with waves of arrests, so we had to have these stand-bys. It was very im-
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portant for us always to announce a new leader the day after anyone was 
killed or arrested,”23 a se nior fi gure from the time later recalled.

Israel provoked international condemnation by going a step further in 
1992, rounding up hundreds of mostly Hamas leaders, whom they hand-
cuffed and blindfolded, before dumping them in the winter snow at Marj 
Al-Zuhur on the Lebanese side of Israel’s northern border. The laws of unin-
tended consequences kicked in again. Locked out of Israel and the Occupied 
Territories by Israeli fi repower, the deportees camped on a bare mountainside 
for the better part of a year, refusing to move from where they  could at least 
see the land they laid claim to. Even America added its voice to a campaign, 
ultimately successful, in the United Nations and elsewhere, demanding that 
they be allowed to return to their homes.

Their predicament became a remarkable photo op for television crews in-
troducing Hamas to the world. With members from sixteen to sixty-seven 
years of age, the group included seventeen university lecturers (many with 
doctorates), eleven medical doctors (some of whom were se nior specialists), 
fourteen engineers, thirty-six businessmen, and fi ve journalists. In addition, 
there were more than one hundred university students and two-hundred-plus 
bearded imams.24

Abdel-Salam Majali, a Jordanian offi cial visiting Washington at the time, 
wondered if Israel was attempting to create its own monster. In a meeting at 
the White House, Majali challenged then president George H.W. Bush: “If 
Israel believes that Hamas is a terrorist group and that Lebanon is a haven for 
terrorism, why have they sent the Hamas men to Lebanon?”25

It was a good question. Hezbollah, the Shiite re sis tance movement, was by 
then well established in southern Lebanon and had considerable terrorist 
ex per tise. A se nior Hamas fi gure in Gaza later confi rmed the tuition the de-
portees received from their Hezbollah confreres—military techniques gener-
ally, but in particular, instruction on extracting explosives from old armaments 
and using readily available chemicals for homemade explosives. “Our guys were 
like sponges. The deportation was crucial—it gave us a shared experience 
with Hezbollah.”26 Fifteen years later, Isa Al-Najjar, one of the seven who 
had met at Yassin’s house in Gaza, enthused wide-eyed about another unin-
tended consequence for himself, saying, “It was the fi rst time I saw snow!”27

Yassin’s run of freedom came to an abrupt halt in 1989. When a new Hamas 
cell captured and executed two Israeli soldiers, Yassin was identifi ed as the 
source of instructions and funds for the mission. After a prolonged interro-
gation, which Yassin alleged included the torture of both himself and his 
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sixteen-year-old son, Abdullah,28 the preacher was given a double prison 
sentence—a life term and an extra fi fteen years. Given his poor health and 
his age, Yassin was destined to die behind bars.

President Bush fi gured that all was quiet when he retired for the evening on 
August 1, 1990. In the fi rst briefi ngs he had received from the CIA on Sad-
dam Hussein’s mobilization of his Republican Guard, the president had been 
assured that after a brutal, years-long war with Iran, Iraq’s forces were too 
exhausted to venture into Kuwait.29 Then, at the last minute, the agency 
fl ipped, warning that an attack was imminent. Wanting more advice, Bush 
did his own phone-around of the Middle East, calling the Egyp tian presi-
dent, the Saudi and Jordanian kings, and the emir of Kuwait. All of them told 
Bush that he  could rest easy. They believed Saddam would not dare to invade 
his tiny southern neighbor.30

But he did. In Kuwait City, Mishal’s father, Mullah Abd Al-Qadir, awoke 
to fi nd that his country of exile had been stormed by Iraqi tanks and troops 
in the hours before dawn as they nailed down the whole emirate in just fi ve 
hours. Twenty-four years after missing the invasion that had  driven his family 
from the West Bank, Abd Al-Qadir now wandered streets fi lled with heavily 
armed Iraqi troops on a looting rampage of Kuwaiti homes, banks, and busi-
nesses. On foot, the old man was making his way to the People’s Palace to 
inquire about the safety of his patron, the prince. Oddly, royal guards still 
manned the palace gates, but they ordered him to return to his residence.31

The mullah did as he was told, but back at home he went into deep shock. 
Sitting for days alone in a corner, he refused to eat, drink, or even speak.32 But 
he should not have troubled himself about the well-being of the prince. In the 
fi rst hours after the Iraqis gate-crashed the emirate, a fl eet of limousines had 
ferried hundreds of Kuwaiti royals to the leafy tranquility of Taif, a luxurious 
mountain resort deep in Saudi Arabia’s far western quarter.

Mullah Abd Al-Qadir had been living here half his life; Fatima and the 
older children for more than twenty years. Now all were to be thrown back on 
the road again. For more than three decades the emirate had been the setting 
for a wonderful marriage of convenience: Kuwait’s fabulous oil reserves in an 
enduring union with the professional and management skills of Palestinians 
who had become the backbone of the economy. Among them had been the 
young Yasser Arafat. For decades the Palestinians had wired hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars a year back to their immediate families and other relatives still 
trapped in the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip.
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But now, Arafat wrecked every thing. In what had to rank as his most reck-
less stunt as the leader of a  people fi ghting the invasion and occupation of 
their own territory, Arafat stuck his nose into this new crisis on the side of 
Saddam, an aggressor whose invasion of the emirate also caused fear and 
loathing in the other Arab capitals on which Arafat’s PLO depended for 
much of its funds. The PLO leader would neither condemn the invasion nor 
make a clear call for an Iraqi withdrawal.

When the combat ended, and Kuwaiti sovereignty was restored, in Febru-
ary 1991, Arafat’s posturing ensured there would no longer be a welcome for 
Palestinians in Kuwait. Less than 10 percent of the original Palestinian refu-
gee population of four hundred thousand remained or were allowed to return. 
As a nationality, the Kuwaiti authorities now declared them to be a security 
risk. Those who remained in the emirate were the victims of vigilante gangs 
that were assumed to have the backing of the authorities. Dozens of revenge 
kill ings were reported; international observers cast doubt on a series of un-
convincing show trials of Palestinian “collaborators.”33

In the absence of Khalid—who happened to be on vacation in Amman, 
with Amal and their children—the Mishal family’s decision making fell to 
his younger brother, the engineer Maher. Thanks to Arafat’s loose lips, Pales-
tinians at least had the cover of being seen by the invading Iraqis as allies. 
Biding his time as Iraqi occupation forces dug in, Maher quietly or ga nized 
his brothers and a sister, ordering them to be ready for his signal that it was 
time to leave.

At dawn on August 16, they assembled a convoy of four cars, in which they 
packed their children and parents, and cautiously headed out of Kuwait City 
on the only route open to them—north into Iraq, before turning west at 
Baghdad for Amman. The roads were fi lled with convoys of buses, trucks, 
and cars, loaded with terrifi ed Arab and Asian guest workers who were fl ee-
ing Kuwait, Iraq, and the neighboring countries as the threat of war loomed.

As his parents and extended family fl ed north, Khalid Mishal was traveling 
in the opposite direction, desperate to head off what  could be a fatal blow to 
Hamas. Three years earlier the movement had been unveiled in the Occupied 
Territories, but its secret powerhouse had operated from Kuwait for almost 
eight years. Given Arafat’s close relationship with Saddam, Mishal  could not 
risk having the Iraqis discover Hamas’s headquarters in the emirate, or the 
possibility that funds, donor lists, and other secret or ga ni za tional fi les might 
be passed to Arafat as his reward for defending the indefensible in Saddam’s 
invasion.

Leaving Amal and the children in Amman, Mishal fi rst fl ew to Baghdad 
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and then changed cars three times on the drive south to Kuwait. By further 
way of cover, he joined a handful of anxious Palestinian businessmen, some of 
whom he knew, who were returning to the emirate to see what, if any-
thing, was left of their businesses after the early Iraqi looting. They arrived 
at the Safwan border crossing close to midnight. It was well into the Iraqi-
imposed curfew, but they pressed on, hitching a lift and arriving in Kuwait 
City at 2:30 am.34

Taking charge, Mishal offered the group accommodation for the night, 
thus ensuring they stayed with him, conveniently maintaining his cover. They 
decided any attempt to reach his neighborhood—Al-Salimiyah, which was 
deep in the downtown area—was too risky. Instead, they headed for the home 
of one of Mishal’s aunts. She lived at Al-Farwaniyah, known to locals as the 
“West Bank” because of its concentration of Palestinians, which was closer 
to where the road from the north hit the city. The plan was to hunker at his 
aunt’s till the curfew lifted.

They were on the last traffi c roundabout—almost there—when their way 
was blocked by an Iraqi checkpoint. Ordered to pull over and held at gun-
point, they were on the verge of being arrested before the edgy patrol ac-
cepted their claim to be Palestinians on Jordanian passports, returning to 
check the safety of their families and the security of their business prem-
ises. It was all true, with the exception of the bearded man from Hamas, 
who would have made a prized prisoner for the Iraqis, had they known who 
he was.

The next day, against a backdrop of chaos and fear, Mishal  could still move 
with relative freedom during the non-curfew hours. Retrieving his own car 
from his family home near the seafront, he then met hurriedly with others 
in the underground leadership of Hamas. There was not a lot to debate—
Saddam had just emerged from a brutal eight-year war against the Islamist 
regime in Iran, and Yasser Arafat was one of his few remaining friends in the 
world. The new reality, as Mishal described it, was that there was no future 
for Hamas in Iraqi-occupied Kuwait. Files were sorted quickly. What was not 
essential for continuing the operation elsewhere was destroyed; what was 
needed was packed into his car for the desert run back to Amman.

It was easy for Hamas to insinuate itself into the Jordanian capital, a prized 
location for the movement’s forward base outside the Occupied Territories. A 
dozen or so came in the mass movement of Palestinians from Kuwait. The 
Hamas cell and returning Islamists may have been abstemious, but generally 
this wave of newcomers startled the sedate  people of Amman with their 
 demand for housing and jobs, at the same time as they imposed what locals 
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described as their “Gulfi e” ways—shopping-as-a-sport by day, eating out by 
night, and promenading.

The fi rst some Ammanis noticed of the Hamas presence in their city was 
the vibrant tribal beat of music at the movement’s anti-American rallies, 
which drew strong crowds to Amman’s ancient Roman amphitheater as a 
U.S.-led coalition tightened the noose on Saddam Hussein ahead of the lib-
eration of Kuwait in the fi rst weeks of 1991. Ordinarily King Hussein might 
not have tolerated such behavior, but his  people were so pro-Saddam and his 
economy was so Iraq de pen dent that this was one of those rare occasions 
when he concluded that the security of his throne was more important than 
American patronage.

The city quickly became a Hamas hub. It was already one of a string of 
capitals around the world that was a sometimes base of operations for the 
genial Dr. Mousa Abu Marzook, the head of the Hamas political bureau, 
whose deliberately high-profi le role in the or ga ni za tion made him “Mr. 
Hamas” for many in the region. Now Amman would become a conduit for 
donations from Muslims in the United States, Europe, and the Gulf. It was 
the head of a funnel through which armaments were pushed into the Occu-
pied Territories.

Jordan’s Palestinian refugee community was the biggest in the world, pro-
viding depth and cover for a range of clandestine activities. Communications 
with the Occupied Territories were excellent, and there was great emotional 
and psychological comfort in the geographical proximity to Palestine. In 
time, Amman would become a relay station for orders to unleash devastating 
suicide bombers against targets in Israel.

Offi cially, there was a single Hamas offi ce in Amman—Abu Marzook’s 
political bureau. But as others—most of them Jordanian citizens—arrived  
from Kuwait, several other no-name establishments were opened. Khalid 
Mishal ran what appeared to be a nondescript commercial offi ce on Gar-
den Street, in the west of the city, and the movement’s publishing and other 
ventures were sheltered under the wing of the Muslim Brotherhood and its 
various charitable satellites.

But, in a sense, Hamas was always in Jordan—because the Muslim Broth-
er hood was well established there. At this time, it seemed to make good 
sense to have Mishal nominally under the supervision of the general secre-
tary of the Jordanian Brotherhood. Essentially, this was a cosmetic move that 
gave cover for his Hamas activities, as much as it acknowledged the Jor -
danian Brotherhood’s enthusiastic embrace of Mishal’s bold plan almost a 
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decade earlier for a dedicated transnational Palestinian project inside the 
 Brotherhood.

But with the sudden infl ux of these doctrinaire Islamists into the comfort 
zone of the Jordanian capital, the palace of King Hussein became wary and 
watchful. In time, it decided it needed to address some of the testiness devel-
oping in its relationship with the new arrivals. At one stage Abu Marzook, 
not a Jordanian, had been denied entry to the country. Nerves also were taut 
after a cache of weapons, thought to be worth as much as $1.5 million, was 
uncovered in several secret dump spots in Amman. The Hamas group scat-
tered until the heat died down—Abu Marzook was in Washington at the 
time and several others joined him there; Mishal opted for London, which 
became his base for several months.35

There were a handful of arrests, all of them  people who were from the East 
Bank, where the monarchy drew its staunchest support. These  people were 
jailed and then pardoned quietly, but the escapade drove the Hussein regime 
to insist on a formal agreement to cover Hamas’s operations in the kingdom. 
A venue for the meeting at which this would be thrashed out was a matter of 
some sensitivity, given the strains between Hamas and the PLO, and the ten-
sion this provoked in Jordan’s Palestinian refugee communities. “We can’t 
have them here [at the palace]. Everyone will know—it has to be discreet,” 
one key palace offi cial said early in a discussion on the rationale behind the 
proposed meeting with Hamas.

The various Palestinian groups were seen as gypsies in the region, hosted 
by leaders who would manipulate them to their own ends. Jordan had been 
badly burned in hosting Arafat and the PLO after the 1967 war with Israel, 
but, by accommodating Hamas, King Hussein now  could deliver a calculated, 
if belated, insult to Arafat. At the same time, he would be able to use Hamas 
as a lever in the never-ending diplomacy of the Middle East crisis.

The se nior offi cial from the palace who was nominated to meet Hamas 
told his colleagues, “They need a secure base and for that they will have to pay 
a price—better here than a lot of other places.” The offi cial was a man who 
enjoyed his scotch, especially a ritual tilting of the glass as he rolled the liquor 
over the ice for some time before taking the fi rst sip. But, when it came to 
setting the rules for Hamas, he knew well that his visitors were abstemious by 
nature and creed. He called on the household staff to brew coffee ahead of the 
secret meeting.

It was an unusual setting for the conduct of the king’s business. The carved 
ivory and silver trinkets might have adorned the offi ce of a high offi cial, 
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 accustomed to foreign travel, and the wrought-iron window grills looking 
into a leafy garden might have passed for security at the palace. But when it 
came time to lay down the law to the men from Hamas, they were invited to 
a private home in a well-protected enclave in the inner city, where se nior of-
fi cials and their families enjoyed around-the-clock protection from a cordon 
of jeep-mounted machine guns.

A trusted middleman was sent by car to fetch Abu Marzook and Moham-
mad Nazzal, another of the Hamas team who had come in from Kuwait. 
Assessing them, the palace offi cial would report later that Nazzal struck him 
as mediocre—a socially awkward man and seemingly not politically astute. 
He marked him down as “the messenger.” Abu Marzook, by contrast, was a 
“more distinct political animal”—an Islamist, obviously, but with a sense of 
pragmatism and an awareness of the world.36

They all took their seats in the muted light of the heavily shaded fl oor 
lamps. As a fl int-eyed young Bedouin woman looked on from the gilt-framed 
painting above his left shoulder, the offi cial explained the terms on which 
Hamas’s uncertain status in the country was to be legitimized: “It’s very 
simple—you may have an information and PR offi ce here, but you can do 
nothing to endanger Jordan’s prospects with Israel . . .  no forays into the West 
Bank, no claiming responsibility for bombings from Jordanian soil—do that 
from Syria or Qatar, if you have to. We can’t afford it; we won’t permit it. If 
you want to be our enemy, go right ahead!” He did not want an immediate 
answer; instead, he sent them away to consider his ultimatum. “We’re with 
any voice that continues to underline Palestinian rights,” he reminded them. 
“Go and think about it. Come back with a solid commitment.”

It was Nazzal who made contact within days to accept the king’s terms. 
Once Hussein was notifi ed, Hamas signed a document that had been 
prepared by the General Intelligence Department. Hamas now was “in”—
offi cially.

The aftermath of the Kuwait crisis was grim for both King Hussein and 
Yasser Arafat, his old nemesis. Each, for his own reasons, had stood with Sad-
dam Hussein on the invasion of Kuwait, and each was being made to pay by 
his own suite of patrons. In the United States, President Bush accused Hus-
sein of “betrayal,”37 and aid checks from the Gulf and Saudi Arabia, on which 
the king relied, ceased to arrive as he grappled with the challenge of three 
hundred thousand Palestinians who had streamed in from the Gulf looking 
for homes and jobs.

Arafat was in the same boat. Many of his historic supporters cut the 
fl ow of funds, a move from which Hamas benefi ted greatly.38 Still obliged to 
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support the Palestinian cause, many wrote checks for Hamas in acknowledg-
ment of two things. One, Hamas was not the PLO; two, it had been smart 
enough to adopt a nuanced approach to Saddam’s incursion into Kuwait. 
Hamas opposed the U.S.-led armies massing in the Arab homelands but, un-
like Arafat, it also opposed the invasion of Kuwait.

Hamas, however, had no time to gloat. Arafat was back on his feet just as 
soon as a tsunami of hope tore through the Middle East after hostilities were 
suspended in Kuwait. A decision by the White House to renew the search 
for a “durable” peace had the most peculiar result of seeming to succeed—
initially, at least. Before the year was out, the parties were dragged to a confer-
ence table in Madrid, and then to extensive talks in Washington.

They deadlocked, but in the meantime Norwegian diplomats intervened 
quietly and opened a second, secret channel between Arafat and the Israelis. 
The outcome of what was to become known as the Oslo Accords was a 
deal under which Arafat  could return to Gaza as the leader of his  people. 
Initially he would control just the Strip; later, a tissue-sized piece of turf 
around the West Bank city of Jericho, and then other West Bank centers, 
which were to come under his control by means of a complex process of 
evolving autonomy.

It was a perverse response to an intractable problem. Arafat would be the 
“head,” but there was no “state.” Fundamentals—which ordinarily defi ned a 
 people and their country—were to be dealt with later, and these included the 
area’s capital and borders. Also postponed was how to deal with the contin-
ued exis tence of Israeli settlements, and the right of refugees or their descen-
dants to live within the nonexistent borders of this new entity. Despite his 
mere toehold in the Occupied Territories, the deal also placed on Arafat’s 
shoulders responsibility for a task that for decades had defeated the might of 
the Israeli security forces, even when they had full control of the Occupied 
Territories: halting terrorism.39 But Arafat did emerge with a priceless trophy. 
Even the Israelis, who for much of the previous decade had fl irted with the 
Islamists in the hope of destroying Arafat, now accepted the PLO as the “sole 
representative” of the Palestinian  people.

As the ground shifted, Hamas and its international support network 
scrambled for a new footing. An early brainstorming session of Hamas activ-
ists took place in a most unexpected American setting: Meeting Room B at 
the Courtyard Marriott, an unprepossessing, clay-colored hotel just a stone’s 
throw from the Philadelphia International Airport in Pennsylvania. Seated 
around what hotel staff call a “hollow-square” table were some of Hamas’s 
leading fund-raisers. They included se nior fi gures from two Hamas fronts in 



76 kill khalid

d P P

the United States: the Islamic Association for Palestine and the Holy Land 
Foundation, which was raising millions of dollars in the United States for the 
movement.

Planning this think tank, which took place in the fi rst weekend of October 
1993, Holy Land Foundation chief executive Shukri Abu Baker fretted about 
keeping the numbers down, lest they draw attention to themselves. “A large 
number, my brother, will be suspicious . . .  will attract attention,” he warned 
during a long conference call with two associates. They decided on no more 
than twenty-three delegates, who were to fl y or drive from various cities in 
the United States and Canada. There was some urgency because early book-
ings  could qualify for a 45 percent discount on the Marriott’s room rate.40

Hamas was to be referred to only in code—the spelling was reversed, giv-
ing “Samah.” Early in the fi rst session, after a mention of Hamas, Abu Baker 
was sharp, issuing more specifi c instructions. “Please don’t mention the name 
Samah in an explicit manner,” he chided them. “We agree on saying it as 
‘Sister Samah.’ ” And lest any of them disclose they were meeting as Hamas, 
he added, “The session here is a joint workshop between Holy Land Founda-
tion and the IAP. This is the offi cial form . . .  I mean, please, in case some 
[one] inquire[s].”41 Minutes hardly elapsed before Abu Baker had to rebuke 
a loose-lipped colleague who uttered the H-word again, snapping at him: 
“Didn’t we say not to mention that term?”42

Inside Meeting Room B, all eyes turned to Brother Abu Osama, who had 
just returned from a visit to the Occupied Territories, which coincided with 
blanket media coverage of the Oslo Accords and Yasser Arafat’s imminent 
return to Gaza as head of the Palestinian Authority, the Palestinians’ nominal 
new government. What followed became an hours-long analysis, as deliber-
ate as it was revealing of the mind-set of the Hamas men sitting around the 
table in Philadelphia. It was Abdel Salem who voiced what was dawning on 
them: “This is a new thing for all of us.”

A man addressed by the conference attendees as “Brother Gawad” framed 
the new Oslo Accords as a ploy by the Israelis and Arafat working together 
to wrong-foot Hamas and to strike at Islamist movements elsewhere in the 
region. Asking rhetorically about likely inordinate power in the hands of 
Arafat’s security forces, he predicted with some accuracy the prob able out-
come: “We’re at an historical crossroads . . .  retaliation will be widespread 
against our individuals, our or ga ni za tions, our supporters, our mosques, our 
presentations, our media, our boys, our girls, our women, [and] our relation-
ships with our brothers in other Arab countries.”43
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Police power under Arafat was a recurring theme. Abdel Haleem Al-
Ashqar predicted, also with some accuracy, that as many as fi fty thousand 
Fatah loyalists would be enlisted in Arafat’s new security force. In that, 
Brother Gawad saw dark times ahead: “When they have authority—a fl ag, an 
army, money, jobs, and IDs—what do you expect will happen? They’ll be 
murderous criminals, my brother.”44

Brother Gawad spoke at length, before arriving at a sobering thought for 
a ferocious new re sis tance movement. Warning that Washington and other 
capitals might now deem the Occupied Territories to be no longer “occu-
pied,” he said, “You’ll no longer have the right to resist. [Resistance] will be 
classifi ed as terrorism. . . .  How are you going to perform jihad?”

He warned of inevitable confrontation between Hamas and Arafat’s new 
forces within a year, but the debate then segued to a free-for-all on the notion 
of “derailing” Oslo. The deal had to be made to collapse. The new Palestinian 
Authority’s failings would have to be exploited; its leaders should be accused 
of theft of the  people’s funds; it had to be “stripped of its confi dence.” Then, 
lighting on the movement’s ability to play to several constituencies at the 
same time, one of the delegates articulated the propaganda challenge they 
faced. They had to make Palestinians doubt the honesty and integrity of the 
Palestinian Authority; they had to play on the anxieties of the wider Arab 
world about the sovereignty of the Islamic sites in Je ru salem and, in the United 
States, the accent would have to be on “human rights, justice and stuff.”

They  could have been forgiven for believing they had enough on their 
plates as, in the words of one delegate, Hamas “rearranged its papers.” But no, 
there was some irritation about breakfast. Hasan, a quiet young man, had 
gone out to buy it and now was returning to the Marriott, where their rooms 
were clustered on the third and fourth fl oors. On a room-to-room call, Omar 
Ahmad Yehiya informed the Holy Land Foundation executive director, 
Haitham Maghawri, that Hasan was bringing doughnuts. Maghawri was un-
impressed, complaining: “We were supposed to get hummus and stuff like 
that to eat for breakfast and lunch. Doughnuts don’t fi ll you.”45

It has to be assumed that such trifl es  could preoccupy them only because 
they were unaware of a far greater crisis. The FBI, in fact, had the place wired. 
Every word uttered, in conference sessions and in calls from one room to 
another, had been captured. FBI photographers were in the shrubbery, snap-
ping the attendees as they came and went. And a few days later the FBI was 
back at the Marriott, photocopying the credit-card stubs and invoices for 
their $50 discount rooms. The FBI had every thing, except the laundry lists.
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When the warning fl ashed that a suspected terrorist was attempting to enter 
the country, much would hang on what Nadia El-Ashi had hidden in her 
underwear as she arrived at John F. Kennedy International Airport. Her hus-
band, Mousa Abu Marzook, possessed a passport that read like an interna-
tional departures board. He had been in and out of New York so many times 
in the previous fi fteen years, he fi gured he knew the drill. But for Nadia and 
their six young children, it was a relief to be arriving home in the United 
States after a dog-leg fl ight through London from the Middle East. She and 
the children had fl own from Amman; her husband’s journey had originated 
in Dubai. All in the party were ragged—he was self-medicating his acute 
diabetes; she needed aspirin. The kids were tired.

Nadia had snagged a green card in the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization 
Service’s 1990 lottery, an offi cial lucky dip by which a fortunate fi fty thousand 
or so applicants were randomly selected each year from the queue waiting for 
permission to live and work in the country. As a result, Abu Marzook also 
became eligible for a card and all its benefi ts—it was pure gold for a stateless 
Palestinian exile. Presumably, card A41685264 was issued only after Abu Mar-
zook’s presence in the United States, as a student and businessman since 1982, 
had been vetted by the INS. Four of their children were U.S. citizens by birth, 
and now the parents were back after several years in the Middle East, plan-
ning to apply for U.S. citizenship and intending to set up home in Brooklyn.

It was eleven o’clock when British Airways Flight 117 touched down on a 
morning in July 1995. Terminal 7 was heaving as Abu Marzook led his family 
through to passport control. From outside the offi cer’s booth, Abu Marzook 
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 could not see the computer screen as his Yemeni passport was processed. But 
the mood changed just as soon as the terror lookout system threw up a match 
for the Palestinian engineer’s name and date of birth. No questions were 
asked, but the family’s passports were snatched and hastily sent elsewhere; 
they were ordered to wait. Eventually, a customs offi cer escorted them to a 
carousel, where they were told to collect their four suitcases. It was then that 
two men whom they had not previously seen during the several hours of 
 waiting introduced themselves—Special Agents Joseph Hummel and Mi-
chael T. Dougherty. The FBI was on the case.

The agents bundled Abu Marzook off to an interview room, where they 
probed his links to Hamas. At the start of the year, Washington had begun a 
crackdown on Hamas, declaring it a terrorist movement. President Bill Clin-
ton had issued an executive order to freeze its assets and outlaw all business 
dealings with and donations to Hamas.1 Abu Marzook gave away little. He 
admitted to being a “mid-level political activist” but denied fund-raising, 
training, or recruiting on the movement’s behalf in the United States or 
abroad. He denied transferring funds to Hamas from the United States, how-
ever circuitously. But Abu Marzook did reveal he was on the move as a result 
of the termination of his residency status in Jordan two months earlier be-
cause of his Hamas ties.

This odd initial encounter between the engineer and U.S. authorities lasted 
almost eleven hours. It is fair to say that if Hummel believed he had a red-hot 
terrorist on his hands, Abu Marzook, perhaps carelessly, formed the view that 
he was dealing with a butthead. When it came time to fi le court documents, 
Abu Marzook and his New York attorney, the colorful and highly provocative 
Stanley L. Cohen, would make good use of a sharp tongue in their demoli-
tion of Hummel, who, though he did not use the word “expert” in his affi da-
vit, implied as much in setting out his duties with the FBI’s antiterrorism 
unit. But if attorney and client gained satisfaction from preparing to shoot 
holes in Hummel’s account of that day’s events, they were seemingly unaware 
that a juggernaut of chillingly serious terrorism charges, prepared by Israeli 
lawyers, was heading in their direction.2

Khalid Mishal might have believed he owned the Hamas project. But that 
was not how the peripatetic Mousa Abu Marzook saw it. As a dedicated 
servant of Sheikh Ahmad Yassin, his patron, Abu Marzook saw himself man-
aging the political bureau in Amman on behalf of the preacher-prisoner. In 
Hamas’s internal faction wars, Mishal was Kuwaiti and an outsider; Abu 
Marzook was Gazan and an insider—despite the obvious technicality of his 
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living physically outside Gaza. Yassin had seen something special in the young 
Abu Marzook as he sat in the fi rst group selected by the spotters the preacher 
had dispatched to trawl the mosque congregations of Gaza for talented 
youngsters in the aftermath of the 1967 war.

In time, Abu Marzook would become a heroic fi gure in Hamas. Since the 
early 1980s, the United States had been his home, but he was forever on the 
move to and from the Middle East, incongruously managing much of the 
affairs of Hamas from his various homes in the United States—in Springfi eld 
and Falls Church, which, in northern Virginia, were on Washington’s door-
step and in the backyard of the CIA, headquartered at nearby Langley. It was 
only after the 1990–91 Gulf Crisis that the political bureau’s operations sta-
bilized in Amman.

Abu Marzook was expelled from Jordan in May 1995 because, notwith-
standing the deal struck between King Hussein and the Islamist movement, 
the regime was under pressure from Israel and the United States to act against 
Hamas. At fi rst, Hamas took Abu Marzook’s expulsion from Jordan in stride. 
Several of the team were summoned to a meeting at the Foreign Ministry in 
Amman, during which their limited options were explained in blunt terms. If 
they made a fuss, they  could jeopardize the deal under which the political 
bureau operated in Jordan.

But, if truth be told, Abu Marzook’s colleagues were more accustomed to 
him working from the transit lounges of the region and the world than they 
were to seeing him at a desk in Amman. Phones, faxes, and e-mail all worked 
in the Jordanian capital. They expected Abu Marzook would continue as in 
the past, and there was no discussion of a need to appoint a replacement head 
of the political bureau. But, as Abu Marzook explored the possibility of reset-
tling his family in the region—in countries like the United Arab Emirates, 
Egypt, or Sudan—the regimes were reluctant to take in an offi cial of Hamas. 
As Abu Marzook’s options narrowed, America beckoned.

Whenever he was asked, Samih Batikhi feigned shock at the suggestion 
that Jordan might have deported Abu Marzook. As King Hussein’s intelli-
gence chief from early 1996, Batikhi had a deft knack of making crude ma-
neuvers sound almost ordinary. “Look, he was not one of us,” he explained to 
one foreign diplomat almost apologetically. “But kicked out? Abu Marzook? 
No. No. No. No!” He paused refl ectively as he lit up one of his favorite slim 
cigarillos, inhaling deeply before going on. “Because he was not a Jordanian 
citizen, we simply asked him not to return here . . .  while he was abroad.”

At the General Intelligence Department, or what locals called the 
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“Mukhabarat,” Abu Marzook’s expulsion fell into the category of “throwing 
a bone to barking dogs.” During any of the regular meetings between Jorda-
nian and Israeli offi cials, the Israelis complained bitterly about the Hamas 
presence in Amman. An Arab intelligence chief who had chanced to see Yas-
ser Arafat would convey the PLO chief ’s bitter complaints about the Hamas 
presence in Amman. And when the Americans came to town, they conveyed 
their own bitter complaints and passed on the bitter complaints of the Israelis 
and of Arafat. When the “barking” reached a certain crescendo, the dogs had 
to be thrown a bone.3

It would have looked bad to deport some of their own citizens who were 
tied up with Hamas, so the non-Jordanian Abu Marzook had to go if Jordan 
was to be seen as a responsible ally. The king’s pact with Hamas had been a 
delicate issue. Now a horrifi c campaign of suicide bombings orchestrated by 
Hamas in Israel had focused attention on the leadership group’s presence in 
Amman, which put them on borrowed time. But news of Abu Marzook’s 
expulsion had an inevitable side effect: it prompted discussions between 
American and Israeli agencies about Abu Marzook’s name being added to the 
INS terror-suspect watch list at all points of entry to the United States.4

An intriguing character, with his silver mane and his natty wardrobe, Samih 
Batikhi was perhaps the second-most powerful element in the whole East-
meets-West concoction that was the Jordan cocktail. Presiding over a won-
derful deception—in a country that might be described as a desert meeting of 
Kafka and Orwell—King Hussein needed a local fi xer to guard his interests 
while he was off on his frequent visits to the White House and the receptions 
in London and other capitals that he so enjoyed. That fi xer was Batikhi. If a 
problem arose while the king was abroad, it was referred to the GID chief.

Batikhi delighted those he met socially, but the fi les and reports of human 
rights watchdogs contained disturbing reports on the fate of some who were 
processed at his headquarters on the western edge of the city. When Dave 
Manners, the CIA’s Amman station chief, spoke of how his wife “adored” 
Batikhi, it was understood he was referring to the charmer she met at drinks 
and barbecues in the summer. When Manners described Batikhi as “the 
world’s fi nest intelligence offi cer,”5 his words had more weight, more edge. 
Clearly, Manners was not referring to the GID chief ’s resemblance to the 
actor Stewart Granger.

King Hussein was not in the same gory league as Saddam Hussein or oth-
ers among the region’s despots who ran classic police states. But democ racy 
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and human rights advocates invariably complained of a chill as they left Am-
man, taking away another haul of torture and abuse allegations. There was no 
meaningful freedom of the press, of assembly, or of association.6

Members of King Hussein’s parliament were usually briefed on how to 
vote by the GID, not their party chiefs, and even poets like Sameer Qudah 
 could be hauled in for a ten-day “analysis” of the meaning of their verse be-
fore  being jailed for a year.7 The GID’s extraordinary brief included vetting 
 applicants for posts in universities, the media, and the diplomatic corps.

The regime’s justifi cation for all this, in a country that was more tribal 
monarchy than constitutional democ racy, was that it had to balance human 
rights with real security anxieties. Monitoring the likes of Hamas required 
invasive powers. All Jordanians remembered Arafat’s tilt at the throne in 
1970, and many understood the regime’s belief that Jordan was the eye of a 
regional hurricane: a crazed Saddam Hussein to the east; the explosive vio-
lence of Israel and the Occupied Territories to the west; and to the north and 
south, regimes that ran hot and cold as the mood took them.

Hussein had no intention of allowing an Islamist takeover. But, within the 
strictures he had laid down, the Muslim Brotherhood was the only political 
opposition allowed in Jordan. In the early 1990s it controlled close to half of 
the MPs and even had a few ministers in the government. It adhered to its 
beliefs but pragmatically accepted King Hussein’s framework of faux democ-
racy over confrontation and his right to tweak the electoral and other laws as 
he saw fi t to curb their power and infl uence. Hussein believed both Saudi 
Arabia and Egypt had failed in their dealings with the Islamists—Riyadh, 
because it gave them carte blanche to do as they pleased; Cairo, because of its 
hard-line club-and-cell tactics.

The Jordanian king insisted there had to be a middle ground. He would jail 
the troublemakers, but by regional standards his war against the rising Is-
lamic tide would have a singular subtlety, setting it apart from the blindness 
of the Saudis and the heavy hand of the Egyp tians. Hussein was not intimi-
dated by the Muslim Brotherhood, but its leadership needed to function 
within his terms of reference.

Of course, there was another reason for hosting Hamas. In 1988, Hussein 
seemingly had abandoned his long-held hope of incorporating the West Bank 
back into his kingdom. But Jordan’s national interests required that he con-
tinue to have a seat at the table in the so-called Middle East peace process. 
For that, he kept fi ghting and, like a seasoned guerrilla fi ghter, he won by not 
losing.

The neighbors were weary of how Hussein lectured both them and the 
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West on managing the Islamist current. They would remind his envoys that 
Jordan had harbored Abdullah Azzam, the author of the celebrated fatwa 
sanctioning the Afghanistan jihad. And languishing in Hussein’s cells was 
another fearsome extremist scholar, Abu Mohammad Al-Maqdisi, who at 
this time was priming a fanatical disciple and fellow inmate who would not 
be unleashed on the region until after the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in 2003: 
Abu Musab Al-Zarqawi.8

In suppressing local voices, the Jordanian regime gave weight to those from 
outside. One such voice was the Arabic ser vice of Radio Monte Carlo, which, 
through its affi liation with the wire ser vice Agence France-Presse (AFP), 
featured reports by the cigarette-smoking workaholic journalist Randa Ha-
bib, who had reached the top of her profession since the fi rst fl edgling inter-
view in 1972 with the king of Jordan.

On fi rst meeting, Habib came across as a quiet forty-something—almost 
shy. A graduate in political science and administration, she had an unruly 
auburn mane that she tried to tame by bunching it at the back of her head. 
The strength of much of her reporting hinged on a knack she had developed 
of reading King Hussein’s mind by closely analyzing his seemingly innocuous 
comments and actions as he approached any key decision. When it came to 
the ease with which she extracted information from those around him, she 
would give a smile and a roguish explanation: “Ha! You know oriental men! 
You can always break their silence.”

In a region where the new Arabic satellite channel Al-Jazeera was still 
fi nding its feet, many stopped in their tracks when they heard Habib’s dis-
tinctive voice on RMC’s medium-wave radio ser vice. So much so that in 
1991, when she dined at a restaurant at Mosul, in the far north of Saddam 
Hussein’s Iraq, the waiters brought a young girl from the kitchen to do her 
party trick, a perfect imitation of Habib’s rhythmic radio sign-off: “This is 
Randa Habib, for Radio Monte Carlo, in Amman.”

The power of her radio reports had hit home in 1989, when price in-
creases and corruption allegations sparked wild riots in the city of Ma’an, 
in Jordan’s restive south. Amidst a news blackout and heavy-handed suppres-
sion of  unrest while the king was abroad, Habib took to the air arguing 
that the  people simply needed to hear from their king—not the truckloads 
of soldiers then shooting their way into town. Queen Noor offered King 
Hussein the same advice—privately9—but angry court offi cials accused 
Habib of inciting the uprising in which a dozen died and dozens more were 
arrested.
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In a way she had. In the aftermath, which included a royal clean-out of the 
government and the country’s fi rst elections for more than two decades, some 
of the rioters went north to Amman to thank the AFP reporter, one of them 
telling her, “Your radio reports made us do it!”

Habib’s reputation for courageous reporting and being on the spot was not 
confi ned to Jordan. Protesting at the jailing of a relative in the mid-1990s, an 
Iraqi general hijacked a military tank and proceeded to the infamous Abu 
Ghraib prison. Before attacking, he paused to make a satellite phone call to 
someone he believed would tell the world what was happening in Saddam’s 
gulag: Randa Habib.

Later, when Saddam’s security forces executed the dictator’s two sons-in-
law in the streets of Baghdad, a reporter in Amman received a dramatic eye-
witness phone call as the bullets were fl ying. That too was Habib. And when 
Saddam concluded that he would have to sue a foreign reporter to shore up 
his credibility, it was Habib on whom he had the papers served.

All King Hussein’s questioning, snooping, and eavesdropping required a 
staff of thousands, and nothing was left to chance. Randa Habib assumed it 
was the GID that regularly rifl ed through her fi les. She knew they listened in 
on phone calls, and she exposed their efforts to enlist members of her bureau 
staff to report on her latest movements and thinking.10 Habib presumed that 
the peculiar disappearances of personal items—a picture from her bookcase, 
trinkets from her desktop—were deliberate messages to let her know she was 
being watched. She made it into a sport, leaving copies of sensitive docu-
ments where she knew they would be found—just to let the watchers know 
she knew they were watching.

Habib  could afford to mess with them because she had protection. Once, 
when she went to the limit in a report, some in the intelligence ser vice sug-
gested hauling her before a military tribunal. The prime minister of the day 
stopped them in their tracks, exclaiming, “Are you crazy? Randa Habib is 
untouchable!”11

Others  could not feel so safe. All the implicit menace of the GID machine 
was revealed to another female reporter whose line of questioning got under 
the skin of a se nior GID man. “A woman is like a pencil,” he told her, apropos 
of nothing. “When you break it, you can never fi x it.”12

Abu Marzook had new clothes—the bright orange overalls of a prisoner of 
the U.S. authorities. And by the time U.S. Attorney General Janet Reno an-
nounced that he had been snatched at JFK, he was in solitary confi nement at 
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the Metropolitan Correctional Center in lower Manhattan. The fi restorm 
was immediate.

Threats of retribution by Hamas fed offi cial anxiety in the United States, 
which sparked increased fears of terrorist attacks and a consequent tightening 
of security as airports around the country went to “Level 2” alert. Apart from 
Abu Marzook, the authorities had just arrested a Jordanian in connection 
with the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Center, and ten men charged 
with plotting to blow up New York landmarks would soon be sentenced if 
found guilty in a trial that was nearing its end.

Americans were still reeling from a horrifying act of homegrown terror 
that in fact had no connection with the Middle East: Timothy McVeigh’s 
April bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City, 
in which 168 had died and more than 800 were injured. Further complicating 
the security matrix, more than 150 world leaders were soon expected in New 
York for the opening of the UN General Assembly, and Pope John Paul II 
also was due to visit. Airline passengers were now being more closely quizzed 
about the contents of their baggage; patrols in terminals and parking lots 
were being stepped up.

On August 13, 1995, the threat of a car bomb all but froze New York’s JFK 
Airport. Parking lots were barricaded, trash cans were removed from public 
areas, and unattended cars were towed away. Only passengers with tickets 
were allowed into the terminals.13 The Washington Post reported the threat of 
a “suicide massacre” at JFK.14

Menacing fl iers appeared on the windshields of vehicles used by United 
Nations aid workers in the Occupied Territories. “Every dirty American” was 
warned that they  could be abducted and killed if Abu Marzook was not re-
leased.15 A statement by Hamas in the Occupied Territories was confronta-
tional: “The U.S. Administration is hereby held fully responsible for whatever 
harm that may befall Dr. Abu Marzook [if he is extradited to Israel].”16 Clin-
ton and other key fi gures received letters of warning. Orrin Hatch, chairman 
of the Senate Judiciary Committee, was faxed his own personal threat: “[His] 
continued detention or handing over to Israel will provoke a wave of outrage 
against the U.S. in various parts of the Arab and Muslim world. Serious re-
percussions  could ensue as a result.”17

An Israeli diplomat assured reporters the prisoner was a Hamas “head-
honcho . . .  a big fi sh.”18 The INS was preparing documents to apprise 
 Am erican courts of an alarming Israeli twist to Hamas’s terror strategy. 
The move ment had never acted violently outside Israel and the disputed 
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 Occupied Territories, but now the INS relied on briefi ngs by Israeli offi cials 
to claim that Abu Marzook, who had the legal right to walk in and out of the 
country, was likely to engage in terrorist activity in the United States.19

Extradition talks were under way between offi cials in Washington and Je ru-
salem, but the Americans wanted fi rm undertakings that the case against Abu 
Marzook would withstand scrutiny in the U.S. courts. Unwittingly, Abu 
Marzook would be fi ghting in two arenas. In the media, he had to challenge 
the emerging Israeli case against him. But in the courts he wrestled on two 
more fronts: challenging Washington’s right to hand him over to Israel; and 
at the same time, the decision of the INS to force him to return to Abu 
Dhabi. INS spokeswoman Carole Florman was quoted in the Je ru salem Post: 
“We believe he’s engaged in terrorist activities . . .  one of the key leaders of 
Hamas. We believe he has no right to be in this country.”20

Despite all the offi cial bravura in talking to reporters, in both countries 
there were some who were troubled that the case against Abu Marzook was 
not a slam dunk. In Washington, they doubted that a prosecution  could be 
sustained on the basis of the Palestinian’s past activities in the United States, 
even as a full-blown investigation was launched into the fourteen frenetic 
years he had spent as a student in Colorado and Louisiana, and as a busi-
nessman on Washington’s doorstep. Israeli offi cials, including some of the 
government’s top legal advisers, conceded privately that they might have in-
suffi cient evidence to tie Abu Marzook to specifi c terrorist acts.21 On top of 
that, a second cause of anxiety in Je ru salem was the fear of backlash attacks 
by Hamas if the extradition was to succeed and the spectacle of the trial of 
Abu Marzook was to unfold in Israel.22

Since 1993, FBI eavesdroppers had followed the big hitters from the Hamas 
conference in Philadelphia. Forty-eight hours after Abu Marzook’s arrest, the 
tapes were rolling in Dallas, Texas, as two of the Philadelphia alumni spoke by 
phone—Shukri Abu Baker and the Gaza-born chairman of the Holy Land 
Foundation, Ghassan El-Ashi, who also happened to be related to Abu Mar-
zook by marriage. In this and two subsequent calls, El-Ashi was deeply dis-
tressed by the JFK arrest; both were caustic in their response to what they saw 
as the U.S. authorities succumbing to pressure from the Jewish lobby.

When El-Ashi told Abu Baker that he had managed to speak to Nadia by 
telephone, El-Ashi seemed to be suggesting that she was not even aware that 
Abu Marzook had a role in Hamas. He said, “She  doesn’t know what’s going 
on even. She  didn’t hear anything. I hinted to her that  they’re saying they 
 arrested someone with Hamas at the airport and stuff like that.”23 They 
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 proceeded to analyze Attorney General Janet Reno’s statement on the cap-
ture of Abu Marzook, but Abu Baker then interrupted himself mid-sentence, 
thus revealing to the FBI agents who later read the transcript that he and 
El-Ashi had become aware of the bureau’s eavesdropping: “We speak now 
and all this is being recorded!”

In the absence of immediate charges against Abu Marzook, they concluded 
that Reno’s team was buying time. The two men ticked off the probability of 
Abu Marzook being deported, but another forty-eight hours would elapse 
before they addressed the possibility that he might be extradited to Israel. 
El-Ashi: “There is some disturbing news that the Israeli government is re-
questing . . .  not offi cially, but Rabin has issued a statement saying, ‘We’re 
preparing the papers, we want him.’ ” Abu Baker offered the agitated El-Ashi 
little comfort and seemed to allude to earlier debate within the movement on 
the wisdom of Abu Marzook daring to show up in the United States at all. 
“We told you this would happen,” he complained.

U.S. law allowed Israel sixty days to consider its position. There was no 
need to rush, but, just three days after Abu Marzook’s detention, Israel de-
cided at the highest level to seek his formal extradition. Rabin, with his for-
eign minister Shimon Peres and se nior justice and security offi cials, had rolled 
the dice.24

Extradition cases  could take years. The case of Joseph Doherty, an Irish 
Republican Army fi ghter, had dragged on for eight years before he was 
handed over to British authorities to be tried in Belfast for kill ing a British 
soldier.25 In the case of Palestinians sought by Israel in the United States, 
results were mixed. There had been two cases in the 1980s, one of which had 
resulted in the defendant being successfully prosecuted and jailed; the other 
defendant had been freed after appealing the decision of a lower court.

On the eighth day of his detention, Abu Marzook attempted to cut his 
losses by offering simply to leave the United States and not return, but INS 
offi cials told a court hearing convened in his lower Manhattan prison that 
this offer was meaningless unless Abu Marzook admitted that he was en-
gaged in terrorism.26 Yet, at the same time, U.S. investigators were shifting 
away from Abu Marzook’s role in front-line terrorism to the question of his 
transferring funds to Hamas because, as an unnamed offi cial explained, 
“There’s never been any indication that this is a hands-on guy on terrorist 
activity.”27

It was not clear who derived more plea sure from their attorney-client 
relationship—Abu Marzook, the forty-fi ve-year-old suspected Palestinian 
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terrorist, or Stanley L. Cohen, his forty-one-year-old Jewish American law-
yer who liked to walk on the wild side. Cohen had represented anarchists, 
communists, and suspected revolutionaries, including one charged with threat-
ening the life of an American president.28 But in the minds of some in the 
American press, Abu Marzook was Cohen’s most controversial client to date, 
to which the bearded and ponytailed lawyer responded that his taking the 
brief merely refl ected a Jewish tradition of “standing against the tide.”29 But 
for that trouble he was excoriated on Web sites supporting Israel and was the 
recipient of dozens of abusive or menacing calls, which ranged from accusa-
tions of Jewish self-hatred to the threat of a bullet in his head. Countering it 
all, Cohen explained, “I think my client is being made a scapegoat, a pawn in 
a huge international political game.”30

On the fi rst day at JFK, the FBI agents Hummel and Dougherty had 
worked on the premise that Abu Marzook’s involvement in Hamas might be 
grounds to bar his reentry to the United States. Hummel accused Abu Mar-
zook of concealing a leadership role in the political and fi nancial affairs of 
Hamas and, more important in terms of creating immediate suspicion, of at-
tempting to hide incriminating baggage that he had carried off Flight 117. 
When asked if the four suitcases on a carousel were “all of your bags,” he had 
responded “yes,” the agent swore.

Abu Marzook had in his possession a small pile of common identity cards, 
which he produced from a folder that he carried in the pocket of his jacket—
they were credit, bank, and telephone cards. But, other than the passports 
now in the hands of the FBI agents, Hummel claimed Abu Marzook denied 
he carried any other travel papers, money or fi nancial records, birth or mar-
riage certifi cates. They did not believe him.

“Addresses? Phone numbers for where you say you lived in Amman, Cairo, 
or Dubai?” Agent Dougherty asked him. No.

“A phone or address book?” Hummel testifi ed that he was told by Abu 
Marzook several times that he possessed none of these items.

“If you’re trying to relocate to the US, you must have numbers to contact 
friends, business associates, or relatives in the event of an emergency?” No.

Hummel said Abu Marzook claimed he  could access that kind of informa-
tion from his hotel.

“Does your wife have an address book?” No.
Hummel also was dubious about the engineer’s claim to earn no more than 

$35,000 to $40,000 a year, because an investigative report prepared by the 
U.S. Customs Service referred to millions of dollars passing through Abu 
Marzook’s bank accounts in 1989 and 1990.
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At this time Abu Marzook was returned to the waiting area—and it all 
might have ended there. But when Dougherty went out again to quiz Abu 
Marzook about $8,000 he had entered in his customs currency declaration, 
the agent noticed a small suitcase under Abu Marzook’s chair—it was be-
tween his legs. Under the next chair was an attaché case. Dougherty wanted 
to know whose they were and, more important, if they had been searched. 
Abu Marzook told Dougherty they were his. He referred to the contents as 
“papers” and claimed the bags had already been searched, Hummel testifi ed 
later. This, the agent said, was not true. The customs inspector who had 
searched the family’s suitcases earlier had not been made aware of these 
smaller items.

The agents took the bags to an interview room, where they found the at-
taché case contained blank checks, birth certifi cates for Abu Marzook and 
the family, and what they described as “numerous expired travel documents.” 
Also, the small suitcase held records for three bank accounts—one of which 
was in the United States and the other two offshore. As recently as four 
months previously, the balance in one of the accounts had stood at $490,000. 
Abu Marzook might have understood that now he was in a certain amount 
of trouble, but it would get worse.

Done with the attaché case and the small suitcase, the agents decided all 
family members would be strip-searched—even the three-year-old daughter. 
Two female immigration inspectors were summoned to take Abu Marzook’s 
wife, Nadia, to a private room, where she was asked to undress. It was as she 
removed what Hummel described as her “undergarments” that the address 
book tumbled to the fl oor. When the women rushed it to Hummel and 
Dougherty, the agents were certain they had hit the jackpot—there were 
hundreds of handwritten entries in Arabic: names, addresses, and phone 
numbers; associates, friends and relatives; in the United States and abroad. In 
short, they had the story of Abu Marzook’s life.

Nadia and the children were fi nally allowed to go. The address book 
was sent for translation and analysis by FBI experts on Hamas and other ter-
rorist groups; meanwhile, Abu Marzook was dispatched to a jail cell.

In reporting the contents of the address book, Hummel focused on just a 
handful out of the hundreds of entries. These he described as “documented 
and suspected terrorists.” They included Hasan Al-Turabi, the Sudanese 
extremist who had invited Osama Bin Laden to Sudan; Ahmad Moham-
mad Yousef, a former Sudanese diplomat who had been implicated in plots 
to assassinate Egyp tian president Hosni Mubarak and to bomb the UN 
headquarters in New York; and George Habash, whose Popular Front for the 
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Liberation of Palestine was responsible for the series of 1970 hijackings 
that ended so horrifyingly in Jordan. Habash was not to be confused with 
Ahmad Jibril, leader of the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine—
General Command, a PFLP splinter group that continued to mount its own 
separate guerrilla operations against Israel. Intriguingly, Hummel said that 
the FBI’s “expert” analysis also had uncovered a “coded” reference to Yasser 
Arafat.

Now, under the glare of both an army of investigators and the news media, 
Abu Marzook was found to have left surprisingly few crumbs in his years as 
a renter on South Sixth Street in leafy Falls Church. This was part of greater 
Washington but in Virginia, just over the state line. Abu Marzook had not 
obtained a  driver’s licence; he paid no property tax; and neighbors had little 
to reveal, except occasional sightings of Abu Marzook mowing the grass.31 
He handed out a business card in the name of Mostan International, Inc., but 
it did not disclose the nature of the company’s business. Mostan was not in 
the local phone directory, nor was it registered locally.

Abu Marzook had completed a master’s degree in construction manage-
ment and industrial development at Colorado State University in 1984. He 
then moved to Ruston, Louisiana, to embark on doctoral studies in industrial 
engineering at Columbia State University. There, what was remembered as a 
stop-go approach to his studies did not match the terrorism “head-honcho” 
image of his current predicament. One of his former lecturers told the Wash-
ington Post, “He  didn’t show [that kind of ] leadership here . . .  not a bright 
student.”32

Now, having taken the Israeli intelligence offerings, federal investigators 
were proceeding on the basis that it was from the tranquility of Falls 
Church that Abu Marzook had masterminded Hamas’s operations in the 
Occupied Territories. Through his lawyer, Abu Marzook fi nally acknowl-
edged he had raised big amounts of money, but these had been for  
orphanages, schools, and other welfare programs in the Occupied Territories, 
he said—this despite Hummel’s claim that Abu Marzook had earlier made a 
blanket denial of such activity. Together, lawyer and client now worked to 
produce a twenty-page, line-by-line rebuttal of Hummel’s account of 
the events of July 25—the day the engineer and his family touched down 
at JFK.

Abu Marzook claimed that both he and Nadia El-Ashi had been in and 
out of their separate carry-on items many times under the eyes of various 
U.S. immigration and customs offi cials. He had produced their passports 
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from one of these bags; at another stage, he had retrieved his medication from 
them. There had been no effort on his part to hide them.

The issue of the four suitcases being “all” of their baggage was an innocent 
misunderstanding, he argued. On being taken by an offi cer to a carousel and 
instructed to identify his bags, Abu Marzook now swore that he had an-
swered truthfully when he said “yes” after being asked by the offi cer if the four 
suitcases were “all” his bags. He said he believed he had been asked whether 
those four bags were the only bags of his that were on the carousel.

Abu Marzook noted that Hummel contradicted himself on the currency 
issue. He had accused Abu Marzook of denying possession of hard currency, 
yet the agent’s own affi davit confi rmed that Abu Marzook had entered $8,000 
on his customs declaration, an amount he was not required to declare and 
which he had voluntarily shown to a customs agent by opening one of the 
bags he was accused of attempting to conceal. Abu Marzook also suggested 
that the eye-catching entry in one of the three bank accounts—the 490,000 
units of a particular currency, which had so excited Hummel—was for units 
of the less valuable UAE dirham, which would convert to a signifi cantly lesser 
amount of $120,000.

The issue of the address book was a family mix-up compounded by Hum-
mel’s ignorance of Arab culture and custom, Abu Marzook swore. Ordinarily 
he traveled with a copy of his address book, while leaving the original at his 
home in Amman. In this case, he had inadvertently left the copy in Dubai 
when he fl ew to London. Unbeknownst to him, his wife had come upon the 
original in Amman and had popped it into one of her bags. During the tran-
sit stop in London, she had used the book to make a phone call to Amman, 
and then had tucked the book under her bra strap, he said, because the tradi-
tional garment she wore on that day, a jelbab, had no pockets. Contrary to 
Hummel’s claim that the book had “fallen to the fl oor” as she was undressing, 
he insisted that Nadia El-Ashi had handed it to the women charged with 
searching her because “she had nowhere to put it.”33

But there was no way around the record of some of the names and numbers 
of radicals or extremists in the book. Abu Marzook attempted to turn this 
fact to his advantage, arguing, “With the few ‘provocative’ entries, [Hum-
mel] once again seeks to substitute fi ction for fact; high drama for truth . . .  to 
cast me in the worst light.”34 Hummel certainly was reluctant to cut any slack 
for Abu Marzook. The two-year veteran of the FBI’s antiterrorism squad 
might have been expected to know that, as often as not, Yasser Arafat 
was alternately addressed, or referred to, as Abu Ammar—formally and 
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 informally, to his face and behind his back, in newspapers and on TV. To 
present the entry as a “coded reference” said more about Hummel’s pro-
fessional shortcomings, and those of the FBI terrorism experts who had 
 analyzed the book, than it did about the company kept by Abu Marzook.

Notwithstanding Arafat’s volatile history, to include the PLO leader on a 
“documented and suspected terrorist” list seemed to miss the point that, just 
weeks before Hummel had signed his affi davit, Arafat had been a welcome 
guest at the White House, where he and Israel’s Yitzhak Rabin had signed 
what President Bill Clinton had described as “a courageous and historic peace 
accord.” Arafat and Rabin had then participated in one of history’s most-
photographed handshakes.

It was a point that Abu Marzook and his lawyer attempted to leverage. 
Accusing Hummel of resorting to “sophomoric rhetoric . . .  to criminalize 
me,” Abu Marzook argued that the FBI agent was attempting to mislead the 
court with a small, selective cull of titillating names from his address book. 
“[Hummel] conveniently fails to note that included among these [hundreds] 
of names and phone numbers are those of numerous heads of state and high-
ranking government and law enforcement offi cials from throughout the 
Middle East.” He listed some that had been ignored by Hummel: the head 
and various members of the Jordanian parliament; Jordan’s ministers for 
higher education and information; the President of the Jordanian Reporters’ 
Union; the speaker of the Palestinian parliament; the prime minister of Tu-
nis; Syria’s information minister; members of the Yemeni parliament; the 
heads of state security agencies in Kuwait, Jordan, and Egypt; and on and on 
and on.

On the question of the millions of dollars going through his bank accounts 
some years earlier, Abu Marzook insisted that these funds had come into the 
United States, as was known by the Internal Revenue Service and other U.S. 
agencies that oversaw the activities of the American-based Mecca Invest-
ments, for which Abu Marzook solicited funds from the Middle East.

Abu Marzook and Cohen continued the fi ght by attempting to ridicule 
Hummel’s ex per tise, denouncing the FBI agent as “the expert on Palestinian 
affairs, [who] again proves himself hopelessly lost with no true understanding 
of the problems, politics, and dynamics of the Middle East.”35 But in his 
more introspective moments, as he sat alone in his Manhattan cell with a 
tearful Japa nese prisoner next door,36 Abu Marzook can only have wondered 
at the wisdom of his risky gamble in coming to the United States at this time. 
After his eviction from Jordan, it was very likely that even if the Americans 
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did not think to put his name on their terrorist watch list, then the Israelis 
were sure to press them to do so.

Two weeks after his arrest, Abu Marzook was hauled before an extradition 
hearing in the Federal Court in Manhattan, during which prosecutors ac-
cused him of raising hundreds of thousands of dollars for Hamas and of au-
thorizing the purchase of weapons for “holy war.” Acting on evidence provided 
by Israeli authorities, they also charged that Abu Marzook had overseen the 
recruiting and training of would-be terrorists in the United States. Days later, 
Israel formally requested that any move by the United States to simply return 
Abu Marzook to the country from which he had commenced his journey, the 
UAE, be put on hold pending the arrival in New York of its detailed request 
for extradition, which would allege that Mousa Abu Marzook was complicit 
in murders, grievous bodily harm, and injury with malicious intent.37

The formal Israeli document, signed by Irit Kohn, of the Justice Ministry’s 
International Affairs Department, constituted a chilling litany of violent 
upheaval in more than 200 civilian lives—46 had ended in death; more than 
140 others had been torn apart by injury. Abu Marzook must face trial in 
Israel, Kohn said, for “murder, attempted murder, manslaughter, harm with 
aggravating intent, harm and wounding under aggravating circumstances 
and conspiracy to commit a felony in connection with his criminal responsi-
bility,” arising from ten Hamas attacks over four years.38 Set out in detail, 
the attacks escalated in force and sophistication from the beach bomb that 
killed the sixteen-year-old Canadian tourist at Tel Aviv in 1990 to the death 
of twenty-two  people in a suicide-bomb attack on a commuter bus in Tel 
Aviv four years later.

More than one thousand pages of accompanying affi davits by Israeli inves-
tigators, together with records of the interrogation of Hamas operatives cap-
tured by Israeli forces, presented a macabre account of the inner workings of 
Hamas’s increasingly violent campaign against the Israeli occupation of Gaza 
and the West Bank. Kohn’s twenty-two-page opening statement demanded 
that, as a Hamas leader, Abu Marzook be held criminally liable because he 
had “aided and abetted, counselled, solicited and procured others—members 
of Hamas—to commit these criminal offences.”39

Abu Marzook remained legally feisty, but by mid-November he was in 
poor health. He complained of dizzy spells and at times his hands shook 
uncontrollably. The American prison diet did not agree with him and his 
weight loss worried his doctor,40 who complained that Abu Marzook was 
 allowed only a “brief ” daily predawn exercise session on the roof of a 
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 forbid ding prison building41 sandwiched between the headquarters of the 
NYPD, the federal judicial complex, and the towering Municipal Building in 
lower Manhattan.

Despite all the dire threats by Hamas, the judges of the U.S. District Court 
held their nerve. On May 7, 1996, Judge Kevin Duffy approved the Israeli 
application to extradite Abu Marzook. In his thirty-three-page decision, 
Duffy wrote that “prob able cause exists that Abu Marzook knew of Hamas’s 
plan to carry out violent, murderous attacks, that he selected the leadership 
and supplied the money to enable the attacks to take place.”42 Along the way 
the judge challenged Stanley J. Cohen’s expectation that the case still had 
years to run, putting a fl ea in the attorney’s ear: “Mr. Cohen expects to delay 
the proceedings by his refusal to comply with any schedule set by this court. 
The delays end now.”43

On appeal several months later, Judge Kimba M. Wood backed the sound-
ness of Duffy’s decision, without reservation. Abu Marzook, it seemed, had 
nowhere to go—except to the dock of an Israeli court.
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As a Palestinian and longtime resident of Bridgeview, on the South Side of 
Chicago, Mohammad Salah traveled frequently to his homeland, using his 
American passport.

But in 1993, Salah was picked up by Israeli authorities as he wandered the 
West Bank with almost $100,000 in cash in a bag. A trophy captive, he was 
delivered immediately to interrogators at Israel’s domestic intelligence agency, 
the Shin Bet. In the “interviews” that followed, it emerged that Salah had 
completed a successful bagman run from the United States to the Occupied 
Territories in August 1992, during which he had distributed more than 
$100,000. Five months later, the used-car salesman born in Je ru salem was 
back, planning to dole out more than $600,000 for Hamas in Ramallah, Nab-
lus, and Hebron—at least half of which appeared to be earmarked for military 
operations. He was drawing funds from an amount of $300,000 that had 
been deposited in his account at the LaSalle Talman Bank in Chicago, Illi-
nois, and he was anticipating a further deposit of about $350,000. But his 
arrest abruptly stopped every thing, after just three disbursements that totaled 
$140,000.1

Salah later claimed that every thing in almost fi ve hundred pages of the 
transcript of his interrogation was untrue, because it had been extracted un-
der physical and mental torture.2 In keeping with a human rights watchdog’s 
description of the Shin Bet system of torture, ill-treatment, and humiliation 
of its detainees,3 Mohammad Salah swore he was kept naked for long periods 
and threatened with being photographed in that state unless he cooperated. 
He was made to sit on, and then was tied to a child’s chair—eight inches 
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high—for long periods. His captors struck him repeatedly and subjected him 
to music played at “deafening” levels. At times, he claimed, they pulled a sack 
over his head and deprived him of sleep for up to forty-eight hours at a time. 
He was warned that Israeli and FBI agents would infl ict violence on his fam-
ily back in the United States if he did not incriminate Hamas’s clandestine 
hierarchy.

Salah’s account under interrogation would subsequently be used by Israel 
in an effort to persuade an American court that Mousa Abu Marzook should 
be extradited to Israel to face terror-related charges. In eventually approving 
the extradition in 1996, Judge Kevin  Thomas Duffy of the New York District 
Court was unmoved by Salah’s torture claim. Much of Salah’s interrogation 
had been translated from an interview conducted in Arabic to a written re-
cord in Hebrew, and then translated again into En glish. But Judge Duffy 
argued that a long and crucial part of Salah’s confession to the Israelis, which 
happened to be in his own hand and in the Arabic language, had “certain 
hallmarks of reliability which cannot be ignored.”4

The handwritten document had been extracted from Salah in a complex 
investigative double cross, by which Salah was tricked into believing that fel-
low captives in his cell block were also arrested Hamas operatives. In fact, 
they were prisoners already collaborating with Israel. “Nadav”—a pseudonym 
for the head of the Shin Bet investigations unit at Ramallah, whose identity 
was suppressed for security reasons when Israeli authorities included his ac-
count of Salah’s activities among the pile of documents in its case against Abu 
Marzook—admitted to setting up the sting. Salah was made to believe that 
he was confi ding in other Hamas members incarcerated in the same jail. “To 
do this, we directed other prisoners who were cooperating with [us] to pose 
as Hamas activists,” Nadav began. “They persuaded [Salah] to confi de in 
them regarding the true scope of his activities. At their request, he provided a 
lengthy, narrative description.”

In admitting later that he had been fooled, Salah recounted how he had 
been placed in a cell with Palestinian prisoners who presented themselves as 
genuine Hamas prisoners, in whom he  could trust. Salah said they threatened 
him on the grounds that he was suspected of collaboration. Outlining the 
sting, he explained, “[They] said unless I proved to them that I was not a col-
laborator, I and my family would suffer violence.” The test they set for Salah 
to prove his bona fi des was that he had to reveal what he knew of the Hamas 
leadership and membership: “They intimidated me, and produced paper and 
pen for me to use, all the while screaming their threats,”5 Salah wrote in a 
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subsequent affi davit, which Abu Marzook produced at his U.S. court hear-
ings in a failed bid to undermine the Israeli case against him.

Quite apart from lifting a veil on the tactics used by Israel’s investigators, 
Mohammad Salah’s revelations sparked a chain reaction of Israeli arrests and 
interrogations, all of which merged to offer a rare insight into Hamas opera-
tions in the Occupied Territories.

The Israelis  could now go after the local men to whom Salah had handed 
money, and then the next leadership layer down—men like Musa Dudin, a 
student at Hebron University who used $45,000 of Salah’s funds to buy a 
small cache of weapons: two Uzis, a carbine, a Kalashnikov, and a short-
barreled M16, which he hid in a water culvert before distributing them.

When the Israelis captured Musa Dudin, he in turn coughed up the names 
of a group of his associates, who had been tooling around the West Bank in a 
Volkswagen sedan, their weapons hidden under the seats. And then he gave 
the names of another group, with whom he had attacked an Israeli patrol 
before he lost his nerve and was ordered to pass the weapons to a masked man 
driv ing a Peugeot 305. This was the kind of needlepoint detail that the obses-
sively secretive Hamas was loath to see revealed, and it was the sort of raw 
information that Israeli authorities were loath to disclose they had obtained.

Salah’s confession on its own would always have been legally questionable, 
given what a se nior Clinton administration offi cial later described as his 
“Star Chamber” treatment at the hands of his interrogators.6 However, the 
Israelis—having taken possession of Salah’s address book, containing the 
names and numbers of his local and U.S. contacts—quickly cracked the code 
that Salah believed protected his database from exposure. Much of the detail, 
in what became sixty-three pages of a typewritten account of Salah’s adven-
ture in the Occupied Territories, dovetailed with accounts of Hamas’s fund-
ing and logistics that the Israelis subsequently extracted from other Hamas 
fi gures whose covers were blown by Salah. The FBI also obtained bank docu-
ments in the United States that matched Salah’s version of how the funds 
were moved into his bank account and their subsequent transfer to Israel. In 
turn, the Israelis produced bank documents that revealed how the money was 
processed on the ground in the Middle East.7 The jigsaw was all but complete.

In his confession, Salah placed Abu Marzook at the center of Hamas op-
erations in the United States and in the Occupied Territories, organizing the 
money and directing military operations. It was Abu Marzook who had re-
cruited him, early in the Intifada, to what he described as a paramilitary or ga-
ni za tion. Abu Marzook also had attempted to make Salah a full-time military 
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commander in the Occupied Territories—an offer he had declined, Salah 
insisted, because he was in the middle of building a house in Chicago and 
Hamas did not pay well enough to cover his commitments.

But, as a freelancer, his fi rst task had been a stalled effort to recruit trainees 
from the ranks of the diaspora community in the United States to fi ght in the 
Occupied Territories. He started with twenty-seven candidates, who were 
tested in their claimed fi elds of ex per tise, such as remote-control aviation, 
agricultural pesticides, and the use of basic chemicals to prepare bombs and 
explosives. “The result was very little success,” Salah complained. “The re-
quired know-how . . .  was not shown.”

Salah was aided in this endeavor by “Brother Yousef ” from Jordan and two 
others with combat experience, who had come to the United States from 
Lebanon. But, with the exception of three of the trainees, the program was 
abandoned because of surveillance of the Muslim community by U.S. au-
thorities in the aftermath of the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. These three new 
recruits continued to be trained in the use of detonators by a Palestinian who 
had fought as a mujahid in Afghanistan, but this program was terminated 
when Salah was arrested by the Israelis.

Oblivious to the prison double cross his Israeli interrogators had set up, 
Salah took his cellmates through a plot to murder the prominent Palestinian 
intellectual Sari Nusseibeh because of his role in U.S.-backed peace talks be-
tween Israel and the PLO. He said Abu Marzook had been initially in favor, 
but then the assassination plan was abandoned. Salah walked his fellow pris-
oners through his efforts to reinforce the layers of local Hamas leadership 
after another wave of Israeli arrests. And then there were what Hamas opera-
tives might have described as the “usual frustrations”: how to respond to 
provocation by Fatah; how to get local branches and cells to report their ac-
tivities; and how to rein in local leaders who decided, on their own, to direct 
funds earmarked for military purposes to other projects.

One of the Hamas operatives named by Salah was Abu Saab, who headed 
the Hamas militia in Gaza. Salah said Abu Saab had pleaded with him for 
additional funds to meet a steep rise in the black-market price for fi rearms.

In Ramallah, an operative identifi ed as Abu Khalid had sought Salah’s ad-
vice on the wisdom of his plot to execute three Israeli road engineers. He was 
anxious about the impact the kill ings might have on Israel’s willingness to 
allow the 1992 deportees to return from southern Lebanon. But, not mincing 
his words, Salah told the Ramallah man, “Kill them and take their weapons.” 
He also was attempting to investigate the “fantastic” expenses of the Nablus 
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branch—which had run up debts of $290,000—and how best to manage 
Gaza’s explosive debts, which exceeded $1 million.

It was diffi cult to see how he—and the whole movement for that matter—
 could function under such relentless pressure. For example, covert shelter and 
weapons were needed by Hamas for fi ghters in Gaza, and a military trainer 
had to be spirited in from Lebanon. A local supplier of medical equipment 
might have had a Swiss bank account, but he demanded a 2 percent commis-
sion to launder funds through the account for Hamas.

Now stuck in prison, Salah’s humiliation was complete when he was forced 
to list the errors of his mission. These included that he had returned to the 
West Bank at the wrong time; it had been a mistake for him to carry an ad-
dress book; he had “forgotten” that Hamas was outlawed in Israel and it was 
an offense to contact members; if he had had to carry information, it should 
have been concealed in a capsule; and he had or ga nized too many meetings 
with locals at a time when Palestinian Americans visiting Israel and the Oc-
cupied Territories were kept under close surveillance by the Israelis.

In the fi rst weeks of his ordeal, Salah took comfort in holding tight to a 
nugget of information he had committed to memory before arriving in Pal-
estine. It was the detail of a sketch map acquired by Mousa Abu Marzook 
during one of his visits to the Hamas deportees in southern Lebanon. It pur-
portedly marked a secret grave in which Hamas killers had placed the body of 
Ilan Sa’adon, an Israeli sergeant they had kidnapped back in 1989. Before 
being arrested, Salah had failed in his own efforts to locate the grave, which 
was supposed to be near Yavneh, on the old coast road to Gaza.

Now he offered the Israelis a deal—in return for his help in retrieving 
Sa’adon’s body, he wanted the release of three hundred Hamas prisoners, in-
cluding those whose capture he had provoked, and the return of Hamas’s 
$100,000, which had been confi scated from him. Salah committed what he 
 could recall of the map to paper, including its key features: a big tree and a 
well in the area of Yavneh. He accompanied Israeli search parties on a futile 
twelve-day search, which included digging to a depth of more than six feet 
near several wells, but they  could not fi nd the body.

An eternal optimist, Salah then placed his faith in an expectation that his 
U.S. passport literally was a “get out of jail” card. He fully anticipated the ar-
rival of an American diplomat to rescue him. Instead, the gates of an Israeli 
prison closed on him after he was sentenced to fi ve years in jail by an Israeli 
military tribunal.

Back home in Chicago, signifi cantly more than the $350,000 anticipated 
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by Salah had been deposited in the LaSalle Talman bank account that he held 
jointly with his wife, Azita. Individuals described by the FBI as close associ-
ates of Mousa Abu Marzook had already lodged almost $1 million in the 
account. In the last week of December 1992, $300,000 had been wired from 
a Virginia bank account held jointly by Marzook and an associate. The rest of 
this rush of funds came from sources in Geneva and Dubai. But a single de-
posit of $99,985 puzzled federal agents. It had been wired in the name of 
Gazi Abu Samah. As a name, Samah was common enough, but it also was 
Hamas spelled backward—the coded reference by which some within Hamas 
referred to the movement.

Just four days after Salah’s arrest in Israel there was an unseemly rush to get 
at the funds in his account.

A person described by the FBI as an unidentifi ed individual attempted to 
cash a $299,950 check, which supposedly had been signed by the imprisoned 
Salah. It was payable to Nasser Al-Khatib, who worked in the United States 
as a private secretary to Mousa Abu Marzook. The bank refused to clear the 
check and later the FBI concluded that the handwriting was not Salah’s.

Three days after that attempted check fraud, it was Salah’s wife, Azita, who 
lunged.

She withdrew an amount just shy of $750,000, depositing it in a new ac-
count at the Standard Bank and Trust. Two months later, she drew $97,067.93 
to pay down the mortgage on their home, which was in Salah’s name, even 
though she well knew that the funds had been deposited for dis tri bu tion to 
foreign charities. “Azita Salah stated she decided to keep the money herself 
after her husband was arrested in Israel,” Special Agent Robert Wright swore 
in an affi davit. “[She said she] transferred the money into a new account be-
cause she feared the U.S. government might attempt to take it.”8

In the Occupied Territories, others on a list of forty names culled from Salah’s 
address book were being dragged in by the Israelis. One was Bassam Musa, a 
spiritual teacher and low-ranking Hamas activist from Khan Yunis, in the 
south of the Gaza Strip. His interrogation produced an astonishing account 
of Hamas’s on-the-ground efforts to survive a determined Israeli campaign 
against the or ga ni za tion.

In 1991, Bassam Musa had agreed to become a stand-by leader, in case 
there was another mass roundup of the se nior Hamas fi gures by Israel. His 
time came as hundreds of Islamists were jailed in early 1992. The man who 
had recruited Musa into Hamas fl ed to Sudan ahead of the roundup, but not 



 violence is  the only weapon  101

d P P

before introducing the teacher to one of the se nior leaders of Hamas in Gaza, 
Ghanem Hashash. Musa was told that if Hashash disappeared, he would be 
required to step into the leader’s shoes. When he did, his fi rst task was to 
establish contact with other leaders who had survived the roundup or the 
other shadows, who, like himself, were novices taking the place of the prison-
ers. These links were fi xed through what were called “dead-letter boxes,” or 
DLBs, up and down the Strip, in which handwritten notes were secreted, to 
be collected by trusted couriers for delivery to the right operative. It was 
primitive, but it worked.

Musa adopted the Intifada best practices, in which he had been instructed. 
When he set up face-to-face meetings between mid-level leaders, they were 
required to verify one another’s identity through coded exchanges, sometimes 
as they took their place at the Sheikh Shaaban Mosque or by being seen to 
read a particular sura, or chapter of the Qur’an at other designated mosques 
in Gaza. Cells were kept small and unaware of one another, and individual 
code names were adopted. Bassam Musa’s was Abu Mujahed.

When news or instructional leafl ets were faxed in from abroad, he would 
have them photocopied, fi ve or six at a time, and distributed to  people who in 
turn would make another fi ve or six copies, and so on “until  every man in the 
street receives one,” Bassam Musa explained to his interrogators. He retained 
the ser vices of a personal courier, “who can keep his mouth shut,” and he 
regularly switched the all-important DLBs, through which he passed money 
or instructions to his comrades. At one stage, while he was using an empty 
Coca-Cola can, at a point about three-quarters of a mile south of the gas 
station on the road between Rafah and Khan Yunis, someone else was using 
a 7Up can on a different stretch of road. At another time, Musa used a hole 
in the partition between the third and fourth stalls in the men’s restroom at 
the Al-Rahma Mosque.

The various departments of Hamas communicated internally and with one 
another through DLBs, with the exception of the military wing, the Qassam 
Brigade, which ran its own show. Bassam Musa dealt with the militia chief 
Abu Saab through a DLB in the cistern in the third cubicle in the public 
bathrooms of the Islamic University Mosque.

Some of the money from abroad came in $50,000 parcels from bank ac-
counts in Switzerland and Egypt, which Bassam Musa distributed for mili-
tary, dawa or preaching, and community and welfare operations.

Musa also revealed another conduit for funds from the outside: a local aca-
demic, Dr. Fares Muammar, who from time to time would send a fax to say 
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that money had arrived in Gaza. Over about a year, almost half a million dol-
lars came via the doctor, which was over and above a separate amount of 
$370,000 for community projects and an additional $400,000 for the Qassam 
Brigade.

Asked by his Israeli interrogators about his repeated references to “Hamas 
abroad,” Musa explained he was referring to “the head of Hamas,” Abu Mar-
zook, who, he said, generally operated from Jordan. “I receive many faxes . . .  
from him,” he said.

After his arrest, which took place just days after the detention in Ramallah 
of  Mohammad Salah, Musa tried, but failed, to relay a coded message through 
his lawyer for his cousin Fathi Subhi to “burn the things.”9 Musa told his 
interrogator, “He would understand that I was referring to the archive, but I 
don’t understand why he  didn’t burn it.”

Shubi’s failure to act was seized on by the Israelis in the struggle to suppress 
Hamas. “Abu Hamed,” another Shin Bet intelligence offi cer who operated 
under a pseudonym for security reasons, fi led a report on the detention of two 
Hamas fi ghters near Khan Yunis, just days after the detention of the teacher 
Bassam Musa. Abu Hamed explained that one of the fi ghters “advised” that a 
trove of Hamas documents was hidden in a barrel buried at a nearby house. “I 
observed that after exposing the barrel, [the fi ghter] opened it and extracted a 
number of plastic bags which he identifi ed as the Hamas archives.”10

Among the hundreds of documents was a letter that undercut any of the 
bravura displayed by Hamas captives to their Israeli interrogators, such as 
that by Salah Arouri, another who had been rounded up as a result of Salah’s 
bungles. Arouri told his interrogator how he spirited two men wanted by the 
Israelis from the West Bank to Gaza, by piling three thousand dollars’ worth 
of toilet tissue around them as they crouched on the tray of a truck going to 
Gaza.11 But the letter recovered from the Hamas archives was a desperate 
plea for help from an or ga ni za tion reeling amidst disruptive waves of Israeli 
arrest. Its author was Bassam Musa.

Written in October 1992, his seven-page letter was addressed to Abu Mar-
zook. In it, Musa complained that no funds had been received for Hamas’s 
vast program, and just $100,000 had come through for the military, which he 
referred to in code as “the positive apparatus.” Things were so bad that Hamas 
members were selling their wives’ gold in order to continue operations, he said. 
Some local branches were so angered that they were threatening to go their 
own way. There was great embarrassment in the Qassam Brigade because a 
dealer was offering thousands of weapons, and without funds they  could not 
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stand in the market. Musa told Abu Marzook, “We are in dire need of  every 
cent we are supposed to get in order to support our [militia] and our dawa.”

Despite the intense Israeli pressure, Hamas was also fi ghting hard on another 
front at this time. Both the Islamists and Arafat’s Fatah or ga ni za tion were 
locked in near-mortal combat for control of a range of vital groups and or ga-
ni za tions whose elected councils provided powerful community and political 
bases. The contest had reached fever pitch in 1992.12 Backed by other secular-
minded PLO factions, Fatah won control of the engineers’, doctors’, and 
lawyers’ associations in Gaza, but Hamas swept the chamber of commerce. 
On the West Bank, the Islamists seized control of the business and stu-
dent bodies at Hebron, but not the Red Crescent Association. Palestinians 
were stunned when the fi ght moved to Ramallah and it was Hamas that stole 
power in the chamber of commerce, long assumed to be a citadel of secular or 
Chris tian nationalism.

Both sides slugged it out in each lecture room, on  every campus, right 
down to the last pieces of business in  every chamber of commerce. Hamas 
packed such a punch in these power struggles that a secular PLO delegation, 
engaged in peace talks with the Israelis in 1992, had requested that an Israeli 
proposal for municipal elections in the Occupied Territories be deferred.13 
The Islamist brew was becoming more potent. At a time of violent clashes 
between the two or ga ni za tions over Arafat’s commitment to a negotiated 
peace settlement,14 there was a growing sense that Palestinians needed to 
become more self-reliant. Hamas’s Islamist credentials were a powerful elixir 
that fused patriotism and nationalism, together with religiously pure hearts 
and minds, into what, for many, was the seductive essence of jihad.

The diplomatic breakthrough in Oslo had rekindled long-dormant inter-
national interest in, and hopes for, a negotiated settlement to the Middle East 
crisis. A by-product was that more diplomats and intelligence experts came 
through the region, and they all stopped in Jordan. But any who attempted to 
intercede on Arafat’s behalf when they got to see Samih Batikhi at the Gen-
eral Intelligence Department in Amman got short shrift. “Arafat’s paranoid” 
became his two-word distillation of Jordan’s deep and decades-old distrust of 
the PLO leader.15

But paranoid or not, Arafat now had a Nobel Peace Prize on his 
mantelpiece—premature as it might have been. For the seeming triumph of 
Oslo he had shared the award with two others. First, with Yitzhak Rabin, 
who, as Israeli Defense Minister in the early 1980s, had encouraged the 
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Islamists as a foil for Fatah, but now had become the Israeli prime minister 
who would recognize Arafat and the PLO. The third recipient was Shimon 
Peres, his foreign minister, who, as prime minister in the mid-1980s, had 
agreed to Rabin’s demand that he stay out of defense matters as Rabin egged 
on the Islamists. Convincing a Norwegian judging panel was one thing; the 
challenge Arafat now faced was to convince his own  people that Oslo was 
such an award-winning effort.

Hamas, his arch-opponents, had come to stand for all that Arafat had 
abandoned as he came in from the diplomatic cold. Principally, Hamas re-
served the right to use violence and terror as legitimate weapons of struggle, 
and it laid claim to all of historic Palestine as a homeland for their  people. It 
viewed renouncing violence and compromising on territorial claims as, in a 
sense, the “last cards,” which  could be played only when the Palestinians knew 
precisely what they would get in return. Key fi gures in Hamas proved adept 
at tap-dancing, accusing Arafat of treachery at the same time as they made 
oblique offers of long-term truces and the like. But they always ensured that 
they  could not be seen to make Arafat-like policy retreats, and the Israelis 
would buy none of it.

At a time when Arafat was adrift on perilous seas, Oslo was a life raft. He 
needed the deal to secure the huge international development funds that 
might help stop a rising Islamist tide that was corroding his power base across 
the Occupied Territories. One of the PLO’s last cash injections before the 
Kuwait debacle had been $50 million from Saddam Hussein. Arafat knew he 
was gambling when he authorized the talks in the Norwegian woods, but he 
also knew he was broke. PLO staff were being let go by the thousand, and 
Arafat’s guerrillas, who had been scattered since their eviction from Beirut in 
1982, had not been paid for seven months. Welfare payments to refugee 
camps across the region had stalled, and PLO departments, including the 
all-important information unit, were shuttered.16

There was edginess but an unmistakable air of triumph when Arafat and 
his entourage settled in Gaza to establish the Palestinian Authority in mid-
1994, as agreed with the Israelis in the Oslo negotiations. But instead of all 
the economic excitement of a Dubai-on-the-Mediterranean, or the democ-
racy showcase they were promised, Gazans had quickly discovered that things 
would change little. Giving life to the fears expressed at the Hamas workshop 
at the Courtyard Marriott in Philadelphia the previous year, the new Pales-
tinian security forces were stacked with thousands of Fatah loyalists from 
abroad. Arafat cronies returning from exile won the lion’s share of jobs and 
contracts, allowing them to fritter vast quantities of foreign aid on their own 
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lavish villas and on foreign education for their children. They involved them-
selves in dubious business deals with various Israeli businessmen who had 
made an art form of milking the occupation.

Arafat had come home a stranger. But he was determined to impose him-
self and his ways on a fractured and unstable society that had known only 
occupation—Israeli, Jordanian, and Egyp tian—since 1948. This was a hostile 
and angry place, in which the radical Hamas was already establishing itself as 
the only cohesive political force.17

Arafat was unable to shed the skin of the gnarled revolutionary; nor  could 
he break with the Arab propensity for the one-man state and its inevitable 
companion: corruption. He relied on almost a dozen thuggish and competing 
security ser vices to enforce his writ.18 These were backed by a justice system 
that relied on unannounced midnight trials, which sometimes lasted just min-
utes. The response to media criticism was to charge editors with sedition and 
to sentence them to long jail terms.19 When the highly respected Raji Sourani, 
head of the Gaza Center for Rights and Law, critiqued the new Palestinian 
legal framework, the police came on a midnight run, snatching him from his 
bed. Arafat had re-created a version of the darkest days of the fi efdom he ran 
in Beirut.20 But in the face of local defi ance, Arafat resorted to what some 
perceived as one of his double plays—the rough-handed roundups continued, 
but some who were convicted by his kangaroo courts were released soon after 
being sentenced.

Far from any rebuke, the PLO leader won international praise and support, 
particularly from Washington.21 One of the indignities infl icted on Mousa 
Abu Marzook as he bided his time in a New York cell pending fi nalization of 
Israel’s extradition request was his incarceration in the city while Arafat was 
the toast of fi ve days of diplomatic partying, as New York and the world cel-
ebrated the fi ftieth anniversary of the United Nations.

Observing the post-Oslo landscape from his new lair in Amman, Khalid 
Mishal felt he  could detect another anxiety—apart from budget woes—that 
had hastened Arafat along the road to Madrid and Washington, before his 
dramatic detour to Oslo. Few would have taken Mishal seriously at the time, 
but he sensed that the PLO leader had belatedly realized that Hamas had the 
leadership, internal discipline, and popular support to confront Arafat and his 
Fatah or ga ni za tion in the Occupied Territories.

Initially, King Hussein was shocked by Oslo. Quite apart from any highbrow 
geopolitical implications, he was furious on personal grounds. On the one 
hand, he had been frozen out of the Oslo loop, notwithstanding his essential 
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role in getting the Madrid and Washington legs of the peace talks off the 
ground; on the other, Arafat had been allowed to rob him of his cherished 
role as the Arab poster boy for peace.

Publicly, it would have been churlish not to fall in with all the congratula-
tory backslapping, but privately the king saw Oslo as a bad deal. On fi rst 
hearing the news from Oslo, the king told his aides, “We have to seek peace—
not a piecemeal settlement.”22

But then Hussein performed his own spectacular backfl ip. If Arafat had 
concluded what amounted to a Palestinian treaty with Israel, then the way 
was open for Jordan to do likewise, he reasoned. This had been a long-term 
objective of the king’s, and so, just two weeks after Oslo, he authorized a start 
to treaty negotiations during a secret meeting with Prime Minister Yitzhak 
Rabin at the Red Sea port of Aqaba.

Khalid Mishal barely had time to draw breath. Hamas had drawn strength 
from Arafat’s decision, as the Islamists saw it, to go to bed in Oslo with the 
“devil” Israelis. Suddenly, Hamas also needed to come to terms with the fact 
that Jordan, the host country for its campaign in the Occupied Territories, 
was prepared to jump into the same bed by signing its own treaty, formally 
ending almost three decades of hostility with Israel and bringing into the 
open what, until then, had been Hussein’s long, covert relationship with his 
western neighbors.

There was a calculated stepping-up of Hamas violence after Israel and the 
PLO signed a deal granting Palestinians interim self-rule for Gaza and Jeri-
cho at a White House ceremony in September 1993. There was no coinci-
dence in the timing and nature of the Hamas response. To discredit Arafat 
and his Oslo life support, Hamas needed to destabilize the proposed new 
PLO regime. Thus, on the fi rst morning of the supposed peace, nineteen-
year-old Bahaa Al-Din Al-Najjar tried to blow up the central police station 
in Gaza, one of four such attacks in the space of thirty hours.23 But Hamas 
also needed to draw the ire of the Israelis, and in order to do that, the move-
ment would introduce a terrible new weapon to the confl ict.

After the arrest of Abu Marzook at JFK Airport, the FBI Agent Joseph 
Hummel claimed that Abu Marzook had admitted knowing a twenty-nine-
year-old Palestinian called Yehiya Ayyash. Hummel would go further, claim-
ing that Abu Marzook described Ayyash as a “hero, a great man.”24 There 
would be hairsplitting on this point—was this the opinion of Abu Marzook, 
or did he say this was the view of a good many Palestinians? Either way, 
they were talking about the man who had single-handedly engineered an 



 violence is  the only weapon  107

d P P

 appalling new madness sweeping Israel and the Occupied Territories. They 
called Ayyash “the Engineer.”

In a confl ict in which blood was the fi rst unit of mea sure, a suicide bomb 
that exploded outside the Israeli Army headquarters at Beit El, on the West 
Bank, on October 4, 1993, drew media attention, despite past efforts by Is-
raeli security forces to play down such attacks.25 The  driver of an explosives-
laden car, twenty-year-old Kamal Bani Odeh, was the only one to die, but 
thirty passengers on an Israeli commuter bus were injured. Most of the 
wounds were slight; none was life threatening.26 But just the fact that thirty 
injured might have been thirty dead was suffi cient to make a wary public real-
ize that the Beit El device was the fi fth in a series. The others had also been 
deemed failures but only because the  drivers of these car-borne bombs had 
died.

Like all who were members of militia cells in Hamas’s Qassam Brigade, 
Ayyash was lying low in the face of another wave of arrests. Religiously de-
vout and an electrical engineer by training, he went back to his books after 
the fi rst failures, broadening his understanding of homemade explosives and 
refi ning his knowledge of how best to direct the explosive force of his crude 
devices for maximum deadly impact. In the meantime, the cyclical nature of 
violence in the region intervened to give Ayyash’s Hamas masters the last 
element necessary for a terrifying bombing campaign, to gnaw at the Israelis’ 
national psyche and their preoccupation with their own existential fate. As 
events stood, these early, ineffectual bombs were targeting the peace process 
and Arafat as much as Rabin. Hamas needed the knife to go deeper.

As Hamas was on the cusp of intensifying its attacks, a devastating attack 
from the other side set the scene for the gruesome death counts to come. In 
the early hours of a Ramadan morning, late in February 1994, the Brooklyn-
born and reared physician Baruch Goldstein rose from his bed at Kiryat 
Arba, an Israeli settlement overlooking the West Bank city of Hebron. 
Dressed in reservist fatigues, he drove to the ancient Ibrahimi Mosque at the 
Cave of the Patriarchs. Armed with an automatic Galil rifl e, the Israeli ver-
sion of an AK-47, Goldstein slipped through an Israeli security checkpoint 
and entered the crowded mosque—and then he opened fi re. By the time he 
had been clubbed to death by members of the enraged congregation, the ex-
tremist settler-doctor had massacred thirty Palestinians. During the protests 
that followed, Israeli troops would kill another dozen.27

Ayyash was bent on what he regarded as the noble cause of Arab revenge. 
In the fi rst week of April, after a suicide bomber killed nine Israelis and 
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wounded forty-fi ve at Afula, in the north of Israel, Hamas announced that it 
was the fi rst of fi ve payback attacks for the murders at the mosque in He-
bron.28 “[Each one will make] the Zionists cry blood on their dead,” the 
statement said.29

A week later, six died and twenty-fi ve were wounded when a bomber deto-
nated his charge on a bus at Hadera. In October, another bus was bombed in 
Tel Aviv—with twenty-two dead and forty-eight injured. A month later, a 
bomber rode a bicycle into the Jewish settlement of Netzarim in Gaza, kill ing 
three Israeli soldiers and wounding eleven. In July 1995, on the day before 
Abu Marzook’s arrest, six Israeli civilians were killed in a suicide attack on a 
bus at Ramat Gan, near Tel Aviv.

All this was a radical policy shift for Hamas, requiring a brutal mind-set and 
nerves of steel. Ayyash’s leadership of the Qassam Brigade was acknowledged 
later by a se nior offi cial of Hamas who would attempt to explain the macabre 
logic of Ayyash’s bloody campaign in stark but simple terms: “Violence is the 
only weapon that makes the Israelis bleed as we bleed and we always have 
 people who are ready to do it.”30

Arafat and Rabin refused to allow the peace process to be derailed, but 
their retaliatory crackdowns were ferocious. Both the Israelis and the new 
Palestinian security forces controlled by Arafat rounded up hundreds more 
Hamas suspects. There was widespread speculation that the Qassam Brigade 
at this time numbered no more than a total of one hundred fi ghters who, 
working in small in de pen dent cells, fought to the death, giving their enemies 
little opportunity to capture them.

Arafat banned street protests and Israel introduced even harsher interroga-
tion tactics. In November Arafat’s forces provoked outrage among Palestin-
ians when they opened fi re, kill ing fourteen protesters at a rally in Gaza, 
earning Arafat the ignominy of being held responsible for one of the highest 
daily Palestinian tolls since the start of the Intifada seven years before. The 
more Arafat responded to Israeli and American pressure to round up the Is-
lamists, the more the Islamists’ campaign to chip away at the credibility of the 
Palestinian Authority seemed to work.

Arafat’s associates described his policy on managing Hamas as “carrot and 
stick.” But, stripped of superfi cial nicety and pragmatic acts of goodwill, the 
relationship between the key Palestinian factions—Fatah and Hamas—was 
governed by much stick, and virtually no carrot. Mutual suspicion and zero-
sum games would dictate the terms from now on.

In the process, it all became deeply personal. Street crowds denounced 
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Arafat as a collaborator after angry protests over the death of an Islamist 
fi gure by what was presumed to be a car bomb, planted by Israeli agents. 
There were reports that jostling crowds knocked Arafat’s trademark kaffi yeh 
from his head31—a grave insult for any Arab male. It was never clear if this 
was the particular incident that seared itself in the minds of Arafat’s security 
men, but years later his old guards still complained about the indignity Hamas 
supporters had visited on Arafat by forcing him to fl ee a Gaza mosque. More 
than a decade on, one of his se nior enforcers at the time remained incensed. 
Complaining that Arafat had been attacked while praying, he thundered, 
“They tried to capture him; he escaped in a taxi, but there was no time for 
him to get his shoes or his kaffi yeh.”32

In just a few accelerated years since the start of the Intifada, Hamas had 
achieved what it had taken the PLO more than twenty years to do. Just as 
the young Khalid Mishal had plotted in Kuwait in the early 1980s, this was a 
“new model of re sis tance.” Hamas had become a force that  could not be 
ignored.
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She was a vision in pink. As Ranya Kadri stepped out for the day, her pink 
linen pants moved in the Amman breeze; her paler pink vest was adorned in 
gold threads and stones of iridescent blue. Even the Gucci handbag slung on 
her bare shoulder was pink. Gem-encrusted YSL sunglasses were fi xed to her 
nose until some arbitrary moment in the day, when they were swapped capri-
ciously for a more spacey pair by Chanel.

In her early thirties, Kadri moved too often for a casual observer to count 
the dozens of diamonds in her gold necklace. Once, on a famous occasion 
when a member of her household staff had produced baseball caps for the 
young guests attending a poolside birthday party for one of her children, she 
had pounced on the pile of hats, extracting one in a fi t of genuine panic. It 
seemed that one of her cherished brand names had inadvertently found its 
way among the party hats. “Not the Prada,” she had yelled.

As Kadri left home each morning, her  driver, Khalil, headed for the blue 
Land Rover just beyond a front gate decorated in gilded vine leaves. As taut 
as a razor strap, Khalil carried her priceless contact book, her three or four 
mobile phones . . .  and “Madam’s” giant coffee fl ask. “I like it only the way I 
make it,” she explained matter-of-factly, breezing into the homes and offi ces 
of state offi cials as calmly as she did those of terror suspects, corrupt regime 
cronies, or tribal sheikhs.

Kadri had studied law before setting out to make herself a journalist’s jour-
nalist in a crossroads city of the Arab world. Such was the procession of for-
eign correspondents beating a path to her door as each crisis loomed that 
cab drivers on the ranks at the Four Seasons or Intercontinental hotels only 
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had to be told: “Ranya’s house.” For all her outward gloss, Kadri was a wise 
and skeptical observer of Arab societies and an incisive analyst of their inter-
woven fl aws and foibles, their rich cultures and traditions. A regular visitor to 
the Palestinian camps, where she spent hours discussing politics while sitting 
on the fl oor in refugee homes, she was deeply offended by rising corruption 
and greed in Jordan. Kadri spurned the veil, but to many she represented the 
best of Jordanian tradition.

Whether it was the New York Times or the Washington Post, CNN or CBC 
Canada, the well-sourced and informed analysis of journalists was often 
shaped over muddy Turkish coffee and hash brownies at Kadri’s chaotic table, 
where all were received, from se nior political players to tribal sheikhs to the 
many who had heard she might be able to help them get out of a fi x. Kadri’s 
contact book was the envy of all. “Even Barbies have brains,” she teased new-
comers who stared askance at her wild ensembles. Visitors marveled at her 
instinctive reading of the lay of the land, sometimes displayed in her judg-
ment call on when it was appropriate for her to arrive at Mukhabarat head-
quarters bearing a plate of cookies . . .  or to stare down the local G-men with 
demands that they arrest her or stand back as she went about her business.

Kadri was a frequent visitor to the main Hamas offi ce, in a small complex 
behind the Amra Hotel, on the fringe of the diplomatic quarter. She had 
found Mousa Abu Marzook to be moderate, more sophisticated and smarter 
than the recently arrived Khalid Mishal. “He was the least interesting of 
them,” she would say of Mishal. “Abu Marzook always had to introduce him, 
because  people never seemed to remember him.” When Abu Marzook was 
arrested, Mishal became acting head of the political bureau. But, as Kadri 
understood it, this was a stopgap arrangement and Abu Marzook remained 
the boss. She decided that Mishal was “just an assignment guy, chosen for his 
mediocrity, so Abu Marzook can resume the leadership later.” Still, her an-
tennae told her to keep a watch on the low-key Mishal.

Mishal had slipped into Amman so quietly in 1990 that few noticed him 
at fi rst. It was a deliberate ploy. Abu Marzook and several others were the 
frontmen who dealt with government, chatted with diplomats, and briefed 
reporters. Mishal, on the other hand, continued to operate invisibly, as he had 
done in Kuwait.

Abu Marzook had a certain style. Like most se nior Hamas fi gures, he did 
not smoke. He stayed trim, offering visitors the traditional, heavily sugared 
Turkish coffee while he stuck to a Diet Pepsi or Nescafé, which he sweetened 
from a pocket pack of Canderel. One foreigner described the bearded 
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 fundamentalist’s appearance as “dapper.” If a woman visitor put a hand on her 
heart, a common no-contact greeting in the Arab world, Abu Marzook usu-
ally would lean in and offer his hand for a conventional Western handshake.

Abu Marzook’s offi ce was adorned with the usual Qur’anic readings and 
framed posters of the jailed Sheikh Ahmad Yassin. But its loud fi ttings and 
furniture were what con ser va tive Ammanis looked down on as “a bit too 
Gulfi e,” with heavy black fi xtures trimmed in red. Marzook kept a gun in a 
fi ling cabinet and there was always a buzz around his offi ce as a stream of 
government offi cials and others came through. “When we spoke to him, we 
understood we were talking to the leader of Hamas,” Kadri said.

Power in Hamas was deliberately blurred and scattered. It suited much of 
the or ga ni za tion’s far-fl ung and clandestine leadership to have international 
media focus on the jailed Sheikh Yassin in the Occupied Territories, his spir-
itual and welfare or ga ni za tions and the bomb throwers and marksmen of the 
Qassam Brigade.

There were personal centers of power. They included Yassin, as founder of 
the grassroots operation in Gaza, and Mishal, as author of the strategic plan 
agreed to at the Amman conference and as the driv ing force behind the Ku-
wait project. Yassin had installed Abu Marzook as the fi rst head of the po-
litical bureau, hoping that he would give Hamas a visible presence beyond 
reach of the Israelis and that he, and those around him, would balance the 
internal pull of the Kuwaitis.

The political bureau, in turn, was scattered, with its members doubling as 
Hamas representatives in Amman, Tehran, Damascus, and Beirut. Some of 
the se nior fund-raisers in the diaspora communities—in the United States in 
particular—also were infl uential. A political bureau member visiting the 
Agence France-Presse offi ce in Amman once asked if he  could make a phone 
call, before he and the reporter Randa Habib  could resolve a row over Hamas’s 
bullying of her AFP colleagues in the Occupied Territories. When the man 
left, Habib hit the auto redial to discover that the Hamas authority fi gure in 
this case was in the British Home Counties.

To external eyes, an even more opaque layer of authority in Hamas was the 
Majlis Shura, an appointed advisory council of sixty-plus whose identities 
were a tightly guarded secret. Sitting above the layers of local, military, and 
political bureau leadership in the early 1990s, most were religious fi gures, 
and about half were drawn from other national branches of the Muslim 
Brotherhood across the region.1 The Majlis Shura set broad policy, such as 
contesting elections; it assessed internal per for mances; and it elected a 
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high-level committee, from which members of the political bureau were 
 appointed. Explaining the heavy outside membership, a se nior Hamas fi gure 
in Gaza explained, “That’s why we say Palestine is 100 percent a Muslim 
 issue, and is not a 100-percent Palestinian matter.”2

Hamas decision making was based on the principle of the shura, which 
insisted on exhaustive internal consultation before arriving at a decision, after 
which all were obliged to stand by it. The intent was to protect the or ga ni za-
tion against the ambition or willfulness of single individuals, but when Mishal 
and his team arrived from Kuwait in 1990, some in Hamas wondered if the 
Jordanian capital was big enough for both Khalid Mishal and Mousa Abu 
Marzook.

Unlike Abu Marzook, Mishal remained invisible to the general public. The 
minutiae of policy debates and a good deal of Hamas’s internal politicking 
were covered in the Arabic-language news media and in the records of the 
movement’s internal discourse, a quantity of which were seized by the Israelis. 
But curiously absent from debate and all leadership consideration was the 
name of Mishal, even after his arrival in Amman. Pressed later on his early 
anonymity, Mishal would only say, “A little obscurity is good. My comrades 
and God know what I have been doing.”3

But many in Amman did not understand the role of the blow-in from Ku-
wait. “We were told he did international liaison,” a se nior Jordanian Islamist 
explained. “He dealt with other Islamic or ga ni za tions and some of the PLO 
factions. He was trying to open relations with different regimes, but no one 
 really knew who he was or what he did.”4

Sometimes engaged, at other times aloof, Mishal spoke well. But, for some, 
there was no sense that they were listening to their future leader. He was 
observed to harness the shura process to his sense of the movement’s needs, 
privately canvassing all options ahead of any meeting, during which he would 
then urge all to speak before a decision was made. He was even tempered, 
they said, and had an understated elegance that matched his preference 
for a suit and a collared shirt. A close colleague from the period observed, 
“At fi rst, there was no charisma, no spark. But, as I got to know him, I saw 
potential—he struck me as a hard worker, a man of the movement who 
seemed not to have a personal agenda.”5

Whenever Mishal moved, his intelligence fi le followed him. Shortly after 
his arrival in Amman, the Mukhabarat desk tasked with monitoring both the 
Muslim Brotherhood and Hamas in Jordan was briefed by Kuwaiti intelli-
gence. The Jordanian agents were absorbed by what they were told were three 
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key aspects of Mishal’s activities—funds, weapons, and military infrastruc-
ture.6 In 1994, he was in Kuala Lumpur and Islamabad, lobbying for support 
and seeking a venue for a grand conference of Islamic scholars on the fate of 
Je ru salem. Back at the Mukhabarat offi ce in Amman, it was noted that when 
Mishal went to southern Lebanon to visit the Hamas deportees, he shunned 
public highways and instead drove on roads reserved for the exclusive use of 
Syria’s military forces.

An Israeli report on Hamas in the mid-1990s, described as an “expert 
opinion” from within IDF intelligence, gave Mishal just a single bracketed 
mention as it listed the membership of the political bureau, and there was no 
reference to his membership of, or role in, the Kuwaiti-based Jihaz Filastin.7 
Insiders later described Mishal’s duties at the time as “communications and 
fi nance.” But a se nior Arab intelligence agent added a third element by refer-
ring to what his Jordanian colleagues called the “secret line.” This, he said, 
was an internal intersection of power in Hamas that vested signifi cant power 
in Mishal. Still holding the purse strings for what had become the relocated 
Kuwait project, he also was part of a three-man “outside” military committee 
that oversaw the operations of the Qassam Brigade. This, they concluded, 
amounted to a veto that made Mishal the single most powerful individual in 
the leadership of Hamas.8

Hamas insiders agreed. “The number one guy is the one who controls the 
money, because that gives him control of the weapons. In Hamas that guy 
was Mishal,” a member who was close to Mishal in the mid-1990s explained. 
“He told the military wing which operations were required.” Some in the Is-
raeli security ser vices would describe him as “the prime minister of Hamas.”9

It was 1995 before Mishal began to make offi cial appearances as one of 
Hamas’s leaders. Among his fi rst public duties was to wait on the Jordanian 
Foreign Ministry and be informed that Abu Marzook was to be deported.10 
As Abu Marzook packed up to leave Amman—a journey that ultimately 
would see him fall into the hands of U.S. authorities—there was no sense that 
Mishal was hankering for his job.11 As some saw it, Abu Marzook was be-
ing pushed by the Jordanian regime at the same time as the Mishal ma-
chine, which had arrived from Kuwait, was crowding in. Mindful that Kuwait 
had been the biggest Hamas operation outside the Occupied Territories up 
until the Iraqi invasion of the emirate, a se nior fi gure in the Jordanian Broth-
erhood observed, “All the outside  people came from Kuwait, except Abu 
Marzook.”12

There was, however, an intriguing sign of the invisible man’s rising  ambition. 
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Mishal had changed his name.13 Until this point in his forty-odd years, 
Mishal’s formal, seven-part name had been abbreviated to Khalid Abd Al-
Qadir, in keeping with the Arab naming custom that identifi ed him simply as 
his father’s son. Now a cocktail of vanity, psychology, and re sis tance tradition 
seemed to kick in. Adopting a nom de guerre was common enough among 
Arab fi ghters. Often they were grandiose—as in the Iraqi Shiite warlord Abu 
Deraa, meaning Father of the Shield. Others simply honored a fi ghter’s place 
of birth—as in Abu Musab Al-Zarqawi, who was born in the Jordanian city 
of Zarqa. But, in the absence of any combat heroics in his career, Mishal 
followed the re sis tance practice without dwelling on glorifi cation. By his 
new appellation, he was Khalid and he was of the extended Mishal family 
of the Palestinian West Bank. The message here was that Mishal was ready 
to lead from the front. And in becoming the acting leader of the Hamas 
 political bureau in Amman in the absence of Abu Marzook, he emerged from 
underground.

Mishal and Abu Marzook were a study in contrasts. As Palestinians, their 
families had suffered greatly from Israel’s occupation of their homeland. Yet, 
compared to the relative comfort of Mishal’s fl ight from the West Bank and 
his upbringing in Kuwait, life for Abu Marzook had begun in classic refugee 
circumstances. He was born on the fl oor of a tent in a fetid refugee camp at 
Rafah, at the south end of what was Egyp tian-controlled Gaza, in 1951. Af-
ter being ordered at gunpoint by Jewish forces to abandon their home, his 
market-gardener father, mother, and fi ve siblings trekked through the south 
of what was to become Israel for four months before landing in the over-
crowded, under-resourced UN camp at Rafah.14

By age sixteen, Abu Marzook was a committed Islamist activist, and a year 
later he was dispatched to Cairo by his mentor, Sheikh Ahmad Yassin. After 
studying engineering at the Helwan College of Engineering and Technology, 
he graduated in 1976. His fi rst jobs were in the United Arab Emirates, but 
Abu Marzook continued to be  driven by the urgency of Gaza’s needs. In 
1978, he returned to become a founder of Yassin’s Islamic University and to 
marry Nadia El-Ashi, whom Yassin had chosen from the ranks of the Mus-
lim Brotherhood as a suitable wife for Abu Marzook.

In the early 1980s, Abu Marzook plunged into a frenetic new life in the 
United States. Living fi rst on their own savings and scholarships from 
the UAE, Saudi, and Kuwaiti governments, both husband and wife studied 
at Colorado State University’s Fort Collins campus. At the same time, 
they were raising a family and managing a lucrative series of property 
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 purchase-and-renovation projects. A prolifi c fund-raiser and organizer for 
Hamas, Abu Marzook helped establish the Islamic Association for Palestine, 
a critical support group in the United States, which was set up on the direc-
tion of Khalid Mishal.15 He contributed $210,000 in seed capital to Hamas’s 
main American fund-raiser, the Texas-based Holy Land Foundation.16 From 
his home in Virginia, almost within the shadow cast by the Washington 
Monument, Abu Marzook had run much of Hamas’s logistical and support 
operations in the late 1980s and early 1990s.

If none of that amounted to anything heroic, Abu Marzook had excelled 
himself in 1989, when he was credited with single-handedly saving Hamas 
from extinction. It was the second year of the Intifada and his mentor Yassin 
was in jail again. Israel was attempting to decapitate the movement with an-
other mass roundup of activists when Abu Marzook dropped his doctoral 
studies in Louisiana and went home to Gaza.

When the Hamas activist Said Abu Msamah was arrested early in 1991, he 
gave Israeli interrogators an eyewitness account of how his old acquaintance 
Abu Marzook managed to fi reproof the grassroots or ga ni za tion and its struc-
tures suffi ciently to keep it on its feet until international pressure forced Israel 
to allow old hands among the deportees in southern Lebanon to return.17 In-
stalling Abu Msamah as a member of the new leadership team, Abu Marzook 
had carved Gaza into fi ve districts and appointed a leader in each. Together 
these fi ve became a new central administrative committee. As Abu Msa-
mah recalled, “In his region, [each leader was to] recruit three committees—
security, activities, and propaganda. They will do [as they are] told and they 
will report to the person in charge.” Abu Marzook forbade face-to-face re-
cruiting. It was all to be done through DLB so that, as Abu Msamah put it, 
“if somebody is arrested he won’t be able to tell who recruited him.”

For money, Abu Marzook fi rst handed out blank checkbooks from Bank of 
America, in which he had signed all the forms. “I just had to write in the 
sum,” Abu Msamah said, before explaining that he disliked this form of ex-
change and instead had asked for cash. In due course an anonymous courier 
began delivering banknotes by the brick. “He would tell me that [Abu Mar-
zook] sent him . . .  in this way I received a total of $100,000,” he revealed. 
Later, the Israelis admitted that they did not discover the extent of Abu Mar-
zook’s rescue effort until the 1991 roundup that bagged Abu Marzook’s star 
recruit, Abu Msamah.18

Abu Marzook was uniquely qualifi ed to be dropped into Gaza at a time of 
crisis. As a Gazan and a disciple of Yassin, he was the only leadership fi gure 
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capable of getting in and around the deep suspicion of outsiders. But because 
he was an “insider,” the effect of Abu Marzook’s new structures was to deliver 
effective control of Hamas to the “outsiders,” whose role so far had been to 
support an “inside” operation that had been making its own decisions. To 
protect Hamas from being undermined by the Israelis and by the PLO, the 
outsiders would become the decision makers.19

As the political bureau established itself in Amman in 1990, Mishal and 
Abu Marzook were revealed as two sides of the Hamas coin: one a visionary 
strategist; the other a go-to guy with the energy required to shuffl e funds in 
Virginia one week and, in the next, to be parachuted into Gaza on a daring 
mission, so as to pull the operation back from the brink. But trouble loomed 
as a policy gulf began opening between them.

Hamas had fortifi ed itself suffi ciently to endure. However, in some quar-
ters of the movement debate had begun on its ability to survive, particularly 
since Yasser Arafat’s return to parts of the Occupied Territories in mid-1994 
and the unleashing of his security forces on Hamas, which was still under 
intense pressure from the Israelis.

In Israel, the security and intelligence establishments were entitled to feel 
quite smug. Since 1989 they had kept the extraordinarily infl uential spiritual 
leader, Yassin, behind bars, and the Americans had been nifty in grabbing 
Abu Marzook at JFK Airport in 1995. With the Israeli campaign of on-the-
ground assassinations, Hamas was being whittled away. Think-tank analysts 
wondered how much longer the movement  could withstand such pummel-
ling without suffering grave or ga ni za tional injury.

At the U.S. Embassy in Tel Aviv, Ambassador Martin Indyk thought it was 
not a question of Hamas merely having been contained. As he saw it, the 
movement was in serious trouble and the rawness of his language seemed 
somehow appropriate to the security landscape. “They’re getting screwed by 
the PA forces on the orders of Arafat,” he told colleagues. “Operationally, 
they might just be fi nished off.”

Diplomatically, there was something quite perverse about the Middle East 
triangle—Israel, Jordan, and the United States. All three were close allies, 
but while Washington and the Israelis ranted about Hamas, their ally King 
Hussein still hosted the movement, which was as bad as Arafat’s PLO in its 
enfant terrible days. The king had swatted away Israeli and American com-
plaints by expelling Abu Marzook, but now he was getting briefi ngs on a 
harder, more rigid Hamas line being taken by Mishal in the absence of Abu 
Marzook.
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The U.S. ambassador to Jordan, Wesley Egan, was a practical career diplo-
mat who found it rewarding to serve as a se nior U.S. diplomat in countries 
snubbed by Washington’s pointy-elbowed, A-list appointees. In his past, he 
had had a stint as ambassador to Bissau, the capital of handkerchief-sized 
Guinea Bissau in West Africa. He had been on the embassy teams in Cairo, 
Johannesburg, and Lisbon. Egan was engaged yet cautious and he had a fi rm 
personal rule to never keep a diary, or make notes that  could be seized by in-
vestigators or subpoenaed by inquiries.20 The ambassador kept his secrets in 
his head.

More than three years into his Amman posting, Egan found that he en-
joyed both king and country. Activity in Amman came in bursts, but Egan 
and his wife Virginia found time, whenever calm seemed to prevail, to in-
dulge their shared passion for archaeology. Egan talked of slipping away to 
dig among the Nabataean ruins at Petra, famously described by the poet John 
William Burgon as “a rose-red city half as old as time.”

The only problem was distance. Petra was a good three-hour drive south 
from the capital. Egan was off digging in 1995 when Hussein Kamel, Sad-
dam Hussein’s son-in-law and the man in charge of Iraq’s weapons programs, 
surfaced in Amman, claiming he wanted to reveal all. Egan’s absence as the 
defection drama broke prompted a running royal gag. King Hussein would 
joke that if Egan was at Petra, then a spike of drama would surely rear up in 
Amman.

If Egan sought plea sure digging at Petra, his principal work duty was to 
persistently hammer away in the capital. He was under permanent instruc-
tion from Washington to give King Hussein a hard time, all the time, about 
Hamas. He had been “banging away” at Hussein for a solid three years.

In the royal offi ce or over a meal, Egan would lecture the king on the in-
consistency, as Washington saw it, of his sheltering Hamas and what the 
ambassador described as Hussein’s “otherwise fundamentally positive role in 
trying to negotiate a Middle East peace.” The king would parry that the 
Hamas operatives in Amman were Jordanians. “They’ve done nothing bad in 
Jordan; or in Israel that can be traced to Jordan. I can’t just bundle up my 
 people and dispatch them.”21

While Egan attempted to negotiate with the king in Amman, in New York 
the fortunes of one of Hamas’s most se nior offi cials took a dramatic new turn 
early in 1997. Mousa Abu Marzook had been languishing in jail since his 
arrest in 1995, fi ghting Israeli efforts to have him extradited. After the deci-
sion by Judge Duffy in 1996 to grant the Israeli request, Abu Marzook’s 
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lawyers had launched a battery of appeals to stay the extradition. But now, 
after spending more than eigh teen months in his six-by-eight-foot prison cell 
in Manhattan, the Hamas leader dramatically changed tactics in an attempt 
to bluff the Israelis, who he did not believe had a substantive case against 
him.

Abu Marzook, who was Israel’s most high-profi le catch since Sheikh Ah-
mad Yassin almost a decade earlier, announced that he was dropping all ap-
peals. He was prepared to be fl own to Israel to stand trial as a terrorist before 
an Israeli court—providing the Israelis had the evidence. In a statement to 
the U.S. Court of Appeals, where his latest appeal bid had languished, he 
mocked American justice, telling the court he had concluded that maybe he 
stood a better chance before the judges of Je ru salem than before their New 
York brothers. Embellishing his stance with the proclamation that he was 
ready to go to Israel and suffer martyrdom, he lectured the bench and the 
Clinton administration on the detail. “The law of the U.S. requires that I be 
extradited to Israel within sixty days from the withdrawal of my appeal,” he 
pointed out.22

As a ploy to garner attention, this was a huge success. The prospect of Abu 
Marzook actually being handed over to the Israelis caused renewed Hamas 
threats to rain down on the United States, yet stunned Washington offi cials 
were obliged to await a response from Israel. Amid speculation that Abu 
Marzook was attempting to manipulate Israeli and American fears of a 
Hamas backlash to hasten his freedom, the New York Times declared the Pal-
estinian to be “a diplomatic time bomb.”23

Washington immediately began the process of transferring the prisoner to 
Israeli custody. American diplomats in Tel Aviv were instructed to extract 
Israeli assurances on how Abu Marzook would be treated. “we have clear 
assurances from the goi [government of Israel] that it will afford 
abu marzook humane treatment and full legal rights,” Washington 
was told in a “secret” diplomatic cable dated January 29, in which the U.S. 
Embassy reported the outcome of talks between Ambassador Indyk and Is-
raeli justice minister Tzachi Hanegbi.24

But after all Israel’s strident demands that Abu Marzook be handed over, 
there was a hint of hesitancy in a personal plea by Hanegbi that Washington 
stall on the transfer until as late as possible in the two months set by statute 
for deportation.

In Israel, the political mood and the government had changed in signifi -
cant ways since Abu Marzook’s arrest. Bringing him to trial in Israel now 
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seemed a fraught business. As a precaution, Indyk warned Washington that 
things were not as clear-cut as they seemed. “the netanyahu government 
has just begun to grapple with this new development in the mar-
zook case which it inherited from the peres and rabin govern-
ments,” the cable said.

The hard-line Benjamin Netanyahu had been elected months earlier and, 
though his new government might try to wash its hands of this diffi cult case 
and its concomitant risk of a terror backlash—on the grounds that it had been 
initiated by his predecessor—Netanyahu needed to work through the domes-
tic politics. The Abu Marzook case had been big for Israel. Its government 
had told the world that here was one of its worst terrorists, and considerable 
legal, security, and diplomatic capital had been invested in getting this far. 
Allowing Abu Marzook to walk away at such a late stage would require care-
ful handling. As speculation on Abu Marzook’s fate mounted, the Jewish 
Telegraphic Agency quoted authoritative Israeli sources making the point 
that Israel still had the revered Sheikh Yassin locked up. As one of them said, 
why should they let Abu Marzook go? “Impossible,” a former head of the 
Shin Bet, Carmi Gillon, told the agency. “It’s not a matter of political inter-
ests. It’s a matter of law.”25

Netanyahu was the politician who had urged that terrorists never be re-
leased, and it was his get-tough-on-terror platform that had won him the 
election.26 But his advisers were said to have a better understanding of the 
powerful dynamics of cyclical violence in the aftermath of the assassination, 
presumably by Israeli agents, of two prominent Palestinian militants. One of 
these had been the Hamas suicide bomb maestro, “The Engineer,” Yehiya 
Ayyash. In retaliation for this assassination there had been four suicide bomb-
ings, which not only killed nearly seventy Israelis but also provided the 
springboard of public anger that propelled Israeli voters to entrust their gov-
ernment to Netanyahu in May 1996.27

In mid-February, there were news leaks in Je ru salem to the effect that 
Washington and the Israelis were quietly looking for ways to make the Abu 
Marzook problem go away. In Washington, reporters were backgrounded on 
the Americans’ fury over the embarrassment caused for them by Israel’s 
change of heart. Then, in Amman, a late-night meeting between Ambassa-
dor Egan and King Hussein produced the circuit breaker, when the monarch 
declared, “I’ll take him.” Relieved, an Israeli diplomat in Washington told a 
reporter, “It’s not a bad solution. They know us, they cooperate with us 
and King Hussein knows how to deal with these  people.”28 Suddenly Abu 
Marzook was free, and Israel had wriggled its way out of a menacing crisis.
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But all was not entirely as it seemed. Certainly the three capitals had en-
gaged in an exercise of mutual back-scratching as they tossed the Abu Mar-
zook problem between them. But far from clear was just who had manipulated 
whom, and to what end. In all three countries, the public comments of gov-
ernment offi cials were accepted at face value, and they were allowed to close 
the account on the arrest by the Americans, and then the remarkable release 
of Abu Marzook.

Benjamin Netanyahu came to power in Israel in a vacuum of grief and 
uncertainty after the assassination of Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin. Rabin 
had died on a November evening in 1995 after being shot at close quarters by 
a right-wing Jewish fanatic bent on destroying the Oslo peace process. Rabin’s 
death, as a Hussein loyalist in Amman said, made an orphan of the faltering 
peace process. Gone was a unique trust and mutual respect between two lead-
ers in a region that seemed to have become inured to its own brutal history. 
On the day of Rabin’s funeral, King Hussein spoke to the AFP’s Randa Habib 
in his suite at Je ru salem’s King  David Hotel. Overcome by emotion, he told 
her through his tears, “I have the impression that today I have also, in some 
way, buried the peace.”29

Believing that the only way to stop the Oslo process going down the drain 
altogether was to strengthen the forces of moderation, King Hussein decided 
that Hamas would have to be moderated and then be brought into the nego-
tiations that it had spurned since the Norwegian-engineered breakthrough in 
1993. But if he was to point Hamas in a different and more amenable direc-
tion, it would have to be under a different leadership, he concluded with 
characteristic confi dence. This was the daring strategic framework in which 
the king of Jordan realized that it had been a mistake to bow to American and 
Israeli pressure by deporting Abu Marzook in the fi rst place.

The Jordanian intelligence reports coming in on Khalid Mishal’s leader-
ship of the Hamas political bureau were damning. After more than a year’s 
scrutiny, the assessments of Mishal by Samih Batikhi’s Islamist Desk rated 
Mishal to be shallow, brittle, and unbending. He lacked credibility, they said, 
and failed to grasp the mutual-interest element of the relationship between 
the Jordanian monarchy and the movement. “The word ‘Israel’ does not exist 
in his ideological dictionary,” Batikhi barked at one of his se nior colleagues.30 
There was a claim too that Mishal was moving beyond Hamas and its focus 
on the Occupied Territories, in a bid to establish a local power base within the 
Jordanian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood.

Hussein’s plan to reform the leadership of Hamas was as dangerous as it 
was grandiose. One false move  could provoke the combined ire of Hamas and 



122 kill khalid

d P P

the Muslim Brotherhood’s powerful Jordanian wing. At the same time, it 
 could stir the simmering anger of his own huge Palestinian refugee commu-
nity. However, the king saw his gambit as vital, both to creating a new nego-
tiating reality and to his own role as a regional peacemaker and a defender of 
his own national interests. He reasoned that Abu Marzook was conciliatory 
by nature, a man whose Gazan roots and enduring relationship with Yassin 
and those around the sheikh made him a valuable conduit to Hamas’s more 
amenable local leadership in the Occupied Territories. Abu Marzook had 
traveled the world and understood its ways. He had a green card; some of his 
children were American citizens. The Americans had got to know him dur-
ing his incarceration.

But if all the jailed engineer’s fi ne attributes were to come into play, the 
king’s plan required cooperation by others on three crucial fronts. First, he 
had to get Abu Marzook back to Jordan. Second, once there, he had to be 
shoe-horned back into the leadership. Finally, once reinstated, he needed to 
understand that he owed a debt at the palace for having rescued him from the 
Israelis and the Americans.

The extent to which this Jordanian plot was part of the decision-making 
mix in the other two capitals was moot. Ambassador Egan later said it was 
not raised with him, but he assumed it would have been dealt with in discus-
sions between Washington and Israel.31 One of Netanyahu’s advisers was dis-
armingly frank. “Batikhi briefed us on the plan to weaken Hamas,” he said. 
“King Hussein was gambling on Abu Marzook, whose mind had been opened 
by his time in the US. Mishal was much more extreme. . . .”32

Egan was shocked. Perhaps naively for a career diplomat, he attempted to 
explain what he described as “this slight inconsistency” to his masters at the 
State Department. “You’re demanding that King Hussein shut down Hamas 
at the same time as you say to him ‘Please take Abu Marzook, Hamas leader, 
off our hands?’ This is crazy.” But in the dry manner of a practiced career 
diplomat, Egan would explain later that his protest had no impact. “I was 
advised Abu Marzook would be arriving in due course,” he said.

Still wearing the prisoners’ standard issue, the familiar orange jumpsuit, 
Abu Marzook was triumphant as he alighted from an American military jet 
in Amman on May 6. His armed escorts kept him handcuffed and in leg irons 
for the eleven-hour fl ight from New York. But ahead of leaving his Manhat-
tan cell, his words would have cheered King Hussein. Interviewed at length 
in the weeks before his release, Abu Marzook laughingly assured reporter 
Roger Gaess that he still was the leader of Hamas’s political bureau.33 Forty-
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eight hours after arriving in Amman he proclaimed, “I’ll still be in the same 
role, performing the same activities.”34

Abu Marzook wanted his job back. Quite apart from his extraordinary 
past, he saw himself as the conquering Hamas hero, who had bearded the 
Israeli and American lions in their den and walked away, head high, while 
the superpower and its Middle East pawn squirmed in embarrassment before 
the world. That, he believed, was leadership material. He saw in himself an 
amalgam of dizzying profi les and he wanted others to believe his publicity 
lines.35 His lawyers had told the New York courts that he was Hamas’s de 
facto ambassador to the world; he himself had taken to telling reporters he 
was the Gerry Adams of the Middle East.

But there was a problem, and his name was Khalid Mishal. When Abu 
Marzook was arrested in 1995, Mishal had been nominated in an acting ca-
pacity to keep the chair warm. But in 1996, when there was no way of know-
ing what Abu Marzook’s fate would be, Mishal had been formally elected to 
lead the political bureau. Abu Marzook was doubly shocked—not only did 
Mishal refuse to step aside upon his return, but quite a case had been built up 
against him in his absence.

First, there was the question of his lapsed judgment in thinking it would be 
safe to go to the United States at all. He had done this in defi ance of political 
bureau colleagues who had advised him in the strongest terms that Washing-
ton’s anti-Hamas rhetoric had been rising.36 It seemed the height of reckless-
ness for Abu Marzook to have arrived at JFK Airport just twenty-four hours 
after a suicide bombing that killed six Israelis and wounded thirty-one near 
Tel Aviv; it was only six months after Washington had begun the formal 
processes that, in time, would see Hamas and its leadership declared to be 
SDGTs.

There was another internal political problem too. Until his arrest, Abu 
Marzook was the only political bureau chief his comrades had known. In his 
absence, however, they had experienced a more collegiate, less domineering 
leadership tone that seemed more suited to Hamas’s shura-style institutions.37 
Observing that it was too late for Abu Marzook to pull back the reins of 
power, one of his colleagues explained, “By then there was a strong current 
for Mishal. Abu Marzook marginalized himself by marginalizing too many 
others.”

Some of this was raw politics. The group around Mishal was known in-
ternally as the Kuwaitis. All were Palestinian, but they had been exiled in 
Kuwait. A second group, mostly Gazans, coalesced around Abu Marzook. 
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Analysts had no real sense of the “Kuwaitis” until they started rubbing up 
against Abu Marzook’s “Gazans” in Amman in 1990.38 A Gazan supporter of 
Abu Marzook explained: “Yassin was vital for Abu Marzook. The old man 
had never met Mishal, but Abu Marzook was ‘a son of Gaza.’ ”39 Asked why 
Mishal had been selected in Abu Marzook’s absence, he replied tartly, “I don’t 
know. There were older  people; better  people. Mishal just got lucky.”

A Mishal loyalist countered, “Khalid Mishal did not spring from a vacuum. 
Abu Marzook had strong links with the inside organization. But the outside 
Hamas was  driven from Kuwait and Saudi Arabia and in that way, Mishal 
was a much bigger wheel than Abu Marzook. And as a West Banker, Mishal 
was able to build strong alliances with the Hamas leadership on the West 
Bank.”40

Inevitably there were policy issues as well. In the lead-up to the fi rst Pales-
tinian elections in 1996, Middle East observers were on the edges of their 
seats, waiting for Hamas to decide if it would effectively endorse the Oslo 
process by participating in the historic poll. It was a harrowing, divisive de-
bate and, in urging participation, Abu Marzook found himself on the losing 
side. Subsequently, and despite the decision by the movement to abstain, he 
had given prison interviews in New York in which he argued against the ma-
jority decision to boycott.41

Some of the endorsements he received when he was arrested might have 
appealed to King Hussein, but they left some of Abu Marzook’s comrades 
with a sense that perhaps he was in the wrong movement. Khalil Shikaki, the 
director of the Palestinian Center for Policy and Survey Research in the West 
Bank city of Nablus, was quoted as saying, “He is the leader of the most prag-
matic wing of Hamas. Without him, it would be diffi cult for Hamas to make 
the fundamental move into a political force. Without him, there are a lot of 
radicals who would take over.”42 In perhaps the cruelest gibe, some in the 
movement gave Abu Marzook a new nickname: Mr. CIA.

The king’s aides believed their plan to co-opt Abu Marzook was working, 
even if it did lack the monarch’s customary subtlety. They reported up the line 
that Abu Marzook had intimated that he understood the debt he owed and 
that he believed he  could deliver in the name of Hamas. Inside Hamas, how-
ever, Abu Marzook’s colleagues were deeply suspicious of the amount of time 
he was spending at the Mukhabarat and in the offi ces of se nior government 
offi cials. Believing that it  could count on a relationship that was older than 
Hamas itself, the regime had made clear that it would deal only with Abu 
Marzook. “Mishal was the leader of the political burea, but he did not have 
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the authority to step between Yassin and Abu Marzook,” Ranya Kadri re-
called later. “As far as King Hussein was concerned, a channel to Abu Mar-
zook was a channel to Sheikh Yassin. The regime fi gured, why bother with 
Mishal when you can get to Yassin through Abu Marzook.”43

Despite Mishal’s injured pride, the or ga ni za tion stood back as the king and 
his intelligence chief curried favour with Abu Marzook—having the Hamas 
deputy and his family up to the palace and giving him the king’s direct phone 
line. In reality, Hamas had little choice. When he was challenged, Abu Mar-
zook described his encounters with the regime as “social,” but he conceded 
that face-to-face or by telephone, the conversation with his powerful hosts 
often was bent to questions of how Hamas might respond to varying sets of 
circumstances. He did not disclose the details.

An uneasy sense that 1997 was to be a watershed year emerged as early as the 
month of March. By then the new Israeli prime minister, Benjamin Netan-
yahu, had become an embarrassment for King Hussein. All too quickly, Ne-
tanyahu seemed to have forgotten the support he had received at a critical 
time from the Jordanian leader. In the lead-up to the Israeli elections in May 
1996, Hussein had invited Netanyahu to Amman, knowing well that he was 
giving the hard-line leader of the Likud Party the opportunity to offer him-
self to Israeli voters as a more acceptable partner to their closest Arab ally 
than was Shimon Peres, who had struggled to fi nish the late Rabin’s term as 
leader of the country. Believing Netanyahu to be a man he  could deal with,44 
Hussein had pleaded with other Arab leaders to give the new prime minister 
a chance.

The sense of betrayal came early for Hussein. A landgrab by Netanyahu for 
a controversial new Jewish settlement on the outskirts of Je ru salem fueled 
King Hussein’s anger at the same time as it became one of a series of reasons 
for the collapse of peace talks between Arafat and Netanyahu. Hussein 
churned, sensing that in the eigh teen months since the assassination of his 
friend Rabin, the peace treaty he had so courageously signed with Israel was 
being cheapened by ne glect. In March 1997, it seemed to be up for grabs 
when Hussein wrote to Netanyahu, warning of the dangers of his persistent 
humiliation of the Palestinian  people. “I sense [you want] to destroy all I have 
worked to build between our  peoples,” he admonished.45

Four days after Hussein’s letter to Netanyahu, one of the king’s soldiers 
snapped, murdering seven Israeli schoolgirls and wounding six others on a 
school outing to an island on the Jordan River. A devastated Hussein angered 
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many in the Arab world by going across the river and into the Israeli homes 
of all seven victims. In each, he dropped to his knees to apologize. He com-
manded that  every one of these family visits be broadcast on Jordanian televi-
sion and, quietly, he sent a US$1 million check as compensation.46

Come the summer, the smell of trouble hung in the air like spent cordite. 
Netanyahu seemed oblivious. Displaying more of the arrogance that now 
frightened Hussein, the prime minister took to the airwaves in the last week 
of July, declaring that an absence of major terror strikes was proof that he 
 could deliver on his election promise of peace and security.47

Just forty-eight hours later, on July 30, the drumbeat’s tempo increased 
markedly. Twin suicide bombs detonated in Je ru salem’s popular Mahane Ye-
huda produce market, kill ing 16 Israelis and wounding 178. A keen-eyed 
American reporter who went to the bloodied scene noticed one of the prime 
minister’s wall stickers, still in place from the previous year’s election cam-
paign: “Netanyahu, making a secure peace.”48

In the aftermath of the twin bombs, Arafat refused to be pushed by Netan-
yahu’s accusations that the Palestinian Authority was failing to deliver on its 
security undertakings. Defying the prime minister’s repeated demands that 
he crack down on Hamas, Arafat set about stabilizing his own position, which 
had become increasingly parlous in the eyes of Palestinians. He attended a 
conference with delegates from the hard-line factions, at which he welcomed 
the likes of Hamas’s Abdel Azziz Al-Rantisi with traditional kisses. In a 
speech, Arafat kindled memories of the Intifada and warned that Palestinians 
were prepared to resume their violent revolt against Israel. This fi lled Netan-
yahu with horror, but that was exactly what Arafat needed within his domes-
tic constituency.

Just weeks after the twin bombs, the violence ramped up dramatically. In 
the fi rst week of September, a triple suicide attack on boutiques and cafes 
along the stone-paved Ben-Yehuda mall in Je ru salem killed 5 and wounded 
181 more. Both bombings were the work of Hamas. The statement claiming 
responsibility for these latest strikes demanded the release from prison of the 
movement’s spiritual leader, Sheikh Ahmad Yassin. “We cannot continue this 
way,” Netanyahu said after visiting survivors in Je ru salem’s Shaarei Tzedek 
Hospital. “When [Arafat] embraces and kisses Hamas, instead of fi ghting it, 
the message is that Hamas can strike at Israel with impunity.”49

A day later, Israelis already fearful of the renewed onslaught were told that 
twelve elite Israeli commandos had been killed in an ambush deep inside 
Lebanon, while they were engaged on a mystery nighttime assignment au-
thorized by Netanyahu. As a nation, they had a huge military and technology 
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advantage, and great diplomatic heft in the world. But seemingly these were 
no shield against lethal bombings at home and a declared need for foreign 
incursions that  could go so disastrously wrong.

In Je ru salem, Netanyahu shuttled almost frenetically between appoint-
ments. Emerging from meetings with his military and security chiefs, he did 
back-to-back media interviews, warning of tough new mea sures against the 
Palestinians. But the prime minister also immersed himself in long sessions 
with advisers, fi nessing his bid to abandon the step-by-step path to Pales-
tinian statehood drawn up in Oslo in 1993, in favor of a take-it-or-leave-it 
offer of his own, which he must have known was as unacceptable as it was 
provocative.

Netanyahu wanted Palestinians to accept just half of the disputed West 
Bank, along with the continued exis tence of most of the controversial Israeli 
settlements. He now believed that the Palestinian Authority should be no 
more than a quasi-state, like Puerto Rico or Andorra; that it should have 
neither arms nor an army; and that Israel should retain control of its borders, 
airspace, and precious water resources. Finally, on the volatile issue of Arab 
control of Je ru salem, Netanyahu believed Palestinians should be grateful if 
he permitted a new entity whereby they might be allowed to look after the 
Muslim holy places in the disputed city.50

Palestinians reeled under Netanyahu’s punishing response to the Je ru salem 
bombings. Tens of thousands of laborers were denied access to their jobs in 
Israel proper; huge tax-revenue transfers to the Palestinian Authority were 
frozen; and Yasser Arafat seemed to wilt under the impossible burdens of the 
Oslo process. Back in 1993 he had accepted a deal that effectively made him 
the guarantor of Israel’s security. Now, with the backing of Washington, Ne-
tanyahu was demanding that he deliver. At the same time, demands by Ara-
fat’s own  people for their Oslo dividend drove a destabilizing anticorruption 
campaign against Arafat and his cronies.

Having gone to the brink after the July bombing, rhetorically at least, Ara-
fat returned to the dictates of the Oslo script after the September attack, ar-
resting dozens of Hamas activists and shuttering sixteen of the movement’s 
relief and educational institutions in Gaza. In Amman, the ailing Ibrahim 
Ghosheh, Hamas’s media spokesman, was thrown into jail for overstepping 
the regime’s redlines after the September 4 attack in Je ru salem. The other 
members of the political bureau braced for something more to come.

Just as Hamas had never struck outside the borders of historic Palestine, 
the Israelis had not pursued them beyond Israel and the Occupied Territories. 
But anxiety about imminent Israeli retaliation surfaced at a gathering of 
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 political bureau members on the evening of September 24. Meeting at the 
Amman home of the jowly Mohammad Nazzal, it was a gut reaction rather 
than any lucky intelligence break that prompted Sami Khater to raise the 
subject of Khalid Mishal’s personal safety. “You are a target of Mossad, 
Brother Khalid. Something is about to happen,” he ventured. “You must be 
careful.”

Mishal was disturbed by the sense of foreboding in the room and he 
thought carefully before responding. “Nah,” he said fi nally. “Who in their 
right mind in Je ru salem would allow Mossad to jeopardize the Jordan Treaty 
for the sake of taking any of us out?” He closed the debate, assuring them that 
nothing like that  could happen in Amman.

In the days after the triple suicide attack, U.S. secretary of state Madeleine 
Albright came to the region, and then left empty-handed. Despite the air of 
impossible gloom, King Hussein again wrote to Netanyahu. Quite out of the 
blue, the Jordanian leader struck a surprising note of optimism.  And he had 
top-secret information to impart. Hussein informed the Israeli leader that 
Hamas was prepared to discuss a thirty-year truce, or hudna. As this extraor-
dinary letter was prepared for hand delivery to  David Silberg at the clandes-
tine Mossad station at the Israeli Embassy in Amman, one of Samih Batikhi’s 
close colleagues noted the chief revealing a rare fl ash of genuine excitement. 
Alluding to Mishal and all the others, whom he bundled together as the 
Hamas hotheads, Batikhi said to those around him, “These guys will be sixty 
years old by the time this expires—maybe  they’ll fade away.”51

There had been hudna talk in the past, usually for lesser terms. But never 
had such a formal offer been delivered, and never with the imprimatur of the 
king of Jordan. Hussein fi gured four days—perhaps more—would pass be-
fore he would hear back from Netanyahu.
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As she dressed for work on a Thursday late in September 1997, Randa Habib’s 
mind was elsewhere. The father of a friend had died and today there would 
be traditional Arabic condolences—women in the morning and men in the 
afternoon. As a mark of respect she chose a white blouse and a simple black 
suit. Habib lived in Rabiyeh, just off Amman’s Sixth Circle, and she drove 
herself to work each day, down into the old quarter, a ten- or fi fteen-minute 
trip depending on the traffi c.

Habib was conscious of the time as she arrived at the AFP offi ce, a graceful 
old building that once had served as a private home on a tight corner on 
Ibrahim Al-Mouelhi Street, just off the Second Circle. Habib planned to 
leave for the home of her colleague’s grieving family no later than 10:45 am.

All was quiet. She had passed the reception desk and was pulling the 
door closed behind her when she heard a phone ring; seconds later, her 
 longtime assistant Rebecca called after her, “Mohammad Nazzal. He says it’s 
urgent.”

Habib knew Nazzal well, and she groaned. As a press aide for Hamas he 
was always calling, taking hours of her time to workshop the re sis tance group’s 
latest position. The last thing Habib needed right now was to have her ear 
numbed by Nazzal. But the sixth sense of a reporter kicked in and she took 
the call at the reception desk.

Nazzal was agitated. Dispensing with the customary long-winded Arabic 
greeting ritual, he proceeded rapidly, issuing a formal statement on the phone: 
“I want to inform you that Khalid Mishal was the victim of an assassination 
attempt.”

11

“They Used a Bizarre Instrument”
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Habib was stunned. Mishal was the emerging light in the Hamas fi rma-
ment and an attempt to kill him on Jordanian soil was as good as a declara-
tion of war. Recovering her wits, she quickly asked if Mishal had survived.

“Yes,” Nazzal said. “He’s here, beside me. They attacked as he entered the 
building.”

“Did someone try to shoot him?” Habib asked, fi nding it hard to believe 
even as her mind raced to the story she would write.

“No,” said Nazzal.
“Was it an explosion?” demanded Habib, starting to wonder about Nazzal’s 

reticence. What was going on?
“No—they used a bizarre instrument,” Nazzal told her. In Arabic, this was 

a strange choice of words.
Minutes later, when Habib got to accent it in French for the fi ve-line re-

port she dashed off to AFP in Paris, it would sound even more dramatic. But, 
right now, the reporter demanded of Nazzal, “Put Mishal on the line.”

Like the rest of the press pack in Amman, Habib knew Mishal only in 
passing. On the phone she judged him to be coherent and composed. But at 
the same time he seemed shaken as he swore two things—his attackers were 
foreign, he said, and they worked for the Israeli intelligence agency, Mossad.

Habib was still skeptical but she asked Mishal the basic reporter’s question: 
what happened? Mishal tried to explain: “I felt something in my ear, a whis-
pering.” He made a hissing sound. “They tried to inject me with this bizarre 
instrument, but I moved, so it  didn’t work.”

As Habib hung up, she wondered what the story here was and how to write 
it. If there was a story, what might it say? Khalid Mishal seemed unharmed. 
His claim that his attackers were from Mossad counted for little because 
Hamas blamed the Israelis for every thing. Neither Mishal nor Nazzal  could 
adequately explain this claim of a “bizarre instrument.” And where were the 
eyewitnesses to this so-called assassination attempt?—apart from Mishal, 
who seemed to be okay.

Yet she was swayed by their desperation to get the story out to the public 
and, even more so, by their readiness to agree that if she reported the attack 
they would drop their usual insistence that Hamas offi cials not be quoted by 
name. For now, this strange tale would have to come from their mouths, not 
Habib’s. But if they were right, she had a sensational story.

Habib stood in the AFP reception area pondering the details but instinc-
tively believing the story. She conceded to herself that, as it stood, the story 
was weak. But ultimately this was what convinced her to run with it: had 
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Mishal and Nazzal invented it, they would have come up with something less 
vague and more dramatic. They would have produced a more plausible tale 
than this mysterious hissing noise in Mishal’s ear.

In that snap decision, Habib returned to her desk and hit the keyboard. 
She fi led a fi rst, brief report just after eleven am local time. Relying again on 
her instincts, she took the precaution of calling Paris to warn the news desk 
that a weird story was about to lob. “But go with it,” she urged.

AFP subscribers around the world got the fl ash at 11:14 am, Amman time, 
and minutes later Radio Monte Carlo was beaming it across the region. “Sep-
tember 25/Amman: The chief of the political bureau of Hamas, Khalid 
Mishal, was not hurt in an assassination attempt today, Hamas representative 
Mohammad Nazzal told AFP in Amman. But Mishal’s bodyguard was in-
jured in the attack.”

Thirty minutes later, Habib fl eshed out some remarkable details in a longer 
account of the attack: “Nazzal said that two assailants and three accomplices 
were arrested by Jordanian police. Mishal was attacked at about 10:15 am as 
he alighted from a car to enter his offi ce. Nazzal said that two unknown men 
with foreign features—one bearded, the other wearing glasses—got close to 
Mishal brandishing what seemed to be an explosive device, which prompted 
Mishal’s bodyguards to intervene. The attackers ran away, but were pursued 
by the bodyguards while three accomplices waited nearby. Jordanian police 
intervened and arrested all fi ve. This is the fi rst incident of this kind against 
a leader of Hamas in Jordan.”

In fact, Habib’s report marked just the beginning of a spectacular episode 
in a covert war. Eventually it would involve the governments and intelligence 
agencies of Israel, the United States, and Canada. Its ripple effects would 
stretch from the spy programs of Mossad and the deep underworld of illicit 
killer drugs all the way to the White House of President Bill Clinton.

Thursday started lazily in Amman, because it was the fi rst day of the week-
end. It had been ten am before Mishal set out for his offi ce on Wasfi  At-Tall, 
a busy commercial strip, in the Tlaa Al-Ali district. Abu Maher, his  driver, 
was behind the wheel; Mishal’s three small boys—Omar, Walid, and Bilal—
were along for the ride. Tailing them, in a second car, was Mohammad Abu 
Sayf, Mishal’s regular bodyguard. Abu Maher was to drop Mishal outside the 
offi ce and then take the boys on to a local barber to have their hair cut.

Early in the drive, Mishal’s wife, Amal, had called his cell phone to warn 
that, as he left home, she had observed non-Arab strangers in the vicinity of 
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their apartment. As Mishal ended the call, his  driver was worried himself 
about whether a green Hyundai he had picked up in the side mirror was fol-
lowing them. But then it switched lanes, overtook them, and disappeared 
from view.

Nearing the colonnaded facade of the fi ve-story building in the western 
suburbs where Mishal had a fourth-fl oor offi ce suite, the Hamas leader sensed 
something was up. The green Hyundai had put him on edge. He alighted 
from the car but instinctively took the longer way, going around the tail end 
of the vehicle as he made for the broad, covered pavement.

A young man, blond, bearded, and wearing sunglasses, stood about fi ve 
meters back from the curbside, braced as though ready to pounce. He was 
dressed in jeans and an open-necked shirt. His right hand was wrapped in 
what looked like surgical gauze. When Abu Maher stepped out of the car, he 
wondered if the young man had been injured. As Mishal’s foot touched the 
curb, the blond dropped  toward the pavement. One hand was touching the 
ground for half a second, but the other was poised for action, and he reared 
up as though to strike the left side of Mishal’s head. But his clenched and 
bandaged fi st stopped just short of Mishal’s ear.

Several eyewitnesses claimed later that this was when they heard a small 
explosion. Abu Maher immediately jumped to Mishal’s aid, smashing 
the weight of his body into the blond assailant and dropping him to the 
pavement.

It happened fast. As Abu Sayf stopped his car at the curb, the attacker and 
a darker, more solidly built accomplice, who had been lurking behind a col-
umn, attempted to fl ee, but not before Abu Sayf had raced from his car and 
knocked the darker of the two men to the ground. Oddly, as he got back on 
his feet, this man hurled a soda can at Abu Sayf before bolting from the 
scene.1

The bodyguard gave chase on foot. Gaining on the two men, he realized 
the attackers were making for a getaway car. It was about two hundred yards 
east of the scene of the attack on Mishal, parked outside the Sarawat Restau-
rant, which was on the edge of a warren of doglegged side streets, through 
which an escape route  could be easily found for a quick break to Medina 
Munawara Street and the anonymity of its four lanes of heavy traffi c. The 
 driver was already gunning the engine.

Abu Sayf had the presence of mind to slow down for as long as it took to 
scrawl the car’s registration-plate number on his hand—5473. He memorized 
the make and color of the vehicle. But the behavior of his quarry confused 
him—why did they not look back? Despite the pavement struggle, it seemed 
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they believed they had accomplished their mission and already were clean 
away. But as the unarmed Abu Sayf catapulted himself down the street after 
them, he was buoyed by his own deep conviction: “Allah is with me!”

Hearing a car behind him, Abu Sayf turned. His arms fl ailing dramatically, 
he stood in the middle of the street, forcing the  driver to slam on the brakes. 
Wrenching open the front passenger-side door, Abu Sayf piled in, yelling at 
the  driver: “There’s a problem—the green car! Chase the green car!” Remark-
ably, the young motorist obliged. He hit the gas, chasing the Hyundai as it 
careened at speed through the backstreets, zigzagging past the local mosque 
and on  toward Medina Munawara Street.

Suddenly the Hyundai stopped and Mishal’s assailants jumped out. The 
car roared off again as they lunged into the traffi c on foot, pausing briefl y on 
the raised median strip before reaching the pavement on the far side. Abu 
Sayf feared he would lose them as they broke into a steady canter, heading 
south with the traffi c, as though expecting or hoping for a second getaway car 
to come alongside to whisk them to safety.

Tugging at the door handle, Abu Sayf yelled for his unknown but compli-
ant  driver to stop. As he hit the brakes, Abu Sayf leapt from the car. Like a 
man possessed, he struck out at a diagonal to the road, hurtling over rough, 
open ground, and then through the traffi c, as he sprinted after his quarry. 
They had a thirty-odd-yard break on him, but over about 220 yards Abu 
Sayf whittled down their lead, hurling abuse as he ran. “Cowards! Dogs!” he 
shouted.

Abu Sayf fi nally closed in on them as all three passed an urban market 
garden, which fell away steeply on the western side of Medina Munawara 
Street. Panicking, the assailants veered into the garden. “Like wounded dogs, 
they  didn’t have a clue,” Abu Sayf exclaimed later. He collared the darker, 
thickset man as he set off across a footbridge over a small irrigation channel.

Abu Sayf fi gured both men were unarmed. He noticed that during the 
brief time they had been in the green Hyundai, the blond man had stripped 
the bandages from his hand and forearm. As Abu Sayf tried to get a fi rm grip 
on his captive’s clothing, the blond came at him, smashing his head with a 
sharp-edged instrument.

The bodyguard reeled. A gaping wound opened in his head and blood 
streamed into his eyes, blurring his vision. But he clung to his prey, and 
with a heavy punch to the man’s face, Abu Sayf dropped him to the ground 
screaming.

Now the blond lunged at him again. They rolled down the embankment, 
coming to rest in about ten inches of muddy water. Scrabbling in the mud, 
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Abu Sayf clenched a rock in his fi st and slammed it into the other man’s head. 
Now both had blood pouring from their wounds.

As all three men staggered to their feet, Abu Sayf registered for the fi rst 
time that a crowd had gathered. But no one came forward to help. He still had 
the blond man by the scruff of the neck and, as the accomplice made repeated 
efforts to land a blow, the bodyguard used the blond man as a shield.

Because it was the day before Friday, Islam’s holy day, Abu Sayf was fasting, 
and this, combined with the loss of blood, soon made him feel groggy. All 
three stumbled again, and as they hit the dirt, one of the attackers fell across 
Abu Sayf, pinning him to the ground. The second broke free and was stag-
gering back  toward the other prone fi gures with his arms wrapped around a 
very big boulder2 when fi nally Saad Na’im Khatib, a passerby, intervened.

Khatib, thirty-six years old and an offi cer in Yasser Arafat’s Jordan-based 
Palestinian Liberation Army, had been in a taxi on the way to visit his father. 
They had just come through the Waha Circle, the eastern exit of which would 
have taken him past Mishal’s offi ce, and were driv ing past the Omar Mukhtar 
School when he noticed the small crowd transfi xed by three grown men 
locked in a fi lthy brawl in a market garden.

Khatib jumped out even before the taxi had come to a halt. Running  toward 
the wrestlers, he heard Abu Sayf shouting, “They killed Khalid Mishal—
 they’re Mossad!” First, Khatib jumped on the rock bearer, laying him out with 
a powerful jab from his knee into the man’s stomach. Then, with Abu Sayf 
seeming to have lost consciousness, Khatib grabbed at the clothing of the 
other man, who had Abu Sayf pinned to the dirt. He pulled the man to his 
feet and was twisting his forearm high behind his back when he noticed his 
captive’s accomplice crawling away on his hands and knees.

Now his own PLA training in kill ing and ambush techniques kicked in. 
Khatib thought he knew enough about Mossad teams—they did not act 
alone, and there was a good chance that Israeli observers or backup men were 
in the crowd. Hearing a foreign voice calling, “Wait for the police,” he feared 
someone was trying to buy time for the attackers by having the rest of the 
crowd stay back. Thoughtfully, the cab driver had waited, keeping the meter 
running.

Now Khatib bundled all three men into the vehicle—Abu Sayf, drowsy 
and bleeding in the passenger seat; the two foreigners squeezed in with him 
on the backseat. Khatib asked the  driver to head for the nearest police station, 
which was at Shmeisani, near where Mishal lived.

But once they cleared the area, he started to worry that if other Mossad 
agents were in the crowd as it pressed around the departing taxi, his  instruction 
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to the  driver might have been overheard. So he set them on a new course, 
heading southwest and away from the city center  toward Wadi Al-Seer, where 
a big police compound huddled beneath a concrete freeway overpass on the 
Ninth Circle.

It was an uncomfortable ride. Abu Sayf sat up front, hurling abuse over his 
shoulder at the would-be killers. “Bastards! Dogs!” the bodyguard angrily 
growled, over and over. Finally, in a fury, the two captives resorted to their 
own name-calling, and then pleaded with Khatib in heavily accented En glish 
to silence Abu Sayf. Khatib pretended he did not understand En glish, but all 
the while he was eavesdropping on an argument between the two men in the 
backseat about whether or not to announce that they were innocent Cana-
dian tourists who had been set upon by the bully in the front seat.

At Wadi Al-Seer, Saad Khatib called for an ambulance to take Abu Sayf to 
the hospital and suggested that armed guards accompany him. But his hack-
les rose when two foreigners suddenly materialized, one with a video camera, 
and demanded access to the police station on the grounds that they were 
journalists.

Had they been followed? “They’ve got to be Mossad,” he warned the guards 
on the gate to the compound. “How  could any journalists know yet that these 
guys are here?”

With Abu Sayf dispatched to the hospital, Khatib’s role in the drama was 
now elevated to the extent that, instead of merely being allowed to watch, he 
was able to participate as a PLA offi cer in the subsequent processing and 
body search of the two foreigners. When a police lieutenant arrived on the 
scene, Khatib became his right-hand man. Khatib took a blocking position in 
front of the captive who had a small bag strapped fi rmly around his waist, and 
when the man asked if he  could go to the bathroom, Khatib shouted, “Don’t 
let him! He wants to get rid of something.”

In an extraordinary breach of accepted police protocols, the police lieuten-
ant raised no objection when Khatib proceeded to search the two prisoners 
himself. One of the local police offi cers, responding sympathetically to the 
assailants’ claim to be Canadian tourists who had been set upon, tried to insist 
that Khatib and the other police stop handling the captives so roughly. But 
Khatib, guessing that Samih Batikhi’s men would soon arrive, admonished 
the police upstart, “It’s not your call—the Mukhabarat will be here soon.” 
When he discovered a Canadian passport in each man’s pocket, Khatib ex-
tracted these and decided to slip them into his own.

Apart from the fact that the two assailants had used a boulder to smash the 
head of a local claiming to be the bodyguard of Khalid Mishal, two other 
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aspects of the situation were more than passing strange. Both captives had 
their elbow and knee joints fi rmly bandaged, as a prize fi ghter might as he 
entered the ring. And the bag that one of them wore around his waist con-
tained a strange camera-like item.

This seemed to be the object seen in the blond’s bandaged hand as he had 
jumped at Khalid Mishal earlier in the morning. Dark metallic gray in color, 
it was about the size of a cigarette packet. At fi rst glance, it had the look of a 
camera. But later, a policeman who had been present at the search pointed 
out that it had neither a viewfi nder nor any of the other features typically 
found on a camera. Instead of a lens, there was an odd-shaped protrusion 
from the middle of one of its fl at surfaces. It was seized by the police lieuten-
ant, presumably as evidence, while the pair themselves were hauled off to 
holding cells.

Back at the scene of the attack on Garden Street, Abu Maher had called a 
friend to take Mishal’s distressed children to their mother before he took the 
Hamas chief into hiding. The fi rst that his Hamas colleague Mohammad 
Nazzal heard of the attack was when a runner rushed into his offi ce, an-
nouncing that there had been an assassination attempt. “Brother Khalid is 
waiting near your house—he wants you there now,” the messenger told him 
breathlessly. The lugubrious Nazzal was as deliberate in his movement as in 
his speech, but hurrying as best he  could, he made his way home. Here he 
found Mishal hiding nearby in a parked car. “Brother Khalid came to my 
place because he was afraid a Mossad backup team would go to his own 
house,” he later explained.

But Nazzal was skeptical about Mishal’s claim that his attackers were Is-
raeli. As the seemingly healthy Mishal burbled out his story, Nazzal raised 
questions. “Maybe someone just wants to frighten you? They’d use a pistol if 
they were going to kill you. . . .  How can you be sure it was Mossad?”

At this early stage the only evidence of Mossad’s involvement was Mishal’s 
gut feeling. He insisted his attackers were foreign and “looked Jewish.” Naz-
zal pushed him: “Well, if you’re sure, then we have to get this story out—tell 
the media!”

But Mishal hesitated. Hoping other members of the Hamas political bu-
reau would arrive, he wanted to canvass tactics more widely before embarking 
on Nazzal’s strategy. There was no certainty about how the Jordanian regime 
would respond to a full-frontal accusation by Hamas against Israel.

“You don’t have time,” Nazzal pushed him. “Delay now and we’ll lose this 
battle.”
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“What do you want to do?” Mishal asked.
Nazzal responded, “I’ll call Randa Habib.”

Habib’s experience with the authorities in Amman shaped the way she dealt 
with news reports. She preferred to report sequentially. It was a practice that 
suited the around-the-clock demands of a wire ser vice like AFP for the piece-
meal telling of a developing story. But more important, Habib used it as a 
device to deny the local authorities an opportunity to discredit or dismiss her 
reports before they went out. She would make sure her words were on the air 
and on the wires in Arabic, French, and En glish before contacting Jordanian 
offi cials.

On the Mishal story, she thought to herself, “I don’t need confi rmation 
from Jordan for a fi rst report that a man says someone tried to kill him.” But 
she defi nitely needed a response because, in effect, Mishal was accusing Israel 
of shredding the letter and spirit of the historic peace treaty it had signed 
with Jordan in 1994. She needed an offi cial explanation, and she needed a 
whole lot more information on who was trying to kill whom in the streets of 
quiet little Amman.

She worked the phones. Offi cials at the Information Ministry knew nothing. 
And the reaction when she called Samih Batikhi, the powerful, all-knowing 
chief of the GID, convinced her that he too knew nothing, apart from per-
haps having heard her report on Radio Monte Carlo. Batikhi was at his desk 
and, she thought, eager to take her call. Pouring out the little she knew, Habib 
decided he was genuinely surprised. He seemed anxious to get her off the 
line. “I’ll call you back,” he said. Among the many calls that Batikhi made 
next was one to Mousa Abu Marzook, ordering him to rein in Mohammad 
Nazzal, who, he claimed, was spouting lies and nonsense to Randa Habib.

Batikhi paused to take an incoming call from General Nasouh Muheiddin, 
the director of public security in Amman. Muheiddin thought Batikhi needed 
to hear about reports of strange goings-on in the Tlaa Al-Ali district of the 
capital. But none of what the general said made sense to Batikhi: “Khalid 
Mishal was taking his kids somewhere . . .  two foreigners approached; he felt 
something on his neck . . .  yelling and screaming in the street and then a 
fi ght . . .  claims of Mossad being involved. Hamas guards gave chase. One of 
the attackers seemed to be heading for the Israeli Embassy.”

Batikhi locked on to three elements of what Muheiddin had told him: the 
presence of foreign tourists, the hand of Mossad, and a man bolting for the 
Israeli Embassy. Heaving a sigh, he added a fourth: Hamas.
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“A misunderstanding,” he decided. But he instructed the director of public 
security to isolate the prisoners: “We’ll need to get to the bottom of it,” he 
said. “If  they’re tourists, then there’ll be consular procedures.”

Try as he might, Batikhi  could not ignore the Israeli dimension to the 
problem now before him. He hated Hamas, and any involvement by the re sis-
tance movement had to be treated with caution. But however he looked at it, 
this still was surely just a street brawl. Given any chance, Hamas would blow 
it out of all proportion. The starting point for the Islamists, always, was that 
the CIA or Mossad was the guilty party. Batikhi needed facts.

In a short time, facts started to dribble in. Muheiddin was back on the line. 
“They’re Canadian,” he reported.

This was not exactly what Batikhi had expected, but his off-the-cuff anal-
ysis still pulled away from, rather than  toward, a crisis. “But we don’t have a 
record of Canadians being bad guys,” he replied.

Five minutes later, Batikhi was at his dismissive best when he got back to 
Habib. “Randa, come on! You know Hamas . . .  there was no assassination 
attempt. It was just a simple row between two Canadians and a Jordanian 
companion.” As if to prove the story had no legs, he told her, “Mishal  wasn’t 
even at the scene of the fi ght.”

But inadvertently, Batikhi was confi rming Nazzal’s claim that this story 
did have two locations. And by revealing the foreigners as Canadian, Batikhi 
had opened a new line of inquiry for the reporter, who promptly pounced. 
Surely the embassy would be informed? After being stonewalled all morning, 
now she had the excitement of a fresh lead to pursue.

As the GID machine kicked into life, Batikhi ordinarily might have sent 
the tourists’ names to the liaison offi cer at the Canadian Embassy, but he 
decided not to do so. Batikhi’s agency was doing what it was supposed to do 
and attempting to do so in its customary below-the-radar fashion, but Hamas 
was not making it easy. Mishal was well known to Batikhi, and now he and 
his sidekick, Mohammad Nazzal, were making so much media noise that 
the one person Samih Batikhi did not call, quite deliberately, was Khalid 
Mishal.

The whole story, Batikhi thought, was exaggerated nonsense. No weapons 
had been found; there was not even a hint of someone wielding a gun. When 
the next report to reach his desk included a wild claim about some kind of 
chemical spray, his eyes rolled in disbelief. Since the signing of the 1994 peace 
treaty between Jordan and Israel, and even long before that, the GID had a 
good working relationship with Mossad. Batikhi thought of Mossad director 
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Danny Yatom as a genuine partner in the fi ght against terrorism. Channels 
already existed for Yatom to roll into the GID’s hilltop complex in Amman to 
make his case if he saw a need for Mishal’s leash to be tightened. The Jorda-
nians would, in all probability, have gone along with that. Mossad was well 
briefed on King Hussein’s fi rm belief that it made sense to have the outside 
leadership of Hamas pinned down in Amman, where Batikhi and his men 
 could watch them.

The election in the previous year of the hard-liner Benjamin Netanyahu as 
prime minister of Israel had cast a pall over Arab observers and the partici-
pants in the Middle East peace process, but Hussein was still appealing to all 
sides to give the voluble Netanyahu a chance—and the Israelis knew that too. 
Netanyahu had been badly received in the region. He had taken to abusing 
Hussein’s trust, but the king and the GID had been reluctant to rush to judg-
ment so far. The Amman regime was against anything that was anti-Israeli, 
and that included the lunatic fringe in Hamas. Still weighing fantasy and 
reality, Batikhi told one of his offi cers, “I don’t believe that Mossad would be 
so stupid, so irrational to try something like this. . . .  And why would they try 
it in Jordan?”

But if Batikhi thought he  could keep a lid on things, Randa Habib, at AFP 
on the other side of town, was steadily prising the story open. At 1:23 pm, 
Habib fi led an update. She was reluctant to make it a denial, but she gave 
prominence to Batikhi’s withering comments. In the meantime she had been 
back to Nazzal, who was at his home with Mishal. They were standing by 
their story. Venturing into treacherous territory by daring to contradict the 
head of intelligence, Nazzal now told her, “Indeed there was an assassination 
attempt. This was no tourists’ row.”

When she tried to call other government offi cials, Habib quickly realized 
the regime was now in crisis mode. No one was available, and a staffer at the 
offi ce of one se nior offi cial told her in an unguarded moment, “He’s at 
an urgent meeting with the king.” All Habib’s alarm bells started to ring at 
once.

Batikhi had received another report. In a preliminary interrogation, the 
Canadian detainees claimed they were staying at the Intercontinental Hotel. 
They had been sightseeing, they said, when they were set upon by an aggres-
sive local. But Muheiddin added that, for a couple of  “innocents,” they seemed 
quite terrifi ed about the circumstances in which they found themselves.

Batikhi’s mind went back to the geography at the scene of the fracas. 
The fi ght had taken place perhaps a mile from the Israeli Embassy, and 
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several of the updates in the last half hour confi rmed the earlier claim by 
Nazzal that one or two likely accomplices had headed in that direction. Was 
it a coincidence?

Then more fi rm detail fi ltered in from eyewitnesses. Two other men had 
defi nitely run away from the fi ght. They were seen jumping into a taxi that 
continued  toward the embassy. As a professional, Batikhi still had diffi culty 
coming to terms with it all, but the idea of two men bolting for the Israeli 
mission started to outweigh Hamas’s lack of credibility. Then Batikhi did two 
things: he decided not to rule Mossad out of this game, and he put a call 
through to King Hussein.

“Sayyidna,” he began, using the Arabic term by which those in the inner 
circle addressed the king of Jordan. It translated as “Our lord.” Batikhi gave 
the king a brief account of the facts, stressing that the investigation had been 
under way for less than an hour and that many questions remained unan-
swered. The two key elements for the king’s ears were that Hamas was in-
volved, and Mossad might be involved too. “We can’t say Mossad because we 
don’t know, but we’re checking,” Batikhi told Hussein. The king listened qui-
etly before ending the call, saying, “I’ll need to hear back from you.”

About an hour after realizing the regime was in lockdown, Randa Habib 
reported a new development over the AFP wire: “Nazzal said that Mishal’s 
wounded bodyguard was being treated at King Hussein Medical City.” 

Then she had reason to pause. Under siege from reporters racing to catch 
up with her fi rst spectacular news fl ash, the government news agency, Petra, 
had issued a statement in the name of the information minister, Samir Mu-
tawi. He lashed out at Habib. “The AFP story is totally false,” he charged. 
“The Canadians were shopping when they were provoked by Mishal’s  driver. 
This degenerated into a row—both sides were throwing stones at each other. 
A police search found no weapon in the Canadians’ car—just a wallet.”

Stone throwing? Foreign tourists shopping in humdrum Tlaa Al-Ali? 
None of it made sense. Soon enough the minister was on the phone to Habib, 
calling personally to trash her and her professionalism. “How can you do 
this?” he admonished her. “Why do you believe Hamas when Mishal’s  driver 
was harassing these tourists?”

The damning subtext to the minister’s rant was not lost on Habib. His fi rst 
jab was that the  driver of Mishal’s car was a mere Palestinian West Banker, 
not a solid East Bank Jordanian. His counterpunch was to use an unsavory, 
colloquial term reserved by Arab women to describe an unwelcome male 
advance—tharkash—to characterize the  driver’s harassment of the “unfortu-
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nate Canadians.” The minister’s unambiguous inference was that the  driver 
had made an unseemly approach to a couple of reluctant, innocent foreigners 
who were good enough to spend their foreign currency in Amman.

Just as Habib was inclined to believe the men from Hamas because their 
story lacked imagination, she concluded that the minister’s denial was overly 
imaginative. But her editors in Paris had a brief bout of the wobbles. When 
one called to test how solid she was, Habib stood her ground, telling the 
Frenchman, “Don’t dismiss what Khalid Mishal said.”

Jordanian police checked car rental agencies. But when none reported rent-
ing a car to Canadians, what was seen as a Hamas fantasy took a small step 
 toward reality. All foreign embassies had offi cial diplomatic plates. The re-
cently arrived Israeli ambassador, Oded Eran, had his own special bulletproof 
vehicle, but Batikhi knew there was one group of foreigners in Amman who 
were permitted to use green-plated rental cars as a security cover—the secret 
Mossad unit at the Israeli Embassy.

When King Hussein next called, Batikhi  could hear the worry in his voice. 
He informed Batikhi that a phone call had just come directly to the palace 
from the prime minister of Israel, Benjamin “Bibi” Netanyahu. “He’s sending 
Danny Yatom to see us on an urgent matter,” the king said.

When Hussein had asked Netanyahu the reason for this hasty, even mys-
terious visit by the director of Mossad, the prime minister had revealed scant 
detail, saying only that it  could have bearing on the peace process.3 The king 
momentarily wondered if this was a fi rst, informal response to his letter three 
days before, advising Netanyahu that there was a secret proposal on the table 
from Hamas for a hudna.4 But Batikhi needed no time to leap to the seem-
ingly obvious conclusion: “So they did it!”

Hussein agreed to receive the Mossad chief at Bab Al-Salam, his less-
formal family home on the northern outskirts of the city. He wanted Batikhi 
to be present. The Jordanians sensed this would be a diffi cult encounter. 
While an aide canceled all his appointments indefi nitely, Batikhi called Gen-
eral Muheiddin and barked orders down the line. “The ‘Canadians’ are Israeli 
agents—isolate them,” he said. “Don’t even tell your assistant where you’ve 
put them! And seize the embassy!”

An order to seize the Israeli Embassy was unprecedented. Ordinarily, a 
small number of Jordanian guards were posted on the perimeter of what was 
the most sensitive foreign mission in the Jordanian capital, whose bland exte-
rior had the appearance of a European-style suburban villa topped by a tower 
with the look of a pigeon loft. Ordinarily, the crews in two Jordanian armored 



142 kill khalid

d P P

personnel carriers were required to keep a constant wary eye out for external 
threats to this vulnerable diplomatic mission. Now all that was reversed. In a 
fl ash, those high-caliber machine guns were pointing at the embassy. Guests 
of the Jordanian regime, Israel’s entire diplomatic staff in Amman had sud-
denly become a security threat.

Majali Whbee, a se nior Israeli civil servant who chanced to be in Amman 
on government business, needed to get to the embassy. But he came away 
much affronted by the Jordanian military rollout. He had just left a meeting 
with King Hussein in which there had been no hint of a new chill in relations 
that might warrant such an insult. “The guards said I was crazy trying to go 
in,” he said later, recalling a cordon of dozens of soldiers around the Israeli 
building.5 Military backup units and Mukhabarat teams descended. Their 
orders were that no one was to enter or leave.

For the fi rst time since the Israeli mission opened in 1994, Jordanian eyes 
and weapons were directed into, not away from, the compound. As part of the 
Oslo process, several of the smaller Arab states had agreed to limited Israeli 
representation, but the diplomatic mission in Amman was one of just two 
fully fl edged Israeli embassies in the Arab world (the other in Cairo), and it 
was a hugely signifi cant geopolitical dart on any map of the region. Suddenly, 
it was locked down. Even worse, it was the normally mild-mannered King 
Hussein who was giving the orders and saying of those pinned down inside: 
“They’re not going anywhere.”6

An adrenaline surge enveloped Batikhi’s spacious, dimly lit offi ce. A wall of 
obfuscation was quickly thrown up to push back the army of reporters now 
laying siege by telephone—including the leader of the pack, Randa Habib. 
The curbside punch-up was developing into an international crisis. How it 
was handled  could very well decide the fate of the Jordanian monarchy.

Batikhi had only the most basic grasp of what had happened and he was 
not yet ready—certainly not publicly—to point a fi nger at Mossad, because 
he still did not know how all sides would emerge from this, and on what 
terms. By inclination, agencies like the GID—and the CIA or the KGB, for 
that matter—lived by a siege mentality. It was the nature of the beast. Veteran 
intelligence offi cials might puff up their chests, claiming they awoke each 
morning ready for a crisis like this, but in his gut Batikhi knew Jordan had 
never faced anything quite like the story now engulfi ng Amman.

Racing down from his second-fl oor offi ce, Batikhi jumped into a car for 
the dash to Bab Al-Salam, which was set in a royal enclave on a shoulder of 
the Jordan Valley, just north of the capital. The airy new palace looked out 
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 toward the old cities of Salt and Jerash. Queen Noor had designed it around 
a huge mosaic-adorned fi replace and hanging space for portraits of the 
Hashemite dynasty, right back to the days when Hussein’s forefathers ruled 
ancient Mecca. A sunken rock garden, fragrant with orange blossoms and 
jasmine, served as a private open-air extension to the king’s study and his 
magnifi cent library. The Syrian-American Noor also gave herself a treat in 
the gardens, with lots of palms and bougainvillea to remind her of childhood 
days in Santa Monica, Cal i fornia. Ironically, the name Bab Al-Salam was 
taken from one of the grand entrances to the Great Mosque in Mecca. It 
means “Gate of Peace,” but that did nothing to quell the volcanic anger rising 
in Batikhi as his chauffeured car hurtled through the squat and square sub-
urbs of the capital.

At this very moment, the thermal activity over the Jordan Valley was bump-
ing a light aircraft that had just cleared Israeli airspace as it fl ew eastward 
 toward Amman. Its sole passenger was the hapless head of Mossad, Danny 
Yatom.

On the ground below him, there was always a sharp contrast between the 
Israeli security paranoia on the west side of the lazy Jordan River, and a more 
workaday attitude on the Jordanian side. But, in the immediate aftermath of 
the attack on Mishal, the Jordanian border guards had become much more 
rigorous. It was ironic that the mastermind of the bungled assassination at-
tempt would get the red-carpet treatment when his aircraft put down on a 
secured military airstrip in Amman, because he came as an offi cial guest of 
King Hussein. Meanwhile, his fellow Israelis going in either direction through 
the border post were subjected to the most intense scrutiny in years, lest they 
were somehow involved in the Israeli plot.

Yatom  could not relax. He  could be in no doubt about the kind of reception 
that awaited him at Bab Al-Salam. Just a week earlier, he had been in Jordan 
for a holiday with his family at Aqaba on the Red Sea. King Hussein had 
entertained him at his summer palace by the beach, and he had taken time 
during the last days of his break to drop in on his GID colleagues up in Am-
man. He had been hospitably received for chummy chats on the routine mat-
ters then cluttering their joint intelligence radar. But Yatom had revealed to 
them none of what he was planning for Amman.
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Khalid Mishal’s mother, Fatima, was pottering at her hillside home on the 
western outskirts of Amman when a friend called to tell her about Randa 
Habib’s latest AFP report. The mother quickly called her daughter-in-law, 
Amal, who assured her that Mishal was fi ne. She suggested that her in-laws, 
now in their seventies, come to their home and await his return from Mo-
hammad Nazzal’s house.

But by the time a taxi was or ga nized to deliver the older couple to the 
apartment block in Shmeisani, Khalid Mishal’s health would take a turn for 
the worse.

At Nazzal’s house, the Hamas gang had been debating how best to manage 
a crisis that they assessed as a win-win for their side. Despite all of the panic 
of the morning, Mishal seemed in good health and the Jordanian authorities 
had two prisoners whom they confi dently expected would be revealed as Is-
raelis. Over lunch, Mishal enthralled them all as he attempted to explain the 
impact of what he now described as an electrical device: “There was a ringing 
in my left ear and something like an electric shock or a shivering sensation 
went through my body.” Then he recounted his sense of a surreal, momentary 
connection with the blond attacker. “We looked into each other. I  could sense 
panic, maybe because the plan needed him to get in close to me,” he told his 
riveted listeners.

But then, quite suddenly, Mishal felt overcome by tiredness. Distractedly, 
he asked Nazzal if he  could use the bathroom. He  could feel a severe head-
ache developing and he had an urge to vomit. For someone who had been so 
quick to phone Randa Habib earlier in the day, Nazzal now was slow to 
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 realize what was happening. At fi rst he suspected Mishal was suffering from 
something they had eaten. He thought briefl y about the curative effect of a 
glass of lemonade. Only then did he make his second, very sensible call of the 
day. “Brother Khalid, you’re going to hospital,” Nazzal declared.

Brother Sami Khater, relatively unknown as a member of the political bu-
reau, was quickly delegated to drive Mishal to the Islamic Hospital. It was a 
logical choice. The hospital was a sophisticated medical facility situated in 
central Abdali. But for men who lived under their own siege mentality, it 
represented a special safe haven—the Islamic Hospital was owned, operated, 
and staffed by the Muslim Brotherhood.

Still, as seeming fantasy morphed to reality before their eyes, they all moved 
at a slow pace in these fi rst moments. It was agreed that Abu Marzook would 
remain on standby at his own offi ce near the Amra Hotel, to deal with the 
regime and any questions that might arise from the morning’s events, and 
that Nazzal would return to his offi ce, where the media army, previously 
camped at the Information Ministry, was now clamouring for his ear.

As Sami Khater bundled him out of his car and into the Islamic Hospital’s 
admissions section, Mishal was still conscious. But soon he started fading in 
and out, suffering from what he giddily suspected was the infl uence of a 
powerful tranquilizer. Though his brain scrabbled for detail, he assumed the 
vomiting was somehow caused by a surreptitious injection that had been ad-
ministered to him during the weird encounter outside his offi ce. Mishal 
was gathered into the arms of the doctors as he began losing consciousness 
entirely.

Protocol required that all who were to see King Hussein should assemble 
before he entered the meeting. Samih Batikhi was at Bab Al-Salam fi rst. 
When the heavily perspiring Danny Yatom arrived from Israel, he was es-
corted into Batikhi’s presence by the director of the king’s private offi ce, the 
bluff General Ali Shukri. They gathered in the grand sitting room, and as 
Yatom took his place next to Batikhi on one of three couches, the Mukhabarat 
boss studied the troubled features of his Mossad counterpart. The color had 
drained from his face; he seemed discomfi ted.

With Yatom cornered on the same sofa, Batikhi pounced from close quar-
ters: “I hope you are not here because of what happened in Amman this 
morning?”

The Israeli said nothing. Batikhi took his pained grimace as confi rmation. 
This was going to be explosive.
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King Hussein entered and had barely lowered himself into an armchair 
before Yatom’s mouth opened. “We did it. He’ll die in twenty-four hours. 
We sprayed him with a chemical. There’s nothing you can do about it,” he 
blurted out.

The king had a reputation as a master of diplomacy. He would often re-
main silent to mask anger; he would smile to conceal hurt; by saying little, he 
 could convey a lot. Batikhi and Shukri watched him now, trying to contain 
their own shock as the king resorted to a customary clenching of his jaw—but 
with a ferocity neither of these se nior offi cials had witnessed previously in 
their years of ser vice at the palace.

Hussein’s eyes slowly scanned the room, taking in each man in turn as he 
asked himself a thousand questions. But just one was etched on his face: 
“What have they done?”

Hussein had a way of directing a gathering with imperceptible nods and 
gestures that his staff well understood, but which were lost on outsiders. 
General Shukri was the silent note taker, and it was to the highly emotional 
and volatile Batikhi that his highness signaled to open the verbal assault.

Batikhi started shouting at the head of Mossad. “Tomorrow? He’ll die to-
morrow morning? His funeral will be Friday prayers? All of Jordan will be at 
that funeral! I’m telling you, if he dies, you can say good-bye to the peace 
treaty! Danny, he can’t die. . . .  You are jeopardizing every thing!”

Everything! Quite literally. The regime had gone out on a limb to sign the 
treaty with Israel—a vital element in a tortured search for peace in the region. 
The pact bound the two countries to bilateral security based on mutual con-
fi dence, promotion of common interests, and cooperation. Both undertook to 
abstain from any threat or the use of force. Each undertook never to resort to 
terrorism.

Hamas had been designated a terrorist or ga ni za tion by the White House 
because of the movement’s disruption of the peace process. Yet just three days 
before, King Hussein had personally conveyed a message to Prime Minister 
Netanyahu saying that Hamas was prepared to discuss a halt to attacks on 
Israel in the context of a thirty-year truce. Now Israel, the American ally that 
had urged Washington to lock Hamas out in the cold because of its reliance 
on terror as a weapon, was admitting it had engaged in its own state-sanctioned 
terrorism against Hamas—but on the home turf of another loyal U.S. ally, 
Jordan. It was inconceivable.

Most Jordanians were highly suspicious of their king’s closeness to the au-
thorities in Je ru salem, his holy city from which they had been barred since the 
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Arab debacle of 1967. King Hussein was a fervent believer in a negotiated 
Palestinian-Israeli peace, but now, in one reckless stunt, Je ru salem had given 
 every Jordanian good reason to trust neither the Israelis nor those—such as 
their own king—who promoted them as capable partners in peace. Worse, 
with Jordan’s parliamentary elections just six weeks away, the death of Mishal 
would be an electoral bonanza for Islamist candidates. These bunglers from 
Mossad  really had built a fi re.

Batikhi  could imagine how it all would unfold. Huge prayer crowds on 
Friday would be enlisted as Mishal’s mourners. Their anger would spark a 
blaze. Religious fervor and raw nationalism were an incendiary mix; no one 
would believe that the king and the Mukhabarat did not have a hand in 
Mishal’s assassination.

The masses would see the regime in cahoots with the Israelis against 
Hamas, the unbowed new voice of Palestinian rights that had emerged after 
decades of failure by others to advance the Palestinian cause. That failure was 
blamed on a regional cast that included no less a fi gure than King Hussein 
himself. And then there were the other Arab leaders, corrupt and fi ckle, who 
used and abused the Palestinians’ plight for their own intrigues, to say noth-
ing of the erratic PLO and its mythic Yasser Arafat, who had promised so 
much and delivered so little.

The conspiracy theorists would insist that Israel would not have dared act 
like this in Amman without at least a nod from the regime and some tacit 
cooperation from its agencies. How else  could a Mossad team get into the 
place so easily? How did they bring in the poison?

All Batikhi  could see was a nightmare. Hussein now had to save the life of 
Khalid Mishal to save his own neck. The king would never be able to clear 
himself in the eyes of his own  people if the re sis tance leader did not survive. 
Right now, Hamas heavies like Abu Marzook and Mohammad Nazzal would 
be at the Islamic Hospital, plotting at the dying Mishal’s bedside. Muslim 
Brotherhood activists would be working a growing crowd of confused and 
angry supporters in the hospital corridors, rounding them up to bring oil and 
kindling for Mossad’s Bonfi re of the Hashemites.

Yatom was cold-bloodedly emphatic about the irreversible nature of 
Mishal’s fate. He told the small gathering, “He’s been poisoned and all his 
bodily functions will deteriorate. There’ll be no apparent cause of death. 
It’s done. He was hit and he’ll die in the morning. We’d better deal with the 
consequences.”

Batikhi was certainly thinking of the consequences himself, particularly 



148 kill khalid

d P P

Hamas’s already published claim that Mishal’s attackers were from Mossad. 
“All of Jordan will know that you killed him!” he expostulated.

Yatom volunteered no remedy. Death was inevitable, he said. They might 
as well chalk it up as another success in Israel’s systematic campaign of tar-
geted assassinations against key Palestinian leaders.

Batikhi would have none of this: “Danny, he’s not allowed to die! There 
must be an antidote—you have to give it to us.”

Hussein at fi rst said little, but then he too spelled out the dire risk to the 
treaty and, therefore, to Israel and Netanyahu. He  could see that Yatom well 
understood that by bungling their mission and being captured, the Israelis 
had given Jordan the upper hand. Now the message Yatom needed to take 
back across the river was that Netanyahu was about to take a beating. King 
Hussein succinctly warned the man from Mossad, “I’ll have to act.”

Once Yatom had revealed the imminence of Mishal’s death, the king and 
his security chief were desperate to save the Hamas leader. They hammered 
the Israeli for a treatment—any treatment—for the dying man. Finally Ya-
tom seemed to relent. But he would have to consult Netanyahu fi rst, he said. 
Could he use a secure phone, please? One of them escorted him to another 
room, where he would have privacy.

He rejoined them within minutes. “One of our team at the Intercontinen-
tal Hotel has the antidote,” he announced. They were thrown when he added 
the extraordinary postscript: “She’s a doctor.”

Further discussion was pointless. The Jordanians dismissed Yatom when 
he asked for the king’s permission to collect the four agents corralled at the 
Israeli Embassy so they  could be taken home with him. “Nobody leaves,” 
Batikhi yelled.1

King Hussein’s own political survival depended on keeping Mishal alive, 
and that was the end to which he directed his men. The king’s confi dante 
Shukri was assigned to liaise with the shattered Yatom and the Israeli Em-
bassy to fetch the cure from the hotel and deliver it to the doctors now treat-
ing Mishal.

From the palace, Shukri and Yatom left in pursuit of the antidote as the king 
and his intelligence chief set about working up a strategy to handle the crisis. 
Conscious of the chaos engulfi ng them and certain of even greater tumult 
ahead, the only way they saw to safely negotiate their way out of the mael-
strom was fi rst to bring down a shroud of silence.

Apart from Hussein, Batikhi, and Shukri, only one other Jordanian would 
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be brought into the loop. That was to be the scholarly Crown Prince Hassan, 
the king’s brother and long-serving counselor. Ministers might be wheeled 
out from time to time, such as the information minister who had attacked 
Randa Habib’s fi rst news report. But for now not even the prime minister was 
to be told what this uproar was about.

Now Batikhi had to bring the doctors up to speed. But which doctors? 
There was a major security problem in Mishal being admitted to the Islamic 
Hospital, where all the doctors and nurses were dues-paying members of the 
Muslim Brotherhood. There was no way they would be persuaded to use an 
antidote or anything else supplied by the Israelis, to treat one of their own 
whom the Israelis had tried to kill that very morning. They  could also be re-
lied on to be contemptuous of the regime’s demands for secrecy.

Batikhi concluded that, if they were to snatch Mishal back from death’s 
door, they fi rst had to get him out of the clutches of the Islamists and into the 
care of more trustworthy doctors at the regime’s principal military hospital—
a complex called King Hussein Medical City. Here there were military pro-
fessionals who knew not to ask questions. They knew not to talk when the 
regime called for silence, and they would obey orders.

Batikhi understood it would take artful negotiations to get Hamas to agree 
to move Mishal. A sneaky early effort by the GID chief to force the issue 
failed. A paramedical team he dispatched with orders to effect what might 
have appeared to be a “routine” transfer was confronted by an Islamist fl ying 
wedge, which denied the team access to Mishal’s room. One of the Hamas 
activists made a frantic call to Abu Marzook. “They’re trying to steal Brother 
Khalid from the hospital!” he warned.2

Batikhi had other urgent calls to make. He found the director of the CIA, 
George Tenet, lazing on a Delaware beach. Tenet’s family outing was inter-
rupted by a member of his security detail whom he saw racing  toward him, 
across the sand, brandishing a phone. There was an urgent call from Jordan.3

The CIA chief recognized the voice. It was Batikhi, telling him that Amer-
ica’s friends, the Israelis, were the bad guys in a grave new crisis. The Jorda-
nian told Tenet the call was still precautionary. He  could not predict how 
events would unfold, but he had a hunch that Amman would need Washing-
ton’s help before this crisis blew over. Tenet needed to be on standby.

At the Canadian Embassy in Amman, there was complete confusion. Staff 
were on the case as soon as a local employee drew attention to radio reports 
that two Canadians were cooling their heels at Amman’s central lockup. 
The radio was reporting two separate incidents, and the detention of their 
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nationals had not been linked publicly to the attack on Mishal. But nobody 
in Amman would talk to them—not the Interior Ministry, not the Foreign 
Ministry. Even the Americans were playing dumb.

Ottawa had its embassy staff under ferocious pressure to provide informa-
tion. The media back home were going berserk with a wild story of two Ca-
nadians acting as Israeli hitmen. The opposition hammered the government, 
demanding to know if the passports were real—and had Canada provided 
them to Mossad? Arab embassies in Ottawa needed to be reassured that 
Canada was not in the business of trying to whack Palestinian leaders on 
behalf of Israel.

A woman consular staffer in Amman was rapidly dispatched to investigate. 
At the Wadi Al-Seer cellblock she found that the detainees, one of whom 
was barechested, were bashed and bruised. Her cursory examination of their 
passports compounded Ottawa’s problem, because she concluded they were 
genuine and, therefore, that these men indeed were Canadian. But, oddly, 
they rejected her offer of consular assistance and pleaded that their names not 
be published.

When a Jordanian guard explained to her that one of prisoners was in a 
state of half-undress because his shirt had been ripped from him in the street 
fi ght, the diplomat sympathetically dashed to her home to fetch one of her 
husband’s shirts for him.

The two men had been through the mill with Abu Sayf, Mishal’s body-
guard, and later they would complain that they had been knocked about in 
detention, but the prisoners still refused to answer questions. Now, reportedly 
with video cameras rolling, they were being put through the mill again by 
Jordanian interrogators, whose response to their silence now included a 
threat to publish their photographs, ending whatever might be left of their 
covert careers. Despite Danny Yatom’s frank admission of guilt, King Hussein 
wanted full confessions from the agents on the ground.

After squaring away George Tenet in the United States, Batikhi headed 
back to his offi ce to see Abu Marzook, hoping to persuade him to agree to 
Mishal being transferred to another hospital. As the route took Batikhi near 
the lockup, he decided to take a look at the two prisoners himself. When they 
gave him their half-baked cover story, Batikhi took some satisfaction in re-
vealing that he knew exactly who they were—and even more so, that he had 
just come from a meeting with their boss, the director of Mossad.

The GID chief was so pumped up that he had not even noticed the pres-
ence of the Canadian woman diplomat, who by now had returned with a shirt 
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for one of the prisoners. The reaction to her return was dramatic. “Your inter-
view is over,” she was told abruptly before being escorted off the premises.

Batikhi’s offi ce was on the second fl oor of the GID building. Wood pan-
eled and with the window curtains always drawn, it had a sofa and a large 
armchair set in a corner. This was where he confronted Abu Marzook.4

Despite the tension in the GID-Hamas relationship, Batikhi had put much 
store by the usefulness of Mousa Abu Marzook. Unlike the dying Khalid 
Mishal, he trusted the Hamas deputy and believed he  could be made to de-
liver. “The only way to save his life is to get him to the military hospital. If 
you want to save him, you’ll have to cooperate,” Batikhi said.

But Abu Marzook hedged. Deferring to the collective Hamas leadership, 
he told Batikhi it was not his decision to make. “The others are back at the 
hospital. They’ll have to be convinced,” he said. Batikhi was grateful that at 
least Abu Marzook seemed receptive.

Abu Marzook left, but within minutes he phoned back. “No,” he said. It 
was not hard to translate his one-word response: the Islamists did not trust 
the king’s military hospital.

Batikhi yelled, trying to convey the seriousness of the situation, but Abu 
Marzook was unmoved.

Then Shukri called in by phone. He had been on the phone with Dr. Yousef 
Qussos, the director of the Royal Medical Service, and there was a new sense 
of urgency as he briefed Batikhi. Specialists at the KHMC’s Queen Alia 
Heart Institute had warned Shukri that  every minute lost before administer-
ing an antidote lessened Mishal’s chance of survival.

When they arrived at their son’s address in Shmeisani, Khalid Mishal’s par-
ents were shocked to fi nd his apartment crawling with men from the 
Mukhabarat. The whole building was surrounded by police. They were dou-
bly shocked because, while they well understood that their son was deeply 
committed to the Palestinian struggle, they did not know that he worked for 
the hard-line Hamas or that his activities  could warrant such an incredible 
operation by Mossad.

At about four pm, one of their nephews arrived, telling them he had in-
structions to ferry them to the Islamic Hospital.

In a report fi led at 4:09 pm, Randa Habib quoted a formal statement issued 
by Mohammad Nazzal, in which he fi rmed up Hamas’s claim that the attack-
ers were from Mossad. “Hamas accuses Israeli agents. . . .  We reaffi rm with-
out hesitation that there has been an attempted assassination—it failed.”



152 kill khalid

d P P

Developments at the Islamic Hospital an hour later cast doubt on the cer-
tainty of this last assertion. As Mohammad Nazzal picked up the phone to 
take another call from Habib, the reporter immediately detected the fear in 
his voice. Again Nazzal refused to be quoted by name, but he provided the 
information for another news fl ash that clinched Habib’s story. “Khalid 
Mishal is in hospital, suffering dizziness and nausea after being attacked by 
two Canadians with a bizarre instrument,” Habib’s report began.

It was close to fi ve pm when General Batikhi decided he had to get to Abu 
Marzook alone. He demanded another meeting in his offi ce.

Abu Marzook was surprisingly calm. His discussions with the GID boss 
went around and around in endlessly unproductive circles, until it fi nally 
dawned on Batikhi that the man across his desk saw him only as the heavy-
handed spook whose job was to keep Hamas in check. Batikhi and the king 
had believed they had Abu Marzook in their pocket, but now the Mukhabarat 
chief  could see the other man’s dilemma. As a fallen se nior fi gure who be-
lieved he  could still recover his standing in Hamas, Abu Marzook  could not 
afford to be seen by his colleagues to be a tool of the GID. But there was no 
way Batikhi  could divulge all that he knew in this matter.

It occurred to Batikhi that Abu Marzook might respond to another, more 
sympathetic voice. He picked up the phone: “The king, please. . . .  Sayyidna, 
I have Abu Marzook here, but he is having diffi culty convincing his  people to 
move Khalid Mishal to the Medical City.”

The intervention of the king was fi nally suffi cient for Abu Marzook. This 
proof that his royal benefactor was so intimately involved in the bid to save 
Mishal softened him. But it was just then that Batikhi gave him a calculated 
slap—a stick to balance the king’s carrot. “If you guys don’t cooperate in the 
transfer, whatever happens is on your heads—not ours,” he warned with some 
menace.

Abu Marzook left the GID. Back at the Islamic Hospital he was able to 
talk convincingly to his colleagues about a plea coming from the king, rather 
than from the dreaded Mukhabarat. Abu Marzook called back to Batikhi, 
laying down three conditions. First, an Islamist delegation would have to be 
by Mishal’s bedside at all times; second, Hamas would have the right to invite 
its own doctors to examine the patient at all times; and fi nally, Islamist visi-
tors would not be denied access to the KHMC.

Batikhi agreed to it all. Abu Marzook put him on hold while he had a fi nal 
discussion with the Islamists and doctors at the Islamic Hospital. When he 
came back on the line, he told Batikhi: “All right, move him.”



 mishal must not die  153

d P P

Sinking deeper into a dangerous, unknown void, Mishal was only half-
aware of the disembodied voices around his bed, arguing about whether or 
not he  could or should be moved. Finally all had agreed, except for one key 
holdout: his mother. Fatima wanted him to be kept at the Islamic Hospital in 
the city center, which was more accessible. Even as Mishal was loaded on to 
a stretcher, she continued to make a fuss. In the end it was the fast-fading 
patient who half rose on an elbow to hush her protests. “Mother, stop causing 
trouble,” he pleaded.

Within the KHMC, the Queen Alia Heart Institute normally was reserved 
for members of the royal family and for VIPs from across the region. As its 
director, Dr. Bassam Akasheh, prepared to manage the Mishal case himself, 
he wondered about fate and why the life of an unidentifi ed patient  could be 
so important to his king. The bespectacled surgeon had just emerged from a 
long session of open-heart surgery when General Shukri had called half an 
hour earlier, revealing little as he told him, “King Hussein wants to transfer 
an attempted homicide case to the institute.”

Switching his focus to the condition of the mystery patient, Akasheh asked 
a single question: “Is it safe to move him?”

Shukri replied in a voice that told the fi fty-one-year-old Akasheh that the 
urgency was dictated by other, nonmedical considerations: “He’s at the Is-
lamic Hospital. He’s very weak. He can hardly breathe—but we must transfer 
him to you.”

This was no ordinary patient transfer. The ambulance carving its way 
through the evening rush hour—fi rst through the hilly warrens of the old 
downtown before hitting fl at, concrete highways—was from the king’s per-
sonal health unit. As it entered the sprawling grounds of KHMC, it was es-
corted by wailing police and military vehicles fore and aft. Strapped in the 
back of the vehicle, Mishal  could hear the noise as he drifted in and out of 
consciousness.

As the convoy slammed to a halt outside the ground-fl oor admission cen-
ter, two of the country’s leading specialists were waiting in an offi ce near the 
second-fl oor cardiac-care unit. Akasheh had earlier called his chief anesthe-
siologist, Dr. Sami Rababa, at home to discuss antidotes, but, minutes later, 
he was back on the line demanding Rababa’s urgent presence at the elite hos-
pital. Akasheh had already issued instructions for the patient to be brought 
up to the cardiac-care unit immediately. Now, as the doors to one of the ele-
vators opened, the gurney carrying Mishal was whisked into a treatment 
room. And, as the doors to another elevator parted, armed guards tumbled 
into position in the corridors and at all entry points to the heart unit.
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In the controlled chaos, it was never clear who spoke as observations were 
made, monitors frantically checked, and instructions sharply issued. “He can’t 
breathe—intubation!” someone called.

As a medical and nursing team crowded in around them, the two specialists 
went to work, inserting a new tube in the near-comatose Mishal’s throat, 
hoping to assist his dangerously weak breathing. They hooked the patient to 
a mechanical ventilator, as Shukri explained the details as they were known. 
“He was injected by an Israeli agent with some kind of poison. We don’t 
know what it is.”

Khalid Mishal was a strong, healthy specimen. But Akasheh was struck by 
how weak and limp he seemed. Rababa was curious about fi nally putting a 
face to a name he had read in the news. Now, as Mishal’s respiratory system 
began to shut down, the patient was barely breathing. Rababa tried to keep 
him talking—ordering him to breathe, desperately trying to pull him back 
from the brink of a deep and deadly sleep. Before they put a tube down his 
throat, Mishal was lucid enough to give Rababa a somewhat garbled account 
of the attack—of a strange noise and a weird instrument.

Akasheh issued orders for Mishal to be stripped naked. Then they began a 
meticulous examination of his lean body—chest and abdomen, neck and 
head, arms and legs. He had no abrasions. He  didn’t seem to have been man-
handled. What Akasheh most needed to fi nd was a fi ne puncture where 
Mishal’s skin might have been pierced by a syringe, but there was none. The 
patient was fading fast. “If the breathing stops, he’s dead in three minutes!” 
Akasheh muttered.

It was the unenviable lot of the wire-ser vice reporter to fi le bit by bit as a story 
broke and then, at a break in the traffi c, to cobble the bite-size pieces of the 
day into a coherent whole. Some in the trade called it a “wrap.” As dusk began 
to settle over the dusty Jordanian capital, Habib sat down to do the day’s 
wrap. At 6:26 she fi led the story, adding a single new element: “A spokesman 
for the Israeli Embassy in Amman, Roy Gillad, denied that Israel was impli-
cated in any attack on Khalid Mishal. He said: ‘The Hamas accusation  doesn’t 
surprise me and  doesn’t deserve a response.’ ”

This was an evening when there would be no going home for the Amman 
press pack. The fi rst Ranya Kadri had heard of the crisis was in a phone call 
from Joe Contreras, the Middle East Bureau Chief for Newsweek. Calling 
from elsewhere in the region, he told her that AFP was reporting that Mossad 
may have killed Khalid Mishal. “No,” Kadri insisted, her political insight 
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kicking in, “there’s something wrong there—Mousa Abu Marzook would 
have been the target.”

Randa Habib had been in full fl ight at AFP for several hours; Kadri soon 
raced to catch up. Habib’s early reports on the AFP wire about Canadian 
tourists being caught up in a fracas in Amman had lit a fi re under editorial 
executives at CBC Canada. A reporter had been sent to Amman, but they 
needed more, and for that they rang Kadri. In the way of television, what 
CBC desperately wanted was footage—any footage. Kadri pulled in a free-
lance cameraman and set off to start reporting the story herself.

At the Canadian Embassy, behind the smoked-glass facade of the Pearl of 
Shmeisani building on Abdalhameed Shoman Street, a receptionist politely 
told Kadri to go away. Next stop was the police compound at Wadi Al-Seer, 
where the Canadian tourists were in custody. A novice in the fi eld of news 
gathering, the cameraman approached the building brandishing his camera. 
He was detained on the spot. When Kadri ran to his rescue, she too was 
detained.

Randa Habib’s fi rst, unvarnished understanding of the extent to which 
Mishal’s health was in freefall came at about the same time that Ranya Kadri 
was detained by the police—just before seven pm. Having moved from the 
Islamic Hospital to KHMC with the patient, a panicking Sami Khater had 
been on the phone to Mohammad Nazzal: “We need you here—it’s bad! 
He’s dangerous!” Then Nazzal had gotten back to Habib, who in turn broke 
the news to Paris: “Hamas representative Mohammad Nazzal said Khalid 
Mishal’s condition was so grave he had been transferred from Amman’s Is-
lamic Hospital to the better-equipped KHMC. He has diffi culty breathing 
and suffers from a lack of oxygen to his blood.”

Minutes later, the AFP reporter fi nally got through to the Canadian Em-
bassy. Habib had a sense that Steve Bennett, the fi rst secretary, was treading 
his way through a minefi eld—he had little to say, but he said it with such 
hesitancy that she knew she had to keep him on the line. On the record, he 
provided the kind of information she expected from any foreign diplomat 
whose nationals were in a tight fi x. She later quoted Bennett in an eight pm 
update to her story: “A member of the embassy staff met two Canadians in 
custody. One was slightly wounded . . .  they have been implicated in a street 
brawl, but there is no detail.”

But not long after, she was back on the phone to the embassy. This time 
Bennett produced a nugget of information, which he imparted only as back-
ground. His diplomatic colleagues had returned from the lockup in great 



156 kill khalid

d P P

confusion, he said, because the Canadian prisoners had refused to talk. He 
did not mean that they had said, “No, thanks, we don’t need consular help.” 
He meant precisely what he had said—they sat in a cell, staring blankly and 
refusing to open their mouths.

While she still had Bennett on the line, Habib wondered out loud, “Why 
would a foreigner incarcerated in the Arab world refuse to speak to an envoy 
from his embassy? It’s odd,  isn’t it?”

“Yes. We’re still trying to understand it,” Bennett replied.
By nine pm, the Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood had backed in behind 

Hamas. Their PR machine went into overdrive, demanding that Jordanian 
authorities immediately reveal the identity of Mishal’s attackers. Mohammad 
Nazzal was in full rhetorical fl ight. In a new statement on behalf of Hamas, 
he declared, “The government of the Zionist entity headed by the terrorist 
Netanyahu is totally responsible. This cowardly aggression only reinforces 
our determination to pursue the fi ght.”

Unable to get past the hospital switchboard to ask her own questions, 
Habib now co-opted Nazzal as a go-between. She persuaded him to en-
force the terms of Abu Marzook’s agreement with Batikhi, when Mishal was 
transferred, and to demand that the doctors brief him—Nazzal—on Mishal’s 
condition.

The doctors, Nazzal reported back to her, seemed rattled. They made no 
mention of any poison; they told him that, for reasons they did not fully un-
derstand, Mishal’s respiratory system was failing rapidly. Nazzal was not far 
off the mark when he reduced one of the doctor’s long technical explanations 
of the Hamas leader’s health to a perfect sound bite: “Khalid Mishal is 
dying.”

Habib pounced. All the weight of the day’s offi cial denials and ministerial 
rubbishing of her reporting lifted from her shoulders. “The story’s right,” 
Habib called to colleagues as she hastily belted out another line in the in-
trigue: “Jordanian authorities have seized the instrument used by the assail-
ants, but they are being very discreet about its nature.”

Earlier she had dispatched her photographer colleague Jamal to the Islamic 
Hospital. Luckily, he had arrived just as Mishal, strapped to a stretcher, was 
being placed in an ambulance. Habib was shocked by the images Jamal 
brought back. “I know a dead man when I see one,” she exclaimed when she 
saw the pictures on Jamal’s computer screen. The patient in the images was 
motionless. Mishal’s thick black beard was the only relief against a swathe of 
pale blue hospital sheets. A blue plastic fi tting held the end of a green hose in 
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his mouth. Another plastic device had been inserted to prevent his choking 
on his tongue. Mishal’s left arm lay heavily across his chest. As he was pushed 
into the back of the ambulance, a nurse had thrown a blanket over him.

At the military hospital, the medical staff had Mishal hooked to a heart mon-
itor. Other machines analyzed his blood, testing for liver and kidney poison-
ing and to ensure that the right quantities of oxygen and carbon dioxide were 
getting to his brain. Mishal’s parents had arrived with a group of anxious 
relatives, all of whom immediately were enlisted in an effort to keep Mishal 
talking, to keep him awake, and to keep him breathing.

But at no stage did Mishal realize that he was dying. As an Islamic believer 
does when he is unwell, he recited verses from the Qur’an in his mind. He 
recalled later that he did not broach the incantations reserved for imminent 
death.

With an eye on a bank of monitors, Dr. Rababa and the bullet-headed Dr. 
Akasheh concluded that, with the exception of his almost nonexistent breath-
ing, all Mishal’s other vital signs were strong—his blood pressure, his heart 
rate, and his pulse.

Akasheh came from one of Jordan’s most trusted medical families. His fa-
ther had delivered all the royal babies and the son had trained fi rst at Guys 
Hospital, London, and later in Houston, Texas, where he did most of his 
postgraduate cardiac studies. Rababa was London trained too. Now, they 
were required to make a call on saving the life of the patient they already 
thought of as the Palestinian VIP.

Mishal’s mother, Fatima, told them that Allah would save her son. But, 
being more earthbound, the doctors concentrated on the task at hand with a 
cool professional confi dence. “He’s not breathing, so they must have given 
him a respiratory depressant. It  wasn’t an injection, but whatever’s in his sys-
tem has to be a muscle relaxant,” Akasheh concluded. “That’s why he’s not 
breathing.”

They were fl ying blind. So far there was no sign of the antidote promised 
by Danny Yatom. In any case, the doctors were determined to make their own 
clinical assessment, rather than to blindly accept a diagnosis from an Israeli 
spy. In this at least, they were in accord with their professional colleagues at 
the Islamic Hospital. By a process of elimination, it seemed that the poison 
had to be either a benzodiazepine—that is, something from the family of 
drugs that includes Valium and Librium—or a narcotic.

They gave Mishal an intravenous cocktail—Narcan, a widely use post-
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operative drug that reverses the effects of anesthesia; and Anexate, which 
would reverse the impact of a benzodiazepine. Mishal had been with them 
for a good thirty minutes and they were starting to understand the clinical 
picture.

They also grasped the national consequences of failure. They did not need 
to know how or with what Mishal had been drugged to appreciate that they 
had to keep him breathing in order to keep him alive. Whatever he had been 
given, the sedation effect was profound. Both Narcan and Anexate were ef-
fective for just a few minutes, so they would have to keep the mix pumping 
through him.

Finally they told Mishal to let go—he  could go to sleep while a machine 
did his breathing. They posted a vigil by his bed, hoping that this state of 
total life support would keep him going until they had a better idea of what 
was kill ing him. Then the treatment  could be more specifi c than the one-
size-fi ts-all Narcan-Anexate brew that they hoped would prevent the Israeli’s 
unknown poison from achieving its aim—for now.

Armed with the advice and assistance of Danny Yatom, the Jordanians did 
not fi nd it too diffi cult to get their hands on a sample of the antidote. Yatom 
had directed them to Mossad’s Amman station chief, a fi gure well known to 
Batikhi’s men, whose appointed task that day was to swim laps of the pool at 
the Intercontinental Hotel, so as to suggest that Mossad was having a quiet 
day. He now informed Shukri that the woman doctor had fl ed to one of a 
number of backup rooms, which had been reserved at the Meridian Hotel in 
case any of the Mossad team needed to bolt from the Intercon.

The doctor had in fact switched hotels and, by the time Shukri and several 
members of the Royal Guard came to arrest her, she was biding her time in a 
nearby coffee shop. She was quickly detained and, as the guards went through 
her bags, they found two liquid-fi lled syringes, similar to the short-needled 
hypodermics used by diabetics for the administration of insulin.

Immediately, however, the amalgam of reasonable suspicion and deep para-
noia so prevalent in the Middle East kicked in. It was one thing to confi scate 
the syringes, which the woman said contained the antidote for whatever had 
been administered to Mishal, but it was entirely another thing to believe 
her—or Yatom for that matter.

“Think about it,” Batikhi warned Shukri. “How can we use a doctor who 
was part of the plot?”

“Yep,” General Shukri replied. “We need to know what this shit  they’ve 
injected into him is.”
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When the Israeli doctor was brought to the hospital by Shukri and four 
members of the Royal Guard, she confi rmed she was the Mossad agent who, 
as Danny Yatom had explained to King Hussein, had been on standby at the 
Intercon. A pretty brunette, she looked sullen and worried as one of the 
guards shoved her into the corner of Akasheh’s visitors’ sofa.

Akasheh demanded that she reveal what had been injected into his 
patient.

“I don’t know,” she said, insisting she had been told nothing of the nature 
of either the poison or the antidote—only that one would counteract the 
impact of the other.5

“He seems to be doing well,” Akasheh told her. Skating over the reality of 
a ventilator doing Mishal’s breathing for him, Akasheh wondered what sort 
of response might be elicited from her by news that Mossad’s intended victim 
was still alive. But she stared back blankly, saying nothing.

Canvassing their options, Batikhi and Shukri—and eventually the team of 
doctors around Mishal—became hostages to their own imagining. They con-
vinced themselves it was plausible that, in producing this “antidote,” the Is-
raeli doctor was capable of handing over an additional poison that would 
complete the assassination task, in the event that Mishal was not yet dead.

Their anxiety was further heightened by a garbled report that came through 
to Batikhi’s offi ce, suggesting that an Israeli doctor had in fact contacted the 
KHMC medical team, offering the outlandish suggestion that Mishal be dis-
connected from the mechanical ventilator keeping him alive. That too would 
have completed Mossad’s dirty work. This was so bizarre that it kindled even 
greater suspicion of anything and every thing the Israelis might do.

Akasheh, who at this stage was taking no chances, sent the two liquid-
fi lled syringes off for immediate analysis at the government forensic labora-
tories. “We’ll not use it before we’ve had it tested,” he told the Israeli agent. 
“It  could be a medication to fi nish him off completely.”

Through Thursday evening, there was another stroke of luck in the acci-
dental presence in Amman at this time of a fi fty-fi ve-year-old American, 
Dr. Walter Wilson, who was head of the world-renowned infectious diseases 
division at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota. King Hussein had re-
cently suffered a mystery fever and other odd symptoms; Wilson had been 
brought to Amman to work with the royal medical team.

Now the king press-ganged Wilson into ser vice on the case of Mishal, who 
the local team was satisfi ed had fi nally been stabilized in his drug-induced, 
deeply comatose state. The taciturn Wilson was allowed to examine Mishal 
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only after Hamas’s nonmedical expert Nazzal had vetted his credentials. Wil-
son reiterated to Nazzal: “To treat him, we have to know what kind of poison 
they used.”6

How, they wondered,  could reliable information be extracted from the Is-
raelis? What they needed was a description of the precise chemical that had 
been used in the attack.

King Hussein was in another of his fl ights of rage by the time Batikhi 
called to present this latest obstacle in the race to save Mishal. “We’ll make 
them hand it over,” the king snapped. “We need that formula.”

Throughout the night the king and his aides besieged the doctors. Shukri 
stayed at the hospital, shadowing Akasheh and Rababa as they hovered over 
Mishal and continued to debate the risks of using the antidote taken from 
Mossad’s doctor-agent. Both Hussein and Batikhi were on the phone  every 
half hour, making sure their Palestinian VIP was still alive.

As the day’s drama unfolded, Netanyahu had twice tried to call Hussein. 
The king had refused both calls, opting instead for an underling to convey a 
message. “If Mishal dies, we’re all in deep trouble,” it said. “You had better 
make sure he  doesn’t die.”7
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The Canadian diplomat Steve Bennett was determined to get something on 
these suspected Canadian hitmen. A cocktail party at the British Embassy to 
commemorate the Battle of Britain was an opportunity to press others on the 
diplomatic circuit. But the British were not in the picture. He next browbeat 
his way into a meeting with Interior Minister Nathir Rashid, which, he later 
reported back to Ottawa, was “tense, unpleasant and entirely unproductive.”1 
His plea for photographs of the men and copies of their fi ngerprints drew 
only blank stares. Bennett then set his sights on the Swiss, who had invited 
much of dress-circle Amman to a reception at the embassy to mark Swiss 
national day.

Bennett had the taut fi gure of a rugby player who also had a black belt in 
martial arts. He was admired at the Canadian mission as a colleague who 
 could crash through when all else failed. The pressure from Ottawa had be-
come unrelenting. Prime Minister Jean Chrétien was helpless in fending off 
opposition and news media attacks claiming that his government was com-
plicit in the Israeli plot to kill Khalid Mishal.

Seized by the urgency of the matter, Bennett resorted to tactics that 
were quite undiplomatic at the Swiss function. Taking a drink, he scanned 
the gathering for high-ranking Jordanian fi gures. He then insinuated him-
self among the guests nearest to his prey, whereupon he complained loudly 
about Ottawa being unfairly kept out of the loop at a time of acute embar-
rassment for his government. When he espied Prince Raad Bin Zeid, the 
head of the exiled royal house of Iraq, whom he knew to be a confi dant of 
King Hussein, Bennett moved in more closely and grew louder. “Why is 
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 Amman treating its Canadian friends in this manner?” he demanded to know. 
“There’s great diffi culty at home. Ottawa insists on answers. The embassy 
has none.”

Bennett’s calculated rudeness had the desired effect. By the next morning, 
an anonymous phone caller invited him to the fi rst of several cloak-and-
dagger drives that would deliver him to a series of meetings, fi rst with Gen-
eral Ali Shukri and later with King Hussein himself. Initially, Bennett was 
instructed to have an embassy  driver drop him in one of the capital’s back 
streets—next to a silver Mercedes-Benz. The Jordanian  driver of the Mer-
cedes then took him to an offi ce where Shukri allowed him to inspect the two 
passports. Like his female colleague earlier, Bennett concluded, after his own 
unscientifi c examination, that the documents indeed were genuine. This was 
not what Ottawa wanted to hear.

But then Bennett was taken to the holding cells at the Amman headquar-
ters of the Public Security Directorate, where the two culprits had been 
moved from the Wadi Al-Seer police complex. Bennett was allowed to inter-
view them one at a time. Both refused to disclose their identities, which the 
registration book at the Intercon had recorded as Shawn Kendall, twenty-
eight, the blond assailant of Mishal, and Barry Beads, thirty-six, his darker 
accomplice. Their details were among those of three other Canadian passport 
holders who had checked in to the hotel at the same time. The two spoke 
with strong Israeli accents but, after listening for a time, Bennett concluded 
that one had learned his En glish in Australia.

Watched by bemused Jordanian guards, Bennett then subjected each man 
in turn to his unique test of Canadian-ness. Could he name a street in Can-
ada where he had lived as a child, or a town in which he went to school? No? 
Perhaps he  could name one of his teachers? No, they each replied.

On the basics of Canadian geography, they knew nothing. The men also 
had an equally disappointing knowledge of Canadian sport. Four years earlier 
the Toronto Blue Jays had caused a heartstopping sensation by defeating all 
comers in the United States to win back-to-back World Series titles. At the 
time, it was said, even the dead in the cemeteries of Canada sat up to cele-
brate. Now these supposed Canadian true-bloods stared blankly at Bennett, 
asking “The Blue whats?”

Perhaps his last question was cruel, but the diplomat was determined to 
nail this down. He asked them to sing a few bars of “O Canada,” the national 
anthem. Bennett helpfully hummed the opening line: “O Canada! Our home 
and native land. . . .” After their failure to join in, he was satisfi ed that both 
men were impostors.
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Any embarrassment for Ottawa was the least of Benjamin Netanyahu’s wor-
ries. The twenty-four hours just past had been among the worst in his turbu-
lent career, and he knew that by the time this crisis was over, his prime 
ministership too might be fi nished.

Yesterday was meant to have been a day of triumph. In a week’s time his 
country would shut down for three days to celebrate Jewish New Year. By 
tradition, the prime minister visited Mossad in the days before the holiday 
break to toast the agency’s contribution to national security.

Staff were already assembled in one of the dining halls when the prime 
minister’s armed motorcade had pulled into the Mossad compound near 
Herzliya, on the coast north of Tel Aviv, at close to noon on Thursday. 
If all had gone as planned in Jordan, he would have arrived shortly after 
a coded “Mission Accomplished” signal had been relayed from the Mossad 
station hidden in the Israeli Embassy in Amman. Instead, a distracted and 
crestfallen Danny Yatom had greeted him. And, instead of escorting the 
prime minister to the festivities, the director had taken him aside to report 
the shattering news from Amman.2 “We’ve got a problem,” he began.

Violent retaliation against the leadership of Hamas—wherever they were 
in the world—had fi rst been sanctioned by an emergency meeting of the Is-
raeli cabinet after the twin suicide bombings almost two months earlier, on 
July 30, in which sixteen  people had been killed at the Je ru salem produce 
markets. Netanyahu had emerged from that meeting declaring, “I’ll get those 
bastards, if it’s the last thing I do.”3

As Yatom revealed the extent of the covert mission’s failure in Amman, 
Netanyahu listened in silence, his rising anxiety betrayed by beads of sweat 
forming on his brow. Two of Mossad’s agents were behind bars in Jordan. As 
many as six others had been captured or were on the run from the local au-
thorities, either heading for the border or hunkering at a Mossad safe house 
or, perhaps by now, at the Israeli Embassy in Amman. Two other agents, in-
cluding one whose cover was that of a thirty-year-old Canadian named Guy 
Eris, were thought to have fl ed Amman and were probably fi nding their own 
way home.

The pre-mission briefi ngs by Yatom and his hands-on director of op era-
tions, known only as H, were a distant memory. The team had begun to as-
semble in Amman weeks earlier. Flying in from different cities around the 
world, at least fi ve of them had masqueraded as Canadian tourists. The woman 
doctor, a practicing cardiologist from Israel’s southern  Negev region, and one 
of her male colleagues had checked in as husband and wife.
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The inclusion of the specialist doctor had underscored the detail in the 
planning—she was to be on hand with the antidote, to save any of her col-
leagues who might accidentally come into contact with the killer drug. Backup 
rooms had been booked at the Meridian Hotel, on Queen Noor Street, just 
in case any of the team needed to beat a hasty retreat from the scene.

The team had used unsuspecting passersby on the sidewalks of Tel Aviv to 
play the part of Khalid Mishal in rehearsals for the mission. While one agent 
distracted the target by “accidentally” popping open a shaken can of Coca-
Cola as he and the target approached each other on the pavement, another 
agent was to glide past on the other side of the target. Using a sophisticated 
nebulizer, concealed in the body of a tourist’s camera, his job was to spray a 
killer dose of the poison into the target’s ear.

In these test runs, water was substituted for the poison. A third operative 
would be present as a fi eld commander. All three had been trained to com-
municate by facial expressions. They had clear instructions on the circum-
stances under which the operation was to be aborted, one of which was the 
presence of any of Mishal’s usual entourage.

It  could not go wrong, Yatom had assured Netanyahu. There had been 
much planning and great attention to detail. The team had been hand-
picked from the ranks of Caesarea, one of Mossad’s three specialist kill ing 
teams. The mission required them to be in the street literally for just a few 
seconds.

Some time later, according to the plan, Mishal would be presumed to have 
had a heart attack. But, just to provide Mossad with more cover, a cleverly 
conceived subterfuge had been set up, underlining the planning sophistica-
tion that the prime minister, and frankly the world, had come to expect of 
Israel’s security or ga ni  zation. In the knowledge that Samih Batikhi’s GID 
had supervised the installation of the surveillance video cameras at the Inter-
con and had full access to both the tapes and a team of paid informers planted 
among the hotel staff, Mossad’s Amman station chief—who was not privy to 
the planned hit—had been instructed to take himself off to do his usual laps 
of the pool at the hotel. The plan was that the inevitable discovery of images 
of him, apparently so relaxed at the time of the hit on Mishal, would remove 
Mossad from the frame in the event of an investigation into the cause of the 
mysterious death of Khalid Mishal.

But now, instead of Mossad’s customary espionage showmanship, what 
had actually happened in Amman seemed like the work of amateurs. The 
clever plan for the three agents to communicate with each other had fallen 
apart, because Mishal and his  driver had broken their lines of sight.
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During the pursuit and arrest of “Kendall” and “Beads,” four others who 
were in the squad had managed to sneak away to the relative sanctuary of a 
Mossad safe house in Amman. But Yatom had then ordered them to move to 
the embassy.4

When the Jordanians threw a military cordon around the embassy, they 
had been acting simply on a hunch. Several witnesses had claimed they saw 
members of the team driv ing or running in the direction of the Israeli mis-
sion. The agents in fact had veered off to the safe house, but, acting on sub-
sequent orders from Yatom, after the capture of “Kendall” and “Beads,” the 
agents backtracked to the embassy before the cordon was in place. They had 
made themselves prisoners of the Jordanian military.

Still, they believed at fi rst that the poison had been administered success-
fully and Mishal would die, thus fulfi lling the mission’s objective. The agents 
had even reported their “success” to a member of the getaway team before 
realizing that Mishal’s bodyguard was on their tail.5

Washington in the fall is beautiful, and the last week of September 1997 was 
no different. The U.S. capital was relatively quiet. The perennial congressio-
nal brawl on political fund-raising had fl ared again and, after thirty-two years 
of Medicaid, a better health care deal for millions of children had just been 
agreed upon. Big tobacco had balked at a tough new liability deal. Young 
Chelsea Clinton was off to college—to Stanford—but President Clinton’s 
political landscape was now permanently blotted by the tawdry Paula Jones 
sex scandal. The accompanying scandal over his relationship with a White 
House intern, Monica Lewinsky, had yet to be revealed publicly.

On the day before the hit on Mishal—Wednesday—President and Mrs. 
Hillary Clinton had headed for home turf. They planned for a hectic four 
days, during which they would operate from Little Rock, their hometown. To 
that extent, the West Wing team had drawn breath.

Given the time difference, Bill Clinton slept through the fi rst hours of the 
crisis in Amman. By the time Mishal was being rushed between hospitals—
late afternoon in Amman and mid-morning in Little Rock—Clinton was 
leading a moving commemoration of the fortieth anniversary of the Little 
Rock Nine. Arkansas was revisiting the desegregation turmoil of the 1950s 
when President Eisenhower had laid on a one-thousand-strong military es-
cort for nine black students to get to their desks at Little Rock Central 
High.6

It was unheard of for a foreign leader to cold-call the White House. Kings, 
presidents, prime ministers, and generals often came on the line—but only 
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after days of negotiations between their ambassador in Washington and a 
White House staffer who, as the Clinton aide Bruce Riedel put it, would 
“grease the skids.”7

When King Hussein phoned, no one quite knew what to do with his call. 
Clinton was on a platform in Arkansas with all nine of the Little Rock Nine; 
his national security advisor, Sandy Berger, was tied up elsewhere. King Hus-
sein was patched through to Riedel, a twenty-year CIA veteran who was now 
serving as a presidential adviser on Near  Eastern affairs. But, apart from his 
declaration that there was “a crisis in the Middle East,” the Jordanian leader 
refused to elaborate. All Riedel  could do was undertake to have the president 
return the king’s call when he  could. “All he’d say was he needed to talk to the 
president,” a somewhat startled Riedel told Sandy Berger when he fi nally ran 
him to ground.

Intelligence agents worry if phones do not ring, if  people are not talking. 
They listen and they process, but if there is a lull, they might throw on their 
sweats and head for the gym. That was what Dave Manners was doing on 
Friday morning. As the forty-something CIA station chief in Amman, he 
had taken a call the previous day from a local contact who, in going through 
a laundry list of issues, had made a brief mention of a strange attack on an 
Amman-based offi cial of the Hamas movement. Reports later in the day had 
been garbled and contradictory.

Threading his way through light morning traffi c, Manners decided the 
Hamas business was too half-baked to get his blood going, on what was the 
fi rst day of the Jordanian weekend. “A Palestinian being attacked by who 
knows who,” he asked himself. “Not  really a story, is it?”8

He was heading for the embassy gym, but he had yet to reach the high-
walled American diplomatic compound when his mobile phone lit up. A 
breathless Mohammad Dahabi, executive assistant to Samih Batikhi, was on 
the line: “Immediately! Come now—the boss needs you to go with him to see 
His Majesty!”

Manners enjoyed irritating  people with his casual dress. He religiously  
wore denim jeans and a fl apping polo shirt. But right now he was in a T-shirt 
and sweatpants, which, he thought, did not quite meet royal dress standards. 
He dashed home and changed—into the inevitable jeans and polo shirt—and 
then drove to Batikhi’s bunker on the outskirts of the city.

Something obviously was up. Instead of the usual tight stop-and-check 
security, the gates had been thrown open, the boom was up, and Manners was 
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waved straight through. Before he cut the motor, Batikhi’s man Dahabi was 
already tumbling down the steps: “Pasha”—an Arab term of respect for a se-
nior man like Batikhi—“ couldn’t wait. You must drive after him . . .  go, go!”

“What’s going on?” Manners demanded. “Why’s  everyone so hyped up?”
“I don’t know,” Dahabi told the CIA man. “But it’s important—go fast!”
King Hussein was at the Hashimieh Palace. Arriving there, Manners found 

that what awaited him was even more mysterious than the panic back at the 
GID compound. He was escorted to a reception room and into the presence 
of Ali Shukri and King Hussein’s eldest son, Prince Abdullah.

Two things struck him immediately—Batikhi was not there and, on what 
Manners understood was a laid-back Friday morning, the prince was in full 
military uniform. “What’s going on?” he demanded.

It was Prince Abdullah who replied hesitantly, saying, “I’m not  really 
sure.”

Manners turned to Shukri. “Okay—what’s up?” he repeated.
“We’ll tell you in a few minutes,” General Shukri said. “We’re waiting for 

Wes.”
Wes? As far as Manners knew, right then Wesley Egan, the American 

ambassador, and his wife, Virginia, were on another of their regular archaeo-
logical digs at Petra. If the king was hauling him back to town, this had to be 
serious. He chuckled at the timing as he recalled the king’s gag about there 
always being a crisis in the capital when Egan was in Petra. But when Shukri 
revealed that Hussein had dispatched a helicopter, instead of requesting the 
ambassador return by car, Manners understood that something very serious 
was afoot.

Ambassador Egan had been digging since sunrise. A couple of hours into 
the day’s work, at about eight, he was engrossed in a pillar of undisturbed 
dirt—what practiced archaeologists call a “baulk”—when a member of his 
Jordanian security detail leaned over the edge of the pit in which he was 
working, informing him that the king needed him back in Amman—“now.”

As the guard spoke, the wap-wap-wap of an approaching helicopter  could 
be heard, and seconds later, one of the palace fl eet of Pumas cleared the near-
est ridgeline. Caught up in the drama of the royal command, Egan was all for 
jumping aboard immediately. But Virginia was a woman of standards—his 
wife insisted he return to their hotel to shower and change into attire that was 
more appropriate when responding to a summons to the palace.

Manners attempted some small talk, but no one would play. He toyed with 
his ornate gold knuckle-duster ring, which featured a fat, milky sapphire and 
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the fi gure 76, the year in which Manners had graduated from the U.S. Naval 
Academy in Annapolis, Maryland. All sat in this awkward void for about 
thirty minutes before the silence was broken by the rattling roar of a helicop-
ter landing outside. Flustered, but looking smart in his clean slacks and sports 
coat, Egan gave Manners a quizzical look as he entered. But there was no 
time to exchange even a few words—Hussein and Batikhi were right on the 
ambassador’s heels.

The king strode in with his usual purposeful manner. But Manners was 
taken aback by his friend Batikhi’s demeanor. “He was aggrieved, devastated,” 
Manners said later. “Really,  really pissed.”

Turning his gaze back to the monarch, the CIA man detected something 
quite apart from the deliberate calm he had come to expect from Hussein—
Manners made a mental note of what he later would describe as the king’s 
“cat-eats-a-canary look.” As Hussein and Batikhi poured out the essentials of 
the last twenty-four hours, it became apparent that the two most powerful 
men in Jordan were reacting very differently. It was evident that Hussein—
furious as he was— could not quite believe his good fortune: after more than 
a year of Netanyahu’s treachery and deceit and after decades of condescension 
by some in the Israeli establishment  toward his desperate but dignifi ed little 
kingdom, he was going to settle for nothing less than the complete humilia-
tion of Benjamin Netanyahu.

“The president will have to weigh in on this one,” Hussein explained to 
Egan. Not pausing to draw breath, the king then set out how and why Clin-
ton had to be made to force Netanyahu to reveal the original formula for the 
poison the Mossad team had used on Mishal—and ur gently.

Maintaining a salvo of rising anger and bitterness, the king declared that 
the death of Mishal on his turf would be so destabilizing that Netanyahu 
must have been in deliberate pursuit of two outrageous objectives. Quite apart 
from making it impossible to rescue the now comatose Oslo process, the Is-
raeli leader also must have been attempting to destabilize the Hashemite dy-
nasty, probably as a prelude to clearing Jordan to make way for some sort of 
greenfi eld site on which to create a new Palestinian state.

“Is Netanyahu seriously committed to this treaty of ours, or is this his at-
tempt to wreck it?” Hussein demanded of his audience. “If Jordan is Israel’s 
only true friend in the Arab world, why this knife in the back?”

The king found it even harder to accept that Mossad was the instrument 
of his discomfort. Just days earlier he had hosted a visit by se nior offi cials of 
Mossad and Israel’s Defense Ministry to discuss their joint efforts in counter-
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terrorism. Now Hussein was convinced that these recent guests at his table 
had to have been aware of the plot against him.

Several times, Hussein clasped his hand dramatically to his forehead, com-
plaining about Netanyahu: “I simply don’t understand that man.”

Manners was quick to agree. “This whole thing is so idiotic,” he said. 
“You got to wonder if it  wasn’t a deliberate message, as you suspect, Your 
Majesty.”

Like a chess master, Hussein proceeded to arrange the board to his advan-
tage. Egan had to understand that he still needed to talk to the president of 
the United States. Then Hussein upped the ante. Calculating that, as the 
authors of the crisis, the Israelis would not be received at the White House, 
Hussein demanded that Clinton receive a high-level Jordanian delegation as 
soon as it  could be arranged. The royal jet was ready, but, he pointed out, 
Egan would have to move fast to ensure that Clinton would be available both 
to take a phone call from Hussein in Amman and to receive the planned 
delegation to Washington, to be led by his brother, Crown Prince Hassan.

Hussein was sharply issuing orders. Batikhi should accompany the crown 
prince, and so should Manners. “The president needs to hear directly how 
seriously we view this incident,” he thundered.

Egan nodded, and Manners said to himself, “Looks like I’m off to 
 Washington.”

As the Americans prepared to leave, Hussein returned to his key point—
Netanyahu must be forced to deliver the complete details of both the antidote 
and the poison. The king had spoken hardly a single sentence without men-
tioning the Hamas leader—it was Khalid Mishal this, Khalid Mishal that. 
When they fi nally broke up and headed for the palace portico, Ambassador 
Egan piled in with Manners for the ride back to the embassy.

As he pulled the car door closed, Egan looked blankly at the CIA man and 
asked, “Who the hell is Khalid Mishal?”

It did not help that President Clinton was on the road. With back-to-back 
public engagements, the Washington-based offi cials found him where they 
 could—inevitably between appointments and usually in a limousine bottled 
up in a noisy motorcade.

As well as being commander in chief, Clinton was the Democrats’ fund-
raiser-in-chief, and his handling of the Mishal affair was to be bookended 
by big party functions. On the Friday he made a seventy-minute dash by 
air to Houston, Texas, for a lavish dinner at the gated mansion of Tilman 
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Fertitta, a forty-year-old millionaire restaurateur. In less than two hours, 
Clinton got stuck into a three-course seafood extravaganza and then, as he 
posed for individual photographs with guests, gathered more than $600,000 
from the pocketbooks of about seventy of Houston’s wealthier Democrat 
supporters.9

Air Force One put the Clintons back on the deck at Little Rock just after 
ten pm local time on Friday. It was now a day after the attack on Mishal.

Both Hussein and Netanyahu were racing to get Clinton’s ear. Just as the 
king had abandoned protocol to make his own fi rst call to the White House, 
so too did the prime minister—as Dennis Ross was to discover way too early 
on Saturday morning. As Clinton’s special envoy to the Middle East, Ross 
endured constant travel, which meant too many nights sleeping on aircraft 
and in hotels or embassy compounds. So an opportunity to sleep in, in his 
own bed, in his own Maryland home, was to be savored—at least until Ne-
tanyahu telephoned.

It was about seven am when the White House called Ross to advise him 
that the Israeli prime minister needed to come through on a secure line. That 
was all it took—Ross needed no more information to understand that he had 
a crisis on his hands. Familiar with Netanyahu’s personal habits, Ross was 
aware that the Israeli leader habitually slept into the afternoon on a Saturday. 
“This is Saturday. It’s two pm in Je ru salem and Netanyahu’s out of bed,” he 
mumbled to himself. “I’ve got a problem.”

A breathless and, at times, seemingly incoherent Netanyahu was patched 
through for what would be a very diffi cult exchange, not least because the 
prime minister presumed Ross had already been briefed on the detail. Ross 
knew nothing. Dispensing with any greeting, Netanyahu blurted out his key 
point: “The king—he’s threatening to cut relations.”

“What are you talking about?”
“We tried to kill Khalid Mishal—he’s in hospital.”
“Tell me what you did—”
As Ross listened, Netanyahu stumbled through the essentials of the botched 

Mossad mission, coming to a halt roughly where he had started when Ross 
had fi rst picked up the phone: “If we don’t give him the formula and the an-
tidote, he’ll break relations.”

Ross was direct—there were no options. “You don’t have a choice, do you? 
Give him what he wants.”

But Netanyahu pushed back. He wanted another solution. He was loath 
even to consider Ross’s suggestion that Israel make doctors available as advis-
ers to the Jordanian medical team trying to keep Mishal alive.
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Still in his bed, Ross nearly fell out of it when Netanyahu countered by 
suggesting that, if King Hussein wanted to save Mishal, he should send him 
over the river for treatment in a good Israeli hospital. Having dispatched the 
would-be killers, Netanyahu seemed to believe he might now be trusted with 
an offer to save the victim’s life.

Then the prime minister swung wildly, helplessly in the opposite direction: 
“But . . .  if we were ready to cooperate, I’m not sure that he would accept our 
help. . . .”

“What’s most important to you?” Ross asked.
“The president [Clinton] must talk to him,” said Netanyahu, his rising 

panic clear to the American diplomat.
“I can try to make that happen,” said Ross. “But tell me this—what were 

you thinking?”
“We went after him because of the Hamas attacks.”
“What you’re saying is you went after him in Amman. Did it occur to you 

that it might go wrong?”
After a long silence, Netanyahu replied: “No. . . .”
“How  could you be so irresponsible? Don’t you understand how essential 

the Jordan relationship is for you?” Ross demanded. “If you put Hussein in a 
corner, he’s got no choice but to respond like this. . . .”

At this stage, Netanyahu simply stopped talking. The American had to call 
down the phone line a couple of times to confi rm that the prime minister was 
still there.

“If you had a problem with Mishal, why  didn’t you go talk to the Jordanians? 
At a minimum, they’d certainly have arrested him; they might even have de-
ported him—he would not have been able to operate from Jordan any more.”

There was no response from the Je ru salem end. Just silence.
But there was suffi cient ambient noise for Ross to conclude that the phone 

line remained open. They were at cross-purposes. As an attuned diplomat, 
Ross was attempting to get Netanyahu to explain why the Israelis believed 
they had to go after Mishal in Amman. But all that was coming back to him 
was Netanyahu’s slightly unhinged plea for Washington to extricate him from 
a mess of his own making.

Seemingly unaware that he was repeating himself, the prime minister re-
sorted to mantra-like repetitions: “Break in relations . . .  Clinton must call 
the king. . . .  Break in relations . . .  Clinton must call the king.”

“I understand what’s at stake. But you made this mess,” Ross told him. 
“If you don’t want the king to make good on his threat, you’ll just have to 
cooperate.”
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“He’s holding two of my men.”
“I can’t rescue this unless you do as Hussein asks,” said Ross implacably.
Ross got off the line and immediately called Sandy Berger. When he was 

done with Berger, he called Martin Indyk, Washington’s ambassador in Tel 
Aviv. As Ross recounted his exchange with Netanyahu, Indyk’s fi rst response 
was one of shock: “Stupid! If that treaty goes, it’s a three-alarm blaze!”

Not long after these exchanges, the fi rst of a daylong series of extraordinary 
phone calls was put through to the president of the United States. Before 
nine am that Saturday, the Clintons were in the air on a thirty-fi ve-minute 
helicopter ride from Little Rock southwest to Hot Springs, the president’s 
boyhood hometown, for a $25-a-head fund-raiser to restore his old school. 
By mid-afternoon they were scheduled to be back in Little Rock, at the Ray 
Winder Baseball Field for another Democratic fund-raiser with a guest list 
that ran to about six hundred. But whenever Clinton was in his car that 
day—at least eight times, his diaries would later reveal—he engaged in busi-
ness that was deemed too sensitive to be included in extracts from the offi cial 
record, which would be released a decade later.10

It was all done by phone. Egan pitched in from Amman, insisting to Berger 
at the White House and to  David Welch at the State Department that the 
king’s demands must be met. Netanyahu must be made to hand over a de-
tailed account of the composition and properties of the poison, plus a verifi -
able antidote, before Mishal  could be safely moved on to a more specifi c 
course of treatment.

“Right now,  they’re just holding him—you’ve got to get that antidote!” 
Egan urged. But Berger told the ambassador that it was not quite as simple 
as that. Clinton had a day fi lled with public appearances, and getting him to 
a secure line was not as easy as it sounded.

“Figure it out,” Egan told Berger. “These guys need to talk.”
Through Saturday, the pitch of the negotiations became so heated that the 

ever-frenetic Berger moved his team to the Situation Room—the intelligence 
nerve center beneath the West Wing that, since the Cuban missile crisis, was 
the U.S. president’s eyes and ears to the world in times of upheaval. All calls 
were on secure lines—except for some to and from Dennis Ross. Because this 
new crisis clashed with his nine-year-old daughter’s soccer match, Ross was 
seen several times scurrying away from the sidelines of a playing fi eld in the 
suburbs of metropolitan Washington, to take yet another call on a very ordi-
nary cell phone.11

With Ambassador Egan and General Shukri as pointmen in Amman, 
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King Hussein fi nally was connected to President Clinton. The king’s smelter-
like anger had not dissipated. Riedel, and others listening in,  could sense the 
rage—the ink had hardly dried on the peace treaty that Hussein had so cou-
rageously stepped outside the Arab tent to sign with Israel, and now a bum-
bling Mossad team had attempted an assassination in broad daylight in the 
streets of the king’s own capital. “Not actually conducive to peace, is it?” Hus-
sein snapped at the Israel-friendly Clinton, who was seen as the godfather of 
the 1994 treaty.12

Hussein knew just how to twist Clinton’s arm. He made it clear he was on 
the verge of abandoning the peace treaty, a cornerstone in the interminable 
process. On the American end, Riedel advised that Hussein was not bluffi ng; 
the treaty that Clinton had signed was in jeopardy. “He can’t be left looking 
like a stooge for the Israelis, and the Israeli Embassy in Amman can’t become 
a den for assassins,” Riedel warned.

The U.S. mission in Amman reported through its secure channels that 
Hussein was threatening to hang his Israeli prisoners and that se nior offi cials 
at the royal court were urging Hussein to allow his eldest son to lead a com-
mando mission to storm the Israeli Embassy in Amman—with the foreign 
press invited to watch. Palace aides were busily making arrangements with 
Jordanian TV networks for Hussein to address the nation—to reveal the sor-
did details of the Mossad intrigue and how Netanyahu had overplayed his 
hand.

The early months of the Clinton presidency had been marked by the dra-
matic Oslo breakthrough in the search for peace in the Middle East. But in-
transigence all around and the latest Hamas bombings had put the whole 
process on life support. Now Hussein’s threat to respond to Netanyahu’s 
provocation by publicly dumping the treaty  could be a fatal throw of the 
switch. “You know these  people  didn’t dare behave like this when we  didn’t 
have the treaty,” a livid Hussein barked down the line. “How can we ever 
cooperate with them again?”

Clinton  could see well enough that the king had been put in an impossible 
position. Unless Mishal survived, Washington’s loyal and lonely Arab ally 
would be exposed and vulnerable to his many enemies. With so much hang-
ing in the balance, and a good friend demanding help, Clinton agreed to as-
sist in getting Israel to deliver both the formula for the poison and the 
antidote. He also undertook to keep the pressure on Netanyahu to stick to the 
terms of whatever was agreed between the two countries and to commit to 
reviving the peace process.
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“But, I’ve got to say—this guy  really is incredible,” Clinton told Hussein as 
the king poured out the details of what Netanyahu had attempted in his 
capital. Having allowed the king to vent as much anger as he needed to, Clin-
ton in turn extracted a commitment from the Jordanian monarch that he 
too would stick to the terms of whatever the deal would be and that he 
would then put his shoulder to the bogged wagon of the Middle East peace 
process.

Agreeing, the king left the president with a thunderclap warning: “[You 
need to know that] the life of the peace process hangs on the life of this Jor-
danian. If this man dies, the peace dies with him.”13

Ordinarily the king would not speak so bluntly, but as he heard this ex-
change, Dennis Ross understood what was at stake for the monarch. “Hus-
sein was yelling at Clinton,” he would recall later. “He felt utterly exposed. 
How was he ever to trust the Israelis again? He was angry, bitter, and embar-
rassed.” The two leaders would talk several times more as the king milked 
his moment of power, with the president trying—and, most of the time, 
failing—to talk the king down from the peaks of his anger.

The phone traffi c did not let up—Hussein to the White House; the White 
House to Clinton in Arkansas (with Berger, Ross, or Riedel on the line, either 
individually or with some or all of them in teleconference); Clinton to Hus-
sein; Netanyahu to Ross; Berger to Netanyahu; the U.S. Embassy in Amman 
to the State Department, to the CIA, to Dennis Ross at a playing fi eld in 
Maryland. But in all this fl ow of calls, Bill Clinton did not talk to Netanyahu. 
That task was assigned to the unfortunate Sandy Berger, causing Bruce Rie-
del to quip at one stage, “Bibi is Berger’s baby!”

Berger came from the tsunami school of crisis management. Everything 
was classifi ed “urgent,” and when the issue of the day actually did have its 
own urgency—as the Mishal affair did—the force multiplier was a sight to 
behold. “It made life miserable for the  people around him—but it meant 
nothing fell through the cracks,” one of his overwrought staff said.

At the big desk in the Situation Room, Berger handled the phones. If the 
logic of his argument was failing to make an impression, he resorted to the 
power of his voice. “Sandy’s going to make it happen—he’s screaming down 
the phone,” an aide observed as he left the Situation Room.

Remarkably, this was an episode in which no one at the White House was 
prepared to go to bat for Netanyahu. All apparently understood just how 
badly the Israelis had bungled. “Sandy is being quite fi rm in his position that 
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Bibi must satisfy the king’s demands—that’s a huge price for Israel to pay,” a 
staffer who had spent time in the Situation Room was heard to say late in 
the day.

Stunned by the enormity of the unfolding drama, a recent arrival on Sandy 
Berger’s White House staff likened it all to a James Bond movie. “It’s like a 
thriller—one country needs an antidote held by another to treat an illness it 
 doesn’t understand. And the clock is ticking.”

King Hussein set midnight Saturday as the deadline for the storming of 
the Israeli Embassy and the arrest of the four Israeli agents who were hiding 
inside the building. By then, just over sixty hours would have elapsed since 
the attack on Mishal. At the same time, he warned, all relations between Is-
rael and Jordan would be severed.

Oded Eran, Israel’s ambassador to Amman, was so new in the job that he 
had yet to present his credentials to the king. But credentialed or not, the 
ambassador was unlikely to forget the reaction when he attempted to explain 
to Shukri that Netanyahu was still refusing to reveal the formula for the drug 
used on Mishal, on the grounds that it was a “state secret.”

“It’s impossible,” Eran told the director of the king’s offi ce. “We can’t do it.”
Stunned, Shukri asked him, “Could you repeat that?”
When the ambassador obliged him, Shukri exploded. “Why is it that in 

Israel you call it a top state secret, and in Iraq you call it a weapon of mass 
destruction? We’re trying to save someone here, not kill them.”14

The negotiations had become a global triangle, with Amman and Wash-
ington putting the squeeze on Je ru salem. Having received his riding instruc-
tions from the White House, Netanyahu well knew that, even if he complied 
with King Hussein’s demand to hand over the secret formula, he was still 
unlikely to emerge from the crisis unscathed. But having plunged to the 
depths on the back of his own and Danny Yatom’s wild call, the prime min-
ister now needed to bring others into the decision making, to attach as many 
names as he might to the precarious process of reversing out of the quicksand 
in which he had sunk the axles of state.

Precise instructions were issued to a select group of se nior Israeli offi cials 
early on Saturday evening. Staggering their arrivals, they were to attend a 
nine pm meeting in the Cabinet Room, off the prime ministerial suite in Je ru-
salem. Some were to use a side door to access the building; none of the mili-
tary types were to wear uniform. Despite the late hour on a weekend night, 
there was a risk the news media might be tipped off to this emergency ses-
sion. If the story leaked, it  could be fatal.15
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Up to now, they had managed to maintain an effective media blackout 
within Israel. But Randa Habib’s reports were piling up on  every editor’s desk 
and, despite a strict censorship regime, questions were inevitable. Already a 
few reports, submitted as pull-togethers of what the foreign press was report-
ing from Amman, had been smacked down by the Israeli censor.

Netanyahu had summoned the inner circle of his government. Those tak-
ing their seats in the Cabinet Room included Defense Minister Yitzhak 
Mordechai, Infrastructure Minister Ariel Sharon, Attorney General Elyakim 
Rubinstein, the chiefs of the three Israeli intelligence ser vices—foreign, do-
mestic, and military—and a clutch of advisers and offi cials. They had been 
called together to decide if Israel should comply with what amounted to an 
ultimatum from Washington to hand over details of the drug.

It barely needed saying that, if it complied, Israel would be admitting that 
it was dabbling, in a very boutique way, in the sort of chemical warfare re-
search that appealed to the likes of Saddam Hussein and other unsavory lead-
ers. Some who were present sensed that Netanyahu was getting on top of the 
panic that had been apparent in his behavior earlier in the day. When they 
inquired what had happened to Mishal, they were told rather bluntly, “In 
hospital—a few minutes into death.”

An offi cial who attended the meeting later tried to sum it up: “We had 
decided to kill the guy, and we almost did it,” he said. “Now we were being 
told that, to save our relationship with Hussein, we’d have to save the guy 
we’d nearly killed. Not an easy decision . . .   everyone was aware of the politi-
cal and practical consequences of saving Mishal.”

And there was some scorn for the pressure that came from Washington in 
an endless stream of phone calls. “We well understood the mess we were 
in—we  didn’t need much encouragement from the White House,” another 
attendee added.

Whichever way they cut it, they saw in the end that they had no choice. 
Within minutes of their unanimous decision to cooperate by handing over 
the antidote and the classifi ed details of the poison, the news was fl ashed to 
Washington through the usual channels.

If Clinton was going to break the news personally to King Hussein, the 
West Wing team had to achieve split-second timing. In the Situation Room, 
Sandy Berger would have two opportunities to get the president’s ear before 
his next public appointment, the Democratic fund-raiser at the baseball fi eld 
back in Little Rock. Clinton would have ten minutes in the car between the 
school and boarding Marine One at the Hot Springs end of his journey, and 
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another ten motorcade minutes as he was  driven from Little Rock’s Adams 
Field airstrip to the fund-raiser at the Ray Winder Baseball Field.

The fi rst ten-minute window was used to update a somewhat relieved pres-
ident on the decision taken in Je ru salem. And in the second, he was patched 
through to the palace in Amman, where a more gracious King Hussein shared 
his sense of relief at the same time that he indicated he would be remaining 
on guard.

“Thank you, Mr. President,” the king said several times. “Thank you very 
much.”
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In the panicked hours after the attack on Khalid Mishal, Benjamin Netan-
yahu had instinctively believed that somehow he would extract himself and 
his government from catastrophe. He knew that Israeli voters might punish 
him for trashing the Jordan treaty, but he knew too they would punish him 
twice over if he failed to rescue the Israeli agents now jailed in Amman, or 
their colleagues who might be snatched at any time from the embassy by 
Jordanian commandos. That was his priority.

When Danny Yatom returned empty-handed from Amman on Thursday 
afternoon, soon followed by the cabinet secretary, Danny Naveh, Netanyahu 
experienced a rare sensation for an Israeli leader dealing with the Palestinians 
on his doorstep and his Arab neighbors. It was when his attorney general, 
Elyakim Rubinstein, who was held in particularly high regard in the Jorda-
nian capital, also  could not get the ear of the king that the prime minister 
fi nally understood that this time he did not have the upper hand. The balance 
of power had been reversed.

Netanyahu understood his predicament well enough. But it was his mili-
tary liaison offi cer, Shimon Shapira, who identifi ed perhaps his only likely 
savior—a man versed in the arts of diplomacy, but also a cutthroat warrior 
with a steel-trap mind. Now Shapira urged Netanyahu to recall Efraim Ha-
levy from Brussels, where he served as Israel’s envoy to the European Union.

For all his diplomatic polish, Halevy had another side. For almost three 
decades before going to Brussels, he had been a fi xture at Mossad, where the 
last fi ve years of his ser vice were spent as deputy director. Over time, and 
particularly when the Jordanian treaty was being negotiated, Shapira had ob-
served Halevy’s deep personal bond with King Hussein. Having witnessed 
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the respect that he and Hussein had for each other, Shapira fully appreciated 
why Halevy was known with some affection as the “Father of the Treaty.” It 
also helped that Halevy knew Mossad like the back of his hand.

Netanyahu agreed immediately. This was of the utmost urgency—not an-
other precious hour  could be lost. When the fi rst phone call went out, late on 
Thursday afternoon in Europe, Halevy was on a shopping expedition with 
his wife. They were on a train to Antwerp, to buy furniture for the home they 
expected to move into in Israel when their posting ended in a few months. 
Shapira gave no explanation, no detail; he simply instructed the ambassador 
to return home immediately.

A forceful and in de pen dent character, Halevy refused. He would not return 
until his own boss, Foreign Minister  David Levy, approved this sudden, mys-
terious assignment. “Can’t be done,” Shapira replied. “Levy is in New York.”

It was clear the recall was an emergency. But the gruff and grumpy Halevy 
held his ground. He had traveled once before at the sudden request of the 
prime minister, who had not fi rst cleared the matter with the foreign minis-
ter; the outcome had been a public shellacking for Halevy.1 Finally, a Mossad 
agent was dispatched from Washington to the United Nations headquarters 
in New York to brief Levy on the crisis and to get his offi cial approval for 
Halevy to be brought in to help save Netanyahu’s political neck. Je ru salem 
needed a troubleshooter with rare skills and, as much as it grieved some in the 
conference room back at Mossad’s headquarters to have someone else come 
in to clean up their mess, Efraim Halevy was perhaps the only Israeli up to 
the task. And at least he was one of them.

There were no immediate connections from Brussels to Israel’s Ben-Gurion 
International Airport. Such was the sense of urgency in Je ru salem—or per-
haps it was desperation—that an attempt was made to divert an El Al 747 
freighter to pluck the ambassador from Brussels. But by the time it would get 
to him, Zaventem Airport would be closed for the night. Halevy investigated 
charter aircraft—but he balked at the $80,000 price tag to travel in the speed 
and comfort of his own jet.

That suited the ambassador in any case. The next available commercial 
connection would be Friday morning. Through his own channels, he had 
established an understanding of the Mossad madness in Amman. Now 
Efraim Halevy wanted some time to think.2

What might Halevy deliver that would satisfy King Hussein? If the king 
was to emerge from this crisis with his reputation intact and his throne se-
cure, the Jordanian leader would have to appease four angry constituencies,  
by getting either something for all of them or something so remarkable for 
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some of them that it would be transparently churlish for the others not to 
cheer him on.

By the king’s own analysis, Jordanians generally were angry. He knew 
they saw little for themselves in the treaty he had signed with Israel. The 
Islamists—in the guise of Hamas and the Muslim Brotherhood—saw them-
selves as victims of the Israelis. Now they wanted blood and sport. Yasser 
Arafat’s protests would raise the rafters if Hussein extracted Israeli conces-
sions that gave Hamas a boost. And the regimes in the region that, along with 
the so-called Arab Street, had trashed Hussein’s belief in peace with Israel 
would ramp their ridicule unless the king pulled an exceptional rabbit from 
his threadbare hat.

As Halevy wrestled with the challenges, King Hussein put himself at the 
center of the crisis in Amman. He talked to Hassan, his brother; he held 
meetings with General Batikhi; he bounced ideas off General Shukri.

Batikhi controlled the key offi cial channel to Je ru salem, but there were 
other personal back channels, some of which were based on years of secret 
assignations before the signing of the treaty in 1994. Others were built on 
personal relationships that had evolved during the more formal diplomatic, 
political, and commercial engagements after the historic signing. With 
Mishal suspended between life and death, fevered phone calls went in both 
directions across the valley, as would-be peacemakers searched for the slim-
mest idea that might be massaged into a solution.

It all seemed like Mission Impossible. But, as he peered into the abyss, 
King Hussein fi nally discerned a ghostly, blank-eyed visage. It was a card held 
by the Israelis, but it was his trump card to play—it bore the face of Sheikh 
Ahmad Yassin. Freedom for the jailed founder and spiritual leader of Hamas 
needed to be the centerpiece in a deal that would have to be even more elab-
orately embroidered if King Hussein was ever to hose down his baying con-
stituencies. But it all would have to start with the preacher.

As the living symbol of Islamic re sis tance, the crippled Yassin was the most 
prominent and most venerated of the thousands of Palestinians held in Isra-
el’s jails. His release would be a cruel concession to extract from Netanyahu, 
but this was the price he would have to pay for gaining the freedom of the 
Israelis under Jordanian arrest and those hiding out in the Israeli Embassy 
in Amman. Freedom for Yassin would be seen as a triumph not just by the 
 Palestinians of the Occupied Territories, but also by the Palestinians who ac-
counted for more than half of the population of Jordan.
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Admittedly, freedom for Yassin would greatly destabilize Arafat. But how 
 could the PLO leader complain, especially if the Israelis were so desperate 
that they too believed this was a good idea?

A cautious man, Halevy used words sparingly, and he was capable of the odd 
deferential compliment to make others feel they had his respect. Whether he 
arrived in de pen dently at the same ideal solution as Hussein—or whether it 
was broached in the incessant phone traffi c to and from Amman, and perhaps 
even to Brussels, before he fi nally arrived in Jordan to see the king on Sunday 
morning—was unclear.

On landing back in Israel on Friday afternoon, just over twenty-four hours 
after the attack on Mishal, Halevy had been taken directly to Mossad’s head-
quarters, where he made his presence felt immediately.3 His former colleagues 
were startled when he insisted that he did not want to be briefed on what had 
happened in Amman. Instead, he wanted to know what ideas they had come 
up with to get all their agents back alive.

It was clear to Halevy that the Israeli intelligence establishment had been 
unable to grasp the enormity of what was at stake. They viewed this as just 
another crisis to be glossed over. They seemed unable to understand either 
the extent of the Jordanian king’s sense of betrayal, or the risk and conse-
quences of his being branded a traitor in his own country, should he accept 
any simple trade-off for Mossad’s mess.

It was lean pickings. They had thought of offering a supply of infrared 
night sights for Jordan’s military tanks, or perhaps upgrading some of the 
Jordanian air force’s aging fl eet.4 Halevy quickly concluded they were in 
completely the wrong headspace—they were looking at how to solve their 
own problem, rather than how to solve King Hussein’s problem. When he 
asked for something better, he was met with sullen silence and ill-concealed 
resentment.

Halevy devoted his fi rst twenty-four hours back in Israel to getting the 
nation’s most se nior political and security fi gures to appreciate just what was 
at stake. He was accused of being overly dramatic, of failing to understand 
that the king would probably step back from his threats if Israel tossed him a 
supplement for his meager defense budget, or some such palliative. But Ha-
levy was very much of the view that the pact he had helped to negotiate with 
Jordan was a cornerstone in Israel’s long-term diplomatic strategy. A major 
concession was required.

When he threw Yassin’s name into the mix, Halevy was met with shocked 
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silence before being howled down by both his colleagues and his superiors. 
They pelted him with all the reasons that releasing the blind and crippled 
Palestinian hero was as impossible as it was inappropriate.

This kind of gesture had been raised recently by Washington during ongo-
ing dialogue with Israel, but Netanyahu had told the Americans that freedom 
for Ahmad Yassin would greatly undermine Israel’s security.5 The Israeli pub-
lic, still oblivious to this crisis, would never accept Yassin being allowed to 
walk from the cell in which they expected him to end his days.

Apart from the moral objection, Halevy’s audience was politically opposed 
as well. Yassin’s release would infl ict harm on Yasser Arafat and the PLO, 
who, nominally at least, were Israel’s formal partners in the peace process. If 
Yassin was to be released, they argued, he should be handed over to Arafat, 
not to King Hussein.

Halevy warned that without a gesture as weighty as Yassin’s release, King 
Hussein would be written off as a collaborator with Israel. In that case they 
 could expect all the vital defense and security cooperation between the coun-
tries to cease. This, he argued, was a potential development that would put 
both governments—Israeli and Jordanian—in jeopardy.

After arguing themselves into an angry stalemate, the Mossad team de-
cided that the Yassin idea should be put to Netanyahu. He rejected it out of 
hand.

But by the next day, Saturday, the crisis was taking a heavy toll on Netan-
yahu. He was now confronted by three countries demanding a resolution: the 
aggrieved Jordanians, whose sovereignty had been traduced; the Canadians, 
who were furious about the passports; and the superpower Americans, who 
were fi ghting a losing battle in their efforts to hold the Middle East peace 
process together and were angry about the stupidity of the failed assassination 
plot.

Netanyahu was forced to change his position. Under extreme pressure from 
Washington to deliver the antidote and the formula to Jordan immediately, 
he would also have to hand over perhaps the most revered of the Palestinians’ 
spiritual leaders, in order to save a peace process he might have preferred to 
sink. The release of Yassin would be a step so repugnant to Netanyahu that it 
would sting forever, but he was in a vise of his own making and there was only 
one way out.

The Israeli leader was concerned primarily about his captured agents and 
the domestic impact this would have on his political life. But all who were 
advising him  could see that much, much more was at stake. Whatever Israel 
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was going to offer in redress had to be signifi cant and it had to be substantial. 
On Saturday morning, the prime minister fi nally relented and telephoned 
Halevy to give him explicit authority to offer the release of Sheikh Yassin. 
Being a cautious man, Halevy insisted that Netanyahu actually utter the word 
“Yassin” on the phone, so that later there  could be no going back.6

Late on Saturday, just around midnight, a light aircraft fl ew west to east, 
over the Jordan Valley, before landing on the same military airstrip used by 
Danny Yatom when he had arrived in Amman forty-eight hours earlier.

A lone fi gure waited on the tarmac with an outstretched hand as the Israeli 
doctor stepped from the aircraft and walked  toward him.7 The two-page 
document and small bottles handed over possessed a value impossible to 
 calculate. Mossad’s top secret formula and more of the precious antidote 
were now in Jordanian hands. For King Hussein, however, this was merely an 
opening shot.

By Sunday morning in Amman, there was restrained jubilation and a tenta-
tive sense of relief at the King Hussein Medical City. The man from the 
Mayo Clinic had been back to check on the Palestinian VIP, and Akasheh’s 
team were increasingly optimistic about the patient, even if they were discon-
certed by the dozens of Mukhabarat, Hamas, and Muslim Brotherhood per-
sonnel in the corridors and the armed guards who hovered commando-like 
around his room.

Mishal had been treated so far only with the clinical cocktail devised by his 
Jordanian doctors, Bassam Akasheh and Sami Rababa, but now the doctors 
had a breakthrough, confi rming their careful case management.

Shukri had earlier delivered the antidote syringes seized from Mossad’s 
woman doctor. The fi rst batch of the antidote they analyzed proved to be 
Narcan, one of the drugs already being fed into Mishal’s body. When the new 
batch of the antidote, fl own in from Israel at Washington’s behest, was ana-
lyzed, it too proved to be Narcan. Akasheh was extremely pleased when the 
test results came back—they had been on the right track all along.

The medical team fi nally decided it was time to begin the process of bring-
ing Mishal back from his enforced slumber. Gingerly at fi rst, Rababa started 
to ease back on the ventilator around dawn on Sunday.

The doctors  could only guess at how much of the killer drug was in Mishal’s 
system, but, whether it was because the Israelis had bungled the dosage or its 
administration, Rababa the anesthesiologist concluded it was just short of the 
right amount. “If he was older or lighter, he would have been in more trouble. 
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His age and his weight—about a hundred kilograms—helped his body to 
cope suffi ciently till we got him on the ventilator,” he said.8

Up to now, the closest Mishal had ever come to death had been his in-
volvement in a traffi c accident in Kuwait some years earlier. But, by Akasheh’s 
reckoning, the attempted assassination had taken him to “the dark tunnel 
with the light shining from the other end. It was that close.”

Another intriguing piece of the pharmaceutical jigsaw fell into place when 
the royal palace faxed Akasheh the two-page document that the Israeli cou-
rier had handed over with the antidote on Saturday night. This was the 
chemical formula that the pincer movement of President Clinton and King 
Hussein had extracted from Netanyahu’s reluctant clutches.

Finally, the poison had a name—levofentanyl—and it raised more ques-
tions than it answered about Mossad’s acquisition of the drug, and the Israeli 
intelligence agency’s involvement in the sinister world of industrial espionage 
and illicit drug research.

Shortly after receiving this fax, Akasheh took a strange phone call, which a 
hospital switchboard operator told him was being patched through from the 
royal palace in Amman. The caller did not identify himself by name, but he 
said he was a university professor attached to a reputable Israeli hospital, 
and he claimed to be the author of the document then in Akasheh’s hand. 
The caller proceeded to give the Jordanian surgeon the same extraordinary 
account that was being fed to the CIA, of how Mossad had acquired the 
drug.9

Levofentanyl, he explained, was the product of failed research by the 
Belgian fi rm Janssen Pharmaceutica, which, in turn, was owned by the New 
Jersey–based American pharmaceutical giant Johnson & Johnson. Janssen 
had been looking for a spin-off from its hugely successful product fentanyl, 
then widely used to treat postoperative chronic pain.

It was common business practice in the drug industry to tinker with the 
chemical composition of a successful product in the hope of fi nding another 
marketable drug that might have similar or different applications. Levofen-
tanyl, Akasheh was told, was such a hybrid, but it had proved to be far too 
potent and so had been deemed a failure.

The original fentanyl was a synthetic, morphine-like drug. But it was as 
much as one hundred times more potent than morphine. Traditionally, fen-
tanyl was administered by a conventional needle injection into deep tissue. 
Functioning as both an analgesic and an anesthetic, it was an effective pain-
killer, but it also affected a patient’s consciousness and respiratory system. 
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When the drug was administered sparingly, the patient’s blood became a very 
fast “taxi” that took just seconds to deliver micromanaged quantities of fen-
tanyl to its “destination”: the brain. There it connected to receptors where 
it  could mimic the body’s natural endorphins to control the pain neuro-
circuitry and the neurons that instruct the body to breathe. It was this latter 
aspect, away from the lifesaving environment of a hospital, that turned fen-
tanyl and its even more powerful derivatives into killer drugs. “When the 
victim stops breathing, it’s a death sentence,” Akasheh concluded.

Akasheh was then at the peak of his profession and consulting widely, but 
he had never heard of levofentanyl. The databases he checked were utterly 
silent. Akasheh wondered how, if it had never gone on the market, this mys-
terious professor, who said he was calling from Israel, knew so much about 
levofentanyl. The Jordanian surgeon later told puzzled colleagues, “He was 
aware of its most minute detail, so he had to have been involved in testing it.”

Akasheh concluded from this conversation that Mossad had somehow 
illicitly acquired the formula for the drug from within the Janssen or ga ni  za-
tion and brought it back to an Israeli laboratory where it was manufac-
tured. In Mossad’s line of business, levofentanyl had added appeal because 
the death it induced was utterly unremarkable, making its cause impossible 
to trace.

Mossad’s use of the drug might have been dismissed as a one-off dabble 
in boutique chemical weaponry had it not been for Netanyahu’s bluster 
about protecting a “national secret,” and for the insights of a small group of 
opiate experts in the United States. These clues suggested a more sinister 
possibility.

Others had tinkered with fentanyl before. In the 1970s, illicit drug labora-
tories on the American West Coast had unlocked the magic formula, ma-
nipulating it to produce the lethal “China white” analogues. These had the 
hallucinogenic strength of an elephant kick, but they left no traces that  could 
be discovered in toxicological analysis of more than one hundred drug addicts 
whose deaths in Southern Cal i fornia were attributed to these so-called de-
signer drugs.10

In other covert laboratories in the United States and abroad, the for-
mula was manipulated in the search for a drug that military and civil au-
thorities might use to control crowds—a sort of mega mace spray, which 
security experts referred to euphemistically as a “less than lethal” or “calmative” 
weapon.

Many fentanyl derivatives were spun off in legitimate commercial 
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 establishments. The Janssen laboratories in Belgium produced alfentanyl and 
sufen tanyl, for use on humans; carfentanyl was marketed to tranquilize huge 
animals. But such was the extraordinary potency of most of the derivatives that 
even a tiny dose was an overdose. Most were locked away—deemed by their 
creators as way too risky for any commercial pharmaceutical application.

Internationally, this was a very specialized fi eld of ex per tise. Perhaps no 
more than a dozen scientists were involved in any one of the advanced econ-
omies, and much of the technical information was proprietorial or held se-
cretly by governments. But, fi ercely competitive, all watched one another like 
hawks—and some on the fringes resorted to an old research trick to stay 
abreast of developments without doing their own laboratory legwork. Often 
using the letterhead of unknown institutions, they formally requested “re-
print” rights for the best research, a process by which they were handed de-
tailed accounts of the work of their competitors, in the expectation that they 
would be published for the benefi t of a wider readership. However, many of 
the research papers never saw the light of day again.

One of America’s opiate experts was fascinated by what he described as a 
“huge” stream of such requests from Israel and the former Soviet Union, 
which fi rst came to his notice in the 1970s. “And from my interaction with 
 people in U.S. agencies, I believe the Israelis . . .  were up-to-date on novel 
ways to deliver these drugs,” he added.11

The Soviet link was intriguing. Later it would be alleged that Mossad had 
recruited scientists from among the wave of Soviet Jews then resettling in 
Israel, to create a bank of toxins and nerve agents that were outlawed by in-
ternational treaties.12 In 2002, the world had a tragic insight into where the 
covert Soviet research might have led, when Rus sian authorities pumped 
quantities of a mysterious knockout gas into a Moscow theater in a bid to end 
a hostage drama in which Chechen guerrillas held a thousand hostages. The 
Rus sians used the same nebulized delivery mechanism that the Israelis had 
used against Khalid Mishal, albeit on a grander scale. The shocking outcome 
was the death of 129 of the unfortunate hostages.

At fi rst, Rus sian authorities denied that the gas was the cause of death. But 
after four days of intense speculation  driven by the families of the victims, 
Rus sian health minister Yuri Shevchenko admitted that “a substance based 
on a derivative of fentanyl” had been used with the intention of “neutralizing” 
the terrorists.13 When urine samples from the Moscow victims were sub-
jected to the most sensitive and sophisticated analysis available, none of the 
suspected fentanyl derivatives were found.14 In the absence of the known, 
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commercially produced derivatives such as sufentanyl and carfentanyl, ex-
perts concluded that the Moscow authorities had created their own fentanyl 
derivative, which was not capable of being detected in the West.

Dr. Akasheh  could see the technical attraction of this drug for Mossad: 
there would be little chance of detecting the hand of a killer because an au-
topsy was highly unlikely to reveal the real cause of death. “If you are not 
looking for levofentanyl, you don’t fi nd it. You might conclude that there was 
some kind of narcotic—but how would you know what to look for?” he asked. 
“You start a street fi ght and the guy goes home feeling there’s nothing wrong 
with him. In a while he starts to feel drowsy and says he’ll just have a nap. But 
he never wakes up—the drug takes effect while he’s asleep. It’s a homicide, 
but nobody knows.”

There was no known research on the clinical effi cacy of administering fen-
tanyl through the ear, and as Akasheh saw it, it made no sense medically. The 
human eardrum was a membrane that effectively sealed the ear, making it a 
slow point of absorption for any drug. Far better, he thought, to have sprayed 
it in Mishal’s mouth, where absorption through the fl eshy surface of the 
tongue would happen within seconds, or through the skin, which also would 
facilitate its rapid delivery to the bloodstream. But, for Akasheh to under-
stand where Mossad was coming from, he needed to invert his analysis. 
Trained in the business of saving lives, he failed to consider the potential of 
levofentanyl in the hands of an assassin.

Mossad’s decision to deliver the drug into Mishal’s ear was quite brilliant. 
They needed Mishal dead, but they wanted him to die in his own time. They 
wanted the drug to act slowly. Ideally, Mishal was to expire at least a few 
hours after the “innocent” street encounter and at a location removed from 
the scene. In those circumstances his family and colleagues would hardly be 
likely to connect his death to a stranger having “accidentally” brushed against 
him in the street that morning. But the plan had a fatal fl aw. Because the drug 
was administered through his ear, the hours before Mishal was expected to 
die also became the hours during which he might be saved.

Randa Habib was running ragged. Ordinarily there was logic to the division 
of her time between the offi ce and home. But she had been living at the offi ce 
for four straight days now, chained around the clock to her glass-topped desk. 
Her hair was bunched in a topknot that signaled “crisis” to all around her, and 
she was smoking more heavily than usual to calm her nerves. But even in the 
middle of this crisis, she found time to distractedly play mindless hands of 
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solitaire on her desktop computer as she waited for those she called to pick 
up the phone.

It was a spacious, welcoming offi ce, the cream walls set off by furniture and 
fi ttings in black and the fi nest red trim. Usually pristine, the offi ce was now 
becoming a pit as fi les and notebooks were strewn on  every fl at surface. As 
with any journalist on a big breaking story, for Habib it was the story—and 
only the story—that mattered.

Habib had reported on virtually  every development in the case so far. There 
had been her early conversation with Mishal, which had fi rst implicated 
Mossad in this whole business, then his wife informing her that Mishal was 
on a respirator. Subsequently, there had been her sensational confi rmation 
that Jordanian experts were examining a mysterious appliance, which sources 
close to the inquiry had told her was intended to kill Mishal. This appliance, 
she was led to understand, would have killed the Hamas leader without his 
death being linked to Thursday morning’s scuffl e in Garden Street and so 
without any adverse effect on relations between Jordan and Israel.

Late on Sunday morning, Habib reported that the Hamas leader was start-
ing to emerge from the controlled coma in which he had been blanked out for 
more than two days. It would be another four days before Mishal  could breathe 
unaided, but Habib—fi rst again with the story—quoted Mishal’s wife, Amal, 
as saying that early on Sunday, Mishal had stunned the bedside vigil by get-
ting up and walking a few steps, before collapsing back into the bed.

Jordanian border guards had already been alerted, but the sight of a Jew 
in a baggy suit striding across the metal-framed Allenby Bridge on a Sun-
day morning still took their breath away. It was a neat affectation by the 
patrician-looking Efraim Halevy. He came alone and he came on foot. To 
outsiders it might have seemed reckless for a former top Israeli agent and 
current se nior ambassador to stroll across any of Israeli’s borders. But Halevy 
well knew he was under double layers of electronic surveillance, both Israeli 
and Jordanian—as was anyone who might wish to do him harm. He enjoyed 
the walk, but his idiosyncratic arrival was also about sending a considered 
message to his Jordanian hosts. “We know each other; we trust each other,” 
he was saying.

A car dispatched by the palace collected Halevy and delivered him to the 
Little House in the royal compound in downtown Amman, where he was 
received by Crown Prince Hassan and the GID chief, General Samih Ba-
tikhi. As the Israeli was ushered into a reception room, he took comfort from 
his long friendship with the crown prince and his brother, the king, but 
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 Batikhi, the security head, was an unknown quantity. Oddly enough, the tim-
ing of Batikhi’s appointment as director of the GID and Halevy’s departure 
from the top echelon of Mossad for Brussels meant they had never met. But 
Halevy  could feel the oxyacetylene anger radiating from the man with the 
silver hair.

Halevy and his wife were regular houseguests at Hussein’s palaces. All this 
was taken on board at the GID, but as the Jordanian intelligence chief took 
in Halevy, he decided to treat him for what he was. In Batikhi’s estimation, 
the Israeli was a “smart Zionist”—just as capable as Danny Yatom of ordering 
Khalid Mishal’s assassination, and then going home to have dinner with his 
family and a good night’s sleep.

The Jordanians got straight down to business, revealing to Halevy for the 
fi rst time much of the minute detail of the previous Thursday’s attack on 
Mishal. Quite apart from their understandable outrage, what Halevy heard in 
the telling was a deep sense of hurt that Mossad’s se nior  people considered 
their Jordanian counterparts so stupid that they  could get past them with 
such slipshod planning. They were equally offended by the conclusion that 
Mossad now seemed to believe it  could act with impunity in Jordan. The 
crown prince complained he was still suffering waves of nausea from just 
thinking about what the Israelis had perpetrated.

Halevy bided his time, allowing them to let off all the steam they wanted. 
When he fi nally thought it might be acceptable, he requested permission for 
himself or one of his Amman embassy colleagues to visit the Mossad prison-
ers. Batikhi refused point-blank. Halevy then asked for the release of the four 
Mossad agents still hunkering in the embassy. In the face of more stonewall-
ing by Batikhi, Halevy recast his plea as a simple request to go to the Israeli 
Embassy. “Yes,” Batikhi fi nally consented, Halevy  could do that.

A car was made available to drive him to the Israeli mission, where, in a 
brief meeting, the former Mossad boss assured the four anxious agents he 
was doing all he  could to extract them quickly. “Be ready to move fast,” he 
instructed.

When Halevy returned to the palace, the group was joined by King Hus-
sein. Halevy was struck by what he detected as a deep sadness, rather than any 
sense of anger, in his friend. “It showed in his eyes,” the Israeli explained later. 
“It was genuine hurt. He spoke in the same soft way that he did after we did 
the Oslo agreement with the PLO without his knowledge.”

For either side to have raised the fate of the jailed Sheikh Yassin at this 
point in an already explosive political situation might have been expected to 
be the equivalent of removing the pin from a grenade. Yet, as it transpired, 
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groundwork by both sides in advance of this meeting had created circum-
stances in which the issue  could be slipped effortlessly into the dialogue, as 
though steered by its own inevitability. But the Jordanians would want more. 
They made it abundantly clear that they needed what might best be described 
as a “Yassin-plus” outcome. Halevy would recall later, “[King Hussein] inti-
mated he would be accepting the offer of the release of Sheikh Yassin to-
gether with others, yet to be specifi ed.”15

Changing gears diplomatically, Halevy suggested that the crisis  could not 
be allowed to fester. Acknowledging that Israel well understood it would have 
to pay dearly to resolve it all, he proposed a meeting at the highest level—
which he urged should be or ga nized for that very night. Hussein agreed and 
Halevy excused himself. Dashing back to the embassy, where he had access to 
a secure line, he succeeded in arm-twisting Netanyahu into agreeing to what 
promised to be a high-risk encounter.

Halevy then returned to the palace, and they all stood in an awkward circle. 
Hussein, Hassan, Batikhi—and their Israeli friend. This was the moment 
Halevy chose for a considered gamble. He complained to the monarch that 
Batikhi was being unreasonably harsh in his treatment of the six agents.

Privately, the Israeli concluded that there was no chance of winning im-
mediate freedom for the two held in jail. But he threw himself on the mercy 
of the king, pleading for permission to take out the four still hiding at the 
embassy. After all, the woman doctor had been permitted to leave the country 
after handing over the syringes.

Hussein was a gambler too. He knew it was unlikely that the Jordanian 
authorities  could lay their hands on these four without shooting their way 
into the embassy compound. The king was aware that Israel was a country 
capable of going to war for the lives of a handful of its soldiers. But such was 
the stupidity of this Mossad operation that the two Israelis languishing in his 
prison might as well have walked into their cells and thrown away the keys 
themselves. His majesty  could afford to be gracious.

Too gracious, Batikhi thought. His own preferred strategy was to keep 
tightening all the screws on the Israelis. Halevy now made his third dash back 
to the embassy and or ga nized an Israeli air force helicopter to come immedi-
ately to lift himself and the four agents out of Amman. He was determined 
to be off the ground before there  could be any change of heart. The helicopter 
took off from the embassy within thirty minutes of Halevy having left the 
royal palace late on Sunday afternoon.

Dropping the agents off at Mossad’s headquarters, Halevy fl ew to Je ru-
salem, where he barely had time to draw breath again before he was rounding 
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up the most se nior members of the Israeli government to brief them on his 
Amman outing. At the conclusion of Halevy’s lengthy account, they ad-
journed, again under cover of darkness, to the helipad at the Knesset, the Is-
raeli parliamentary complex in Je ru salem. The helicopter crew awaiting them 
was ready for takeoff.

The Israeli cabinet team entered Jordanian airspace after midnight, in the 
early hours of Monday, September 29, creeping across the Jordan Valley and 
up  toward Amman. With all lights blacked out to prevent identifi cation, they 
were running late.16 Nerves frayed as the big helicopter rose and fell in the 
darkness, with all on board peering out for any sign of welcome from the Am-
man authorities. They thought they were being snubbed.

Waiting on the ground, the Jordanians concluded that their clandestine 
visitors must be lost. The Israeli helicopter pilot had been given coordinates 
for the royal guard helipad at Hashimieh, on the western outskirts of metro-
politan Amman. But Jordanian air-traffi c control was reporting the chopper 
to be way off target—hovering over Al-Mafraq, about thirty miles northeast 
of the designated drop point.

In the interior gloom of the helicopter, Efraim Halevy became more agi-
tated as each tense minute ticked longer into the next. As a veteran of too 
many national security crises, his eyes darted around the crowded cabin, tak-
ing in his prime minister, ministers Ariel Sharon, Yitzhak Mordechai, and 
Elyakim Rubinstein, plus enough se nior military brass and government big-
wigs to fi ll him with dread. As an espionage agent turned diplomat, Halevy 
 could see a national tragedy in the making.

It was against all security guidelines to have the prime minister and even 
just one of his ministers travel on the same helicopter. Yet, here they were—
almost half the cabinet at the mercy of a single rotor blade, risking crashing 
into another aircraft or colliding with low-slung power lines as they groped in 
the dark for somewhere to land. The possibilities were too frightening—Ha-
levy wanted to hightail it back to Je ru salem.

Unable to make himself heard above the engine noise, he scratched a mes-
sage on a piece of paper for the prime minister: “Let’s go back,” it said. But 
Benjamin Netanyahu had come this far. His response was to slash his hand 
through the air a couple of times—“No way! No way!”

Ultimately, a Jordanian chopper fl ew abreast of the Israeli machine to guide 
them back  toward the Hashimieh helipad. Just a few minutes away from 
there by car, the place chosen for this extraordinary meeting was a small farm 
owned by the king’s offi ce director, Ali Shukri. Given the late hour, its remote 
setting, and the presence of a royal guards compound nearby, King Hussein 
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thought it was suffi ciently secure for such a team of VIP visitors. But, even 
though the prime minister of Israel had fl own into the night to see him, such 
was Hussein’s still incendiary anger that he chose to have no part in this visit, 
quite calculatedly snubbing Netanyahu. Instead, he sent Crown Prince Has-
san, Batikhi, and Shukri.

When the Israelis straggled into the farm, they were not invited indoors. 
They were offered nothing to eat, not a bowl of nuts, not even a drink. It was 
probably the only time a foreign delegation arriving as guests of King Hus-
sein was so pointedly denied traditional Arab hospitality. As they were ush-
ered to a small table beneath a shade cloth that swayed in a cool September 
breeze, no civility was extended at all.

Netanyahu was defensive, but he also attempted an apology. He took full 
personal responsibility for what had happened and, he said, he did not want 
it to refl ect on the peace process. But Batikhi, in particular, did not hear the 
prime minister’s words as a “sorry.” What he heard was Netanyahu attempt-
ing to downplay the whole affair, at the same time as he tried to justify it on 
the grounds of Hamas’s attacks within Israel. As the crown prince tried to 
pull the meeting back within the bounds of diplomatic decorum, Netanyahu 
made an ill-judged attempt to hose down Batikhi’s unbridled anger. “Gen-
eral, I see you are taking this very personally,” he told the GID man. “Please 
don’t—these things happen.”

That was a mistake because Batikhi was indeed taking it very personally. 
The intelligence channel he managed was probably the most important con-
duit between their two governments, even on political issues, and here were 
the Israelis trying to play his men for half-wits. General Batikhi had often 
been described as the fi rst chief of Jordan’s GID whose operational paradigm 
was not hatred for Israel; like the king, he believed in the treaty. He had 
worked hard to put into effect Hussein’s vision of peace and cooperation be-
tween diffi cult neighbors, despite the carping of just about  every man and 
woman in Jordan. Now Mossad had besmirched all that, creating circum-
stances in which Hussein would be made to look a fool, if not a collaborator, 
before his  people and the region.

The general knew he was fi ring bullets for his king. In Hussein’s absence, 
he resorted to a calculatedly coarse Arab response to Netanyahu’s “these 
things happen” jibe: “I’ll tell you why I’m angry,” he snorted. “This business is 
like meeting someone, trusting him, and building a new friendship. You in-
vite him home and, the minute you turn your back, he’s fucking your wife.”

Batikhi had taken the precaution of apologizing in advance to Crown 
Prince Hassan for the crude language he planned to use, but he still felt a 
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sharp knock to his knee under the table at this juncture. “Done,” Prince Has-
san was saying. “You’ve made your point.”

Batikhi’s point was about the Arab male sense of honor, of trust, and of 
dignity between friends, and, as it turned out, he was not quite done. Batikhi 
now put a name on the scalp that he and King Hussein wanted as a personal 
partial payment for Israel’s messing with Amman: “Danny Yatom is fi nished. 
Intelligence cooperation is over. I’ll never work with him again, even if King 
Hussein fi res me!” Batikhi declared.

Even before the attempt on the life of Khalid Mishal, Netanyahu might 
have anticipated payback from King Hussein if he were to drop his guard and 
give the Jordanians half a chance. The king’s heartfelt letter fi ve months ear-
lier, complaining about the Israeli prime minister’s contempt for the peace 
process, should have been warning enough. What deeply offended Hussein 
and his aides was that Netanyahu’s most outrageous acts were timed so closely 
to visits by se nior Israeli offi cials to Amman that the Hashemites  could easily 
be painted as collaborators, acquiescing in Israel’s most provocative deeds—
deliberately so, they suspected.

One of those deeds had been Netanyahu’s go-ahead, twelve months earlier, 
for a controversial tunnel under the Muslims’ Al-Aqsa Mosque in Je ru salem, 
sparking violence in which almost seventy  people had died—just twenty-four 
hours after Hussein had received a high-level envoy from Je ru salem. Another, 
which colleagues said burned in Batikhi’s brain, was the Israeli leader’s per-
sonal assurance to Hussein six months earlier that he had abandoned plans 
for thousands of new Jewish homes on the expropriated Palestinian land 
known in Arabic as Jebal Abu Ghneim and in Hebrew as Har Homa. This 
would be the last in a chain of Jewish settlements encircling Je ru salem, a 
prospect that drove the Palestinians to despair. Almost immediately after 
 giving Hussein that assurance, Netanyahu gave the green light for the bull-
dozers. Now he had to face the consequences.

Amidst all the anger at Shukri’s farm, a galled Crown Prince Hassan for-
mally registered Jordan’s complaint that the attack on Mishal in the streets of 
Amman constituted a violation of the treaty between their two countries. 
“We’re always reminded that Israel is the only dem o cratic state in the re-
gion . . .  and yet you fi nd the only dem o cratic state in the region being associ-
ated with an act of terror,” he said.17

As those at the meeting agreed in the broadest terms that it would require 
a substantial deal to get them all out of the mess, Hassan and Batikhi shuffl ed 
the pack. The occasions on which the Jordanians were dealt all the aces were 
too rare, but this was one of them. Hamas had already initiated a legal process 
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against the two Mossad agents in custody, petitioning for a public trial that 
would play very badly for Netanyahu in Israel. Furthermore, King Hussein 
had agreed with President Clinton’s plea the day before, that he should at-
tempt to negotiate a deal that would win so many kudos for Amman that he 
would not need to cave in to the rising chorus of demands in Jordan that he 
must abandon the treaty. Batikhi’s eyes bored into the squirming delegation 
from Je ru salem: “Jordan’s leadership has to be preserved. We are the victims 
in this, and you guys are going to pay.”

But agreement on what exactly those terms might ultimately be would 
have to wait. All accepted the need to ensure that Khalid Mishal’s health was 
fully restored before there  could be any further detailed talks. It was well after 
three am on Monday when the Israelis retreated into the night.

In her AFP story on the Sunday night reporting Mishal’s return from death’s 
door, Randa Habib revealed that the suspect “Canadians” had been moved to 
secret custody, not a common prison. And, she added, “Jordanian authorities 
have put a total news blackout on their [investigation of the Mishal affair].”

Later, and despite the blackout, Habib reported that the offi cial investiga-
tion demanded by Hamas was moving at breakneck speed. Already, the fi le 
had been referred to the Higher Criminal Court. The message here for Net-
anyahu was blunt—his men might still be put in the dock in Amman at what, 
for the Arab world, would be a sensational public examination of a botched 
Mossad mission.

But also in her report was the fi rst hint that the Jordanian investiga-
tion might conveniently run out of steam. “Jordanian authorities have cau-
tioned the Hebrew state and summoned the Israelis to identify the chemical,” 
Habib reported. “If Israel agrees, Jordan would make as little noise as possible 
and resolve the matter discreetly.”

Across the river in Israel, the media was still in its censorship straitjacket. 
But Smadar Perry, a se nior journalist on the Tel Aviv–based daily Yedioth 
Ahronoth, was attempting to wriggle free. Believing Randa Habib to be the 
best-connected journalist in Jordan, Perry had been electrifi ed by Habib’s 
AFP reports, which she was hearing on Radio Monte Carlo. Off duty on the 
day when the reports fi rst hit the wires, she thought them odd—except for 
the fact that they were Habib’s.

The Je ru salem Post had reported the attack on Mishal as a page-two item 
the day after it occurred. The newspaper covered Hamas’s allegation that this 
had been an assassination attempt, with Jordanian authorities hosing it down 
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and the Israeli government refusing to comment. But thereafter, coverage in 
the Israeli media virtually dried up. In Cold War terms, it was the equivalent 
of a CIA team being arrested by the British, after bungling the lunchtime 
assassination of a prominent Soviet fi gure in London’s Trafalgar Square—and 
the New York Times making no mention of it.

Calling her Tel Aviv offi ce, Perry urged a se nior editor to pick up the AFP 
accounts of the strange behavior of Israel’s intelligence ser vice in Amman. 
“Are you crazy?” he thundered down the line.

Perry continued to monitor Habib’s reports. The detail was too exquisite to 
have been concocted, she concluded. Convinced that Israel’s controversial 
Netanyahu was attempting to ride out a national crisis under cover of censor-
ship, Perry went back to the same editor. “Look,” she said, “Randa Habib 
does not invent this stuff !”18 But he would not budge.

Resorting to an old fallback for Israeli journalists, Perry suggested they 
outfox the censors by legitimately reporting what the foreign media, such as 
AFP, were reporting from Amman. “No. Habib is hallucinating,” the editor 
told Perry. “Who’d believe it?”
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Mousa Abu Marzook was back on top. As Khalid Mishal’s life hung in the 
balance, the engineer had eased back into the leader’s chair, crisis managing 
the Hamas political bureau in Amman. He lashed out at the Israelis, warning 
that if the attack on Mishal was the start of an Israeli campaign to strike at 
Hamas targets beyond historic Palestine, then Hamas too would strike at 
Israeli targets in the wider world.

For good mea sure, Abu Marzook took a swipe at Yasser Arafat and the 
PLO as well, warning that they would be targeted in new clandestine opera-
tions by Hamas’s military wing unless Arafat backed off. In the aftermath of 
the latest suicide bombings, Arafat’s security forces had been involved in an 
ongoing crackdown across the Occupied Territories, detaining dozens of 
Hamas activists and shutting down a dozen or more of the movement’s com-
munity institutions, including medical clinics, a soup kitchen for the needy, a 
girls’ dormitory, a school supplies agency, and a pirate television station.

Abu Marzook was pleased to have the cameras and microphones back in 
his life, and to see reporters lining up at his door. He had fun, especially with 
Jewish American reporters, some of whom would garble their surnames lest 
their antecedents be an issue when meeting top Hamas offi cials. Abu Mar-
zook enjoyed toying with them, asking them to articulate each syllable as he 
made a studious examination of a business card. Only then would he put 
them at ease. “Ah,” he would begin mischievously. “My lawyer was a Cohen. 
Did you know that the Cohens are the rabbis of the Jews?”

But the fun stopped when the call came from Samih Batikhi early on Sun-
day. The chief of the Mukhabarat needed to see Abu Marzook.

The GID boss took his time. In formulating a strategy for this discussion 
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with Abu Marzook, Batikhi had decided that he would not immediately raise 
the prospect of freedom for Sheikh Ahmad Yassin. Instead, what he needed 
to know was under what circumstances Hamas might agree to drop its legal 
action against the captured Israeli agents?

King Hussein was now contemplating acting above the law to free the 
Mossad men. Hamas, however, was demanding that the regime stay within 
the law and prosecute the Israeli prisoners, who it saw as terrorists. As a non-
Jordanian who lived in the kingdom by Hussein’s grace and who by now was 
quite familiar with Batikhi’s style, Abu Marzook had the sweaty-palmed feel-
ing of someone who knew he was about to be asked again to return the king’s 
favor.

Finally, they broke off for consultations with others. When they resumed 
their negotiations by phone—holding four or fi ve conversations during the 
day—Abu Marzook detected a more strident tone in the GID man as the 
stakes went ever higher. Batikhi needed Abu Marzook to engage in a classic 
barter, but that required the man from Hamas to talk. Instead, he chose to 
listen. Abu Marzook needed to protect his own position, preferring that Ba-
tikhi put fi rm proposals on the table, which Hamas might take or leave.

The GID director was aware that Hamas vehemently opposed the king’s 
treaty with Israel and the whole foundering peace process. The risk was that 
Abu Marzook might be tempted to gamble. By choosing not to cooperate 
with the regime, and instead using the attack on Mishal as a platform from 
which to ignite anti-regime anger, Hamas conceivably  could force the king of 
Jordan to kill two birds for the movement with a single stone. If Hamas and 
the Muslim Brotherhood were to whip up suffi cient popular protest, an anx-
ious Hussein might be obliged to abandon the treaty with Israel, which, in 
turn, would be a grave setback for the Clinton-sponsored Middle East peace 
process. This was power to be exploited to the hilt by Abu Marzook, unless, 
of course, the regime was to make an offer that Hamas  could not refuse.

Having failed to elicit an opening bid from Abu Marzook, Batikhi was 
obliged to play the Yassin card. Sheikh Ahmad Yassin, whom Abu Marzook, 
in particular, revered more than any other human being, had been languishing 
in an Israeli prison for eight years.

What if Netanyahu was forced to release Yassin? Batikhi asked in a dead-
pan voice. Wide-eyed, Abu Marzook batted it straight back. “The Jews would 
never agree,” he said, well aware that the only response to the demand for 
Yassin’s release that had followed each Hamas bombing had been a hardening 
of the Israeli resolve against their leader.

At this stage, it might have helped if Batikhi had trusted Abu Marzook 
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suffi ciently to brief him on the whole story of the Israeli antidote. To have 
done that might have engaged Abu Marzook in the wider complexities of the 
crisis, but as Batikhi saw it, that was too much of a gamble. If his attempt to 
lock in Abu Marzook were to sour, just the hint of any such dealings by Jor-
dan with Israel and the United States  could be used by Hamas to embarrass 
the regime.

Instead, Batikhi pressed on with the prisoner release issue, trying to ice the 
cake: “And some of the other prisoners—the release of Yassin and more 
Hamas prisoners?”

Abu Marzook wondered if Batikhi had taken leave of his senses. But the 
GID chief, who knew that any such deal needed the blessing of Hamas be-
fore Yassin  could be released, assured him he was deadly serious.

Always a pragmatist, Abu Marzook took the proposal back to his col-
leagues and, among them, they decided to test Batikhi’s patience by demand-
ing more. Some began to imagine the Israelis being made to release thousands 
of Hamas prisoners.

In a celebrated prisoner swap in the past, hundreds of Palestinian inmates 
had been freed in return for a few Israelis held by Palestinian forces. The 
Hamas men now  decided to press King Hussein to push ahead with the crim-
inal trial of the two Mossad agents unless Israel was ready to release hundreds 
of Palestinian prisoners.

Abu Marzook had gone too far. Batikhi quickly pushed back, with a re-
minder that, in attempting to preserve his own honor and his throne, King 
Hussein was far more concerned with his own fate than with any advan-
tage Hamas might gain in the crisis. Batikhi now spelled out some harsh 
realities—dozens, not hundreds, would be released; also, the Hamas legal 
team  could fold their tent—there would be no show trial for the Mossad hit 
men in Amman.

Abu Marzook fi nally agreed, fully appreciating that the release of Yassin 
would be a fabulous and unimagined prize. He was not to know, but the 
ac cep tance by Hamas of the king’s terms locked in the deal with the Israe-
lis, just as Hussein had envisaged. Jordanian and regional public opinion 
might be relied upon not to turn against the monarch if the Islamists  could 
be satisfi ed.

Now, as Hussein and Batikhi fi nalized the list of demands they would for-
mally present to the Israelis, the king decided he would also need a couple of 
dozen Fatah prisoners to keep Arafat quiet too. And, while he was at it, he 
should insist on the release of all Jordanians in Israeli custody. There would 
be something for  everyone in this.
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In the aftermath of the meeting at Shukri’s farm, Netanyahu was as desperate 
to win the release of his two Mossad agents as he was to get Washington, 
Ottawa, and Amman off his back. Yet, curiously enough, when the Israelis 
returned to Amman yet again, late on Monday night for another meeting, 
they presented an almost entirely new lineup. Efraim Halevy had now re-
turned to Brussels and, with the exception of one, all of the ministers who 
had made the Sunday midnight dash to Amman ceased to be involved in the 
Jordanian end of the drama.

That exception was Ariel Sharon, perhaps the member of the Israeli estab-
lishment most hated by the Palestinians. As Israel’s defense minister, Sharon 
had mounted the 1982 invasion of Lebanon for the express purpose of destroy-
ing the PLO. His audacious plan at the time was to see the Palestinians of 
Lebanon and the West Bank herded into Jordan in suffi cient numbers to topple 
the Hashemite regime. That would allow the creation of a new Palestinian state, 
which, the bullish Sharon thought, would solve all of Israel’s problems. He was 
even ready to help the Palestinians to depose King Hussein, and he had ad-
vocated Israeli military action “against the terrorist headquarters in Amman.”

Sharon had been no friend to Amman but had apparently seen the light 
after King Hussein and Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin signed the peace 
treaty. When the pact was presented for approval in the Knesset, Sharon re-
fused to vote for it, but later, observing its popularity among Israelis, he re-
packaged himself as Amman’s new best friend in the region.1

Now Netanyahu, embarrassed and facing off against Sharon in an internal 
power play, agreed to send the Likud strongman to Jordan to engage in a 
talkfest with the palace. If Sharon was successful, well and good—all would 
benefi t. If he failed, Sharon  could wear the blame. It was a classic political 
double play by the cornered Netanyahu. Sharon, for his part, did not hesitate 
to grab an opportunity for the limelight.

Accompanying Sharon on his journey to Jordan on Monday evening, now 
fi ve days after the attack on Khalid Mishal, was his intriguing aide, Majali 
Whbee. An Arab-Israeli, he was a member of the Druze sect of northern 
Israel, and one of the back-channel men between Amman and Je ru salem. 
Whbee had been denied access to the Israeli Embassy by the cordon of Jor-
danian military sealing the building off on the day of the hit on Khalid Mishal, 
when he returned there after a meeting with the king himself. When Netan-
yahu later demanded to be put through to Hussein at two o’clock in the 
morning, it was Whbee who had had enough presence of mind to dial the 
wrong number, rather than disturb the king.
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For the meeting with Sharon on the Monday night, King Hussein chose a 
venue that was more appropriate than Shukri’s farm—a small palace in the 
royal compound in the heart of Amman, which was reserved for guests of the 
crown prince. Hassan and General Batikhi were waiting to greet Sharon and 
Whbee when they arrived. Again it was almost midnight before the meeting 
began.

Once King Hussein had made his entrance, the Israeli and Jordanian del-
egations sat in a lounge setting, attempting small talk for a good thirty min-
utes. Batikhi was pumped up; Sharon too had come ready for a brawl. Finally 
Sharon let fl y—the only mistake on the part of the Israelis, he declaimed, had 
been the Mossad agents’ failure, not their choice of target, and not the loca-
tion. “If they did it properly, Mishal would be dead and  wouldn’t that be just 
great for  everyone,” he declared, needling Batikhi.

Batikhi refused to take the bait. Rolling his eyes, he demanded to know if 
Sharon, in the presence of the king of Jordan, intended to continue as rudely 
as he had begun.

Taking his cue, Whbee steered his Hebrew-speaking boss  toward more 
conciliatory language—words like “sorry,” “apology,” and “error.”2 But the 
king of Jordan took these verbal offerings and, wrapping them in salt, threw 
them straight back. “How do you apologize after such a huge mistake? This 
appalling error threatens the whole peace process,” he rebuked the rogue bull 
of the Israeli establishment.

On this occasion there was some semblance of Arab hospitality, and food 
was offered to the guests from Israel. While they were eating, Whbee tried to 
steer the meeting in a different direction. Sharon refused Whbee’s whispered 
suggestion that he take the initiative, so Whbee did it for him—regaling the 
Jordanians with an amusing account of how Sharon’s wife had recently 
phoned in from the farm and insisted on being put through to a formal ses-
sion of the Israeli cabinet to report to her husband on the successful birth of 
a calf.

Whbee’s ploy seemed to work. Sharon got the king’s attention with his 
theory of piping chilled drinking water to his sheep in a bid to improve their 
milk. In turn, Sharon was goggle-eyed as Hussein explained some of the 
more complex aspects of raising horses. But it was going to take more than a 
bit of farm talk to hoodwink King Hussein. When Sharon thought he had 
segued seamlessly to the fate of the two agents, Hussein merely gave Batikhi 
one of his meaningful looks.

Sharon was noticeably impatient as Batikhi long-windedly set out the need 
for Jordan to survive the crisis with no scar tissue. When Batikhi bullet-
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pointed Amman’s specifi c demands, Sharon hit the ceiling. First his face went 
red, then, at the mention of Yassin’s name, it went white. Despite the pre-
liminary discussion with the Israelis the previous day about the need to free 
Yassin, Sharon appeared utterly taken aback. He gave the impression that he 
had no idea that this question had already been canvassed with his own leader. 
“Impossible! General, you are asking for the impossible,” he exploded. “Not 
even the prime minister of Israel can do this.”

Batikhi, as his master’s voice, pressed on, making clear that Jordan was 
not proposing that Yassin be released to exile in Jordan. “He goes back to 
Gaza,” he said, fl ourishing his own trump card. “And the other prisoners will 
have the right to go back to their homes and villages in Gaza and the West 
Bank.”

Flustered, Sharon said he had come to Amman only to listen. He claimed 
he  could see no possible connection between the Mossad attack on Mishal 
and the release of Sheikh Ahmad Yassin. But in any event, he was not autho-
rized to make concessions. He would have to report back to Netanyahu.

It was about four am when Sharon left with Whbee, advising Batikhi to be 
more realistic. “Netanyahu will not accept,” he told him. “So you’re going to 
have to reconsider.”

Batikhi shoved a list of the Jordanian demands at Whbee, and went home 
to grab some sleep. At about six am he was roused by the bedside phone. On 
the line was an operator on the GID switchboard, requesting permission to 
patch through a call from Je ru salem. The heavy voice of Ariel Sharon came 
down the line: “General, you’ve got yourself a deal.”

Batikhi left nothing to chance. Abu Marzook was squared away and the Is-
raeli government was basically prepared to accept the king’s demands. Batikhi 
was fi nally clear to embark on the next stage in the king’s strategy to hold 
Netanyahu to the fi re—a dash to Washington with Crown Prince Hassan to 
see President Bill Clinton, to make sure that the United States was absolutely 
clear on all the facts of this crisis.

During his absence, Batikhi’s men combed the city in a relentless investi-
gation of  every aspect of the activities of the “Canadians” in Amman. Their 
eyes were every where. Ranya Kadri found herself in the spotlight again when 
she took the Washington Post ’s Barton Gellman to Garden Street, to attempt 
to reconstruct events at the scene of the crime. The search for eyewitnesses 
took them into a nearby fabric shop. Minutes later they were back in the 
street, planning their next move, when Kadri observed two men entering the 
shop. “Mukhabarat!” she exclaimed before racing back into the shop to fi nd 
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the two men, with notebooks open, copying down the details of the business 
cards she and the American reporter had left with the merchant.

Over at the AFP offi ces, Randa Habib stayed up all night on Tuesday. The 
king’s  every public word now was crafted as a bullet or a shield. Habib’s an-
tennae told her a dramatic development was imminent when Hussein seemed 
to go out of his way in a speech at Zarqa to address the issue of prisoners held 
by Israel. This was how it worked in this part of the world—public hints by 
the king laid down a marker for news of what offi cials were hammering out 
behind closed doors.

There was haggling over which prisoners  could be released. The Jordanians 
were derisive when the Israelis challenged some names they had submitted. 
When Whbee objected, arguing that some had “blood on their hands,” he 
was mocked by Saed Khair, one of Batikhi’s se nior men. Khair suggested that, 
if this was so, perhaps Israel might nominate the “respectable, good  people in 
Israeli jails” who should be released.

Finally, up to seventy names were agreed. Many of the Jordanians had been 
serving sentences of twenty or more years. Israeli offi cials tried to “spin” the 
list, arguing that some had been arrested before executing their violent crime 
against Israel and thus it was of no great concern or embarrassment for Israel 
to see them walk free. But the Jordanians let it be known that most were “se-
nior Hamas leaders.”

King Hussein now became increasingly confi dent of his own survival. In 
public, he continued to fl ail at Benjamin Netanyahu; yet, at the same time he 
allowed a little give-and-take. For now, he insisted that the timing of the re-
lease of the two Mossad agents be left up in the air. His Majesty also refused 
outright a plea from Israel that Ottawa should be denied access to the in-
criminating Canadian passports, which had been seized from the agents.

With his own deal in place, King Hussein started setting the ground for 
the collapse of the Hamas case against the Israeli agents, which was a com-
plication he  didn’t need. “We don’t have a weapon that was used against Kha-
lid Mishal, and from the depositions of Mishal’s companions, the aggressors 
failed to touch him directly,” the king announced, much to the astonishment 
of Randa Habib, whose inquiries through her own sources suggested quite 
the opposite.

In a single sentence King Hussein had revealed the pragmatism that un-
derlay the diffi cult but, for him, necessary relationship with his Israeli neigh-
bors. Exposure of the weapon—and all that it would reveal about a thriller-like 
departure from Israel’s usual practice of eliminating its enemies with conven-
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tional bombs and bullets—was a head ache Benjamin Netanyahu  didn’t need. 
On this issue, Hussein would oblige him.

As they left Amman late on Tuesday, there was a slight hiccough with regard 
to the important issue of royal dress standards among King Hussein’s hand-
picked delegation to Washington. The departure abroad of any of the se nior 
royals required that they be formally bidden farewell to on the tarmac by fam-
ily members and offi cials. The problem arose with the arrival of the CIA 
station chief, Dave Manners, who, at the express wish of King Hussein, was 
to accompany Crown Prince Hassan and General Batikhi on their visit to the 
United States. As the American mingled with the assembled suits in his 
trademark denim jeans and polo shirt, one or two of the Jordanian retainers 
had conniptions at such a breach of protocol. Fast on his feet, Ali Shukri 
quickly hustled Manners up the rear stairs of the aircraft, with instructions to 
remain out of sight until they were airborne.

The Jordanians were fi xated on getting the ear of President Bill Clinton. 
King Hussein knew he had Israel’s prime minister against a wall for as long 
as he held his trophy prisoners, the Mossad duo. But any lingering trust he 
had in Netanyahu was so shattered that Hussein would leave nothing to 
chance. He wanted Clinton to be intimately versed on the details so that, in 
the event of any last-minute breakdown in Amman’s negotiations with the 
Israelis, the American president  could make informed decisions. Hussein’s 
willingness, at this critical stage of the crisis, not to have his closest advis-
ers—his brother Hassan and Batikhi—at his side indicated how great was his 
need to have the full backing of Washington. Hussein understood too the 
diplomatic punch of a personal meeting with the president.

The Americans understood as well. Such was the anxiety in Washington 
that as the sleek Gulfstream IV eased to a halt on the tarmac at Andrews Air 
Force Base, just outside the Beltway, late on Wednesday morning, no less a 
fi gure than CIA director George Tenet was there to receive them. Batikhi 
and Manners found their own way to CIA headquarters at Langley while 
Tenet drove the crown prince to the fashionable Madison Hotel, just off Mas-
sa chu setts Avenue, near Du Pont Circle.

Batikhi later held a hurried session with Tenet at the CIA and managed to 
squeeze in a half-hour session with his Canadian counterpart, who had fl own 
down from Ottawa, hoping to extract more information from the tight-lipped 
Batikhi about Israel’s misuse of Canadian passports. But the real reason for 
this trip was thirty vital minutes in the Oval Offi ce that Clinton’s staff had 
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managed to slot into the presidential diary for early on Wednesday evening, 
October 1.

Prince Hassan and General Batikhi were received at the White House by 
the president and National Security Advisor Sandy Berger, Secretary of State 
Madeline Albright, and the man who had taken King Hussein’s fi rst tele-
phone call to the White House, Bruce Riedel, Clinton’s special adviser on 
Near  Eastern affairs. The contents of a polished briefcase that remained in 
the fi rm clasp of the crown prince throughout this visit were a closely guarded 
secret. By several accounts, it was stuffed with “evidence” against the Israelis, 
including damaging statements by the two Mossad agents during their inter-
rogation in Amman. There were oblique references to a show-and-tell video 
recording of the Israelis’ confessions. But all subsequent questions about the 
contents of the case and in whose hands it was left were met with a stony 
silence.

The Americans listened in amazement as fi rst Hassan and then Batikhi 
walked them through the results of the GID’s investigation to date. The pres-
ident promised his backing to King Hussein and offered to hold Netanyahu 
to the terms of whatever exit deal might fi nally be agreed. Clinton also un-
dertook to continue pressing Netanyahu to moderate his behavior, in the 
hope that there might be a resumption of the stalled peace talks between the 
Arafat-led Palestinian Authority and the government of Israel, the outcome 
of which was vital to Jordan. All spoke in saintly tones of the absent King 
Hussein.

Hassan, the king’s younger brother, was not the stereotypical Arab prince. 
He arrived at the White House in his customary con ser va tive business suit 
with a neatly knotted tie, not in fl owing robes. He had a reputation as a man 
of words, but one who had the ability to lose his audience between the start 
and fi nish of a single sentence. He was a graduate of Christ Church, Oxford, 
and he involved himself in education and the sciences. In religion, he was 
ecumenical. Hassan  could speak to Arabs and Jews, to the En glish, French, 
and Germans, and to the Turks in their native tongues. But the most power-
ful language in this Oval Offi ce encounter was symbolic.

Though he was not present, the meeting was an extraordinary moment in 
the life of Khalid Mishal. Here in the Oval Offi ce, the unquestioned epicen-
ter of global power since the end of the Cold War, the president of the United 
States was receiving one of the more refi ned princes of the Arab world to 
ensure, not that the man accused by Israel of dispatching suicide bombers was 
dead, but rather that he was alive and, hopefully, getting better. The prince 
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had swept in from halfway around the world for a meeting with the president 
that was a turning point for Mishal as much as it was for Hamas. Until this 
point, they had been locked out of the Middle East club, as its members en-
gaged in the push-me, pull-you Oslo process. But now Mishal and his move-
ment had been acknowledged as key players.

For Benjamin Netanyahu, also absent, the meeting was more problematic. 
Riedel, for one, came away from it quite baffl ed by what he later described as 
the “foolishness” of the Israeli prime minister. “He was so willing to endanger 
Israel’s and America’s best friend in the region,” he told colleagues. “On top 
of every thing else he’s done, this is dangerous, out-of-control stuff. . . .  All 
talk, little thought.”

In the air, going to and from Washington, Samih Batikhi went through 
great emotional swings. At one moment, he was on a high, wanting to cele-
brate the Clinton response as much as Hussein’s fi ne management of the 
crisis. In the next he was down, warning that Mossad director Danny Yatom 
would still pay personally for Netanyahu’s “criminal” conduct. He declared 
that all security cooperation between the two countries was frozen and rel-
ished recounting how he had ordered the closure of the Mossad station in 
Amman. “I can’t deal with a cheat,” he said with fi nality. “Do you know the 
stuff I’ve done for that man? And he does this to me? It’s treachery—I just 
can’t deal with it! If they wanted to kill Mishal, they should have told us.”

It explained perhaps the reason why such a hardened professional as Ba-
tikhi had taken the matter so personally. Dave Manners, fl ying high over the 
Atlantic, was left wondering if perhaps his Jordanian colleague had had some 
sort of tip-off on the Mossad plot against Khalid Mishal. Perhaps he had, but 
then had presumed—or maybe had been led to believe—that the Israelis 
would not attempt the assassination in Jordan. Batikhi had complained previ-
ously about the Israelis’ whining about the Hamas leader. Now he snapped, “I 
tell you, if I  could prove that Khalid Mishal was operational, he’d be in jail 
immediately.”

Manners fully understood the depth and detail of the GID-Mossad rela-
tionship, and he commiserated with Batikhi over his personal sense of viola-
tion. “And now they pull this shit in your front yard,” he said by way of 
comfort for his aggrieved friend.

“What does it tell you about them—and their regard for us?” Batikhi went 
on. Clearly the GID chief would need time to recover, but there  could be no 
wallowing in self-pity at this stage.

They were away from Jordan for just thirty hours, most of it up in the 
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clouds in the king’s Gulfstream. After swooping into Shannon, in Ireland, to 
refuel and then proceeding straight on to Washington, their feet barely touched 
the ground before they were wheels-up again and jetting back home.

While Hassan and Batikhi were in the United States, events on the ground 
in Jordan were unfolding rapidly.

Mousa Abu Marzook had been to the hospital on Tuesday afternoon to 
brief the now conscious Khalid Mishal on his meetings the previous day with 
Samih Batikhi about the possible release of Sheikh Yassin. On Tuesday night 
the king had set the scene with his reference to the release of prisoners during 
his speech at Zarqa. That news had both the reporter Randa Habib and the 
patient Khalid Mishal riveted.

Habib decided to stay at her desk working the phones through the night, 
and so she was able to report to AFP at about midnight on the drama that 
was to unfold in the coming hours. Mishal’s own sense that something was 
already afoot was heightened when hospital staff advised him to prepare for 
an important visitor, who would arrive well after midnight.

Just minutes before four am on Wednesday, not many would have noticed 
Israel’s military media machine spluttering into life, for just the few seconds 
it took to issue a brief statement in the dead of night: On the grounds of his 
poor health, Sheikh Ahmad Yassin was to be released. At about the same 
time, lying in his hospital bed in Amman, Khalid Mishal realized that the 
king of Jordan was standing at his bedside.

The king did not stay long. He inquired after Mishal’s health and care, but 
it seemed he was visiting the hospital at this ungodly hour on other business. 
Within minutes of the king leaving his room, Mishal detected the slow thump 
of an approaching helicopter. It became so loud that it had to be dropping 
into the hospital grounds. He hauled himself to a window.

In the eerie early half-light, no less a fi gure than the king himself stood 
patiently at the edge of the hospital helipad as the ungainly aircraft clattered 
in from the west, its Jordanian pilot crab walking it into position so that its 
cabin door would open to face the king. Paramedics rushed to extract a 
stretcher. A brown-checked blanket obscured the patient’s wraith-like form. 
But any Palestinian observer, from the squalor of the West Bank to the queue 
in a Chicago Dunkin’ Donuts, would have known, from the instant they saw 
the banged-up wheelchair being offl oaded from the aircraft, that Sheikh Ah-
mad Yassin had been freed.

This was the massive price Israel was forced to pay for the rush of blood to 
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the head that had made Benjamin Netanyahu think he  could pull off an as-
sassination in the streets of Amman on a Thursday morning in September.

In Washington there was helpless hand-wringing as the release of Yassin 
was locked in. A glum Dennis Ross declared it to be “an idea that  didn’t  really 
thrill us.” But he endorsed Bruce Riedel’s analysis. Describing Yassin as the 
“guy who orchestrated the bombings that elected Netanyahu,” Riedel accu-
rately assessed Yassin’s impending release as “political dynamite” on both sides 
of the Jordan River. However, he warned that, had Netanyahu refused to go 
ahead, the survival of the Israel-Jordan treaty would have been at stake. “Cer-
tainly a disaster; possibly fatal,” he judged.

They had never met face-to-face. Yet here they were now—Yassin the 
spiritual leader and Mishal the strategic brain behind the Hamas movement 
and the whole Islamifi cation of the Palestinian cause—in the same hospital, 
not too many bed lengths away from each other. For decades they had worked 
together and in parallel—one “inside” and the other “outside,” to use the ar-
got by which Palestinians separated the Occupied Territories from the rest of 
the world.

Mishal demanded that he be taken immediately to Yassin. Nurses said no, 
arguing that Mishal was not well enough. Doctors were summoned and they 
backed the nurses, but Mishal wore them all down. After about an hour, he 
was lifted into a wheelchair and pushed along a connecting corridor to the 
next building, where Yassin was settling in.

Despite the nature of this encounter, and all that it meant for the rebirth of 
Hamas, Mishal was oddly stiff. He later described to outsiders this meeting, 
which might have been expected to be intense, even emotional: “It was an 
auspicious occasion, especially when you think of a person who, despite his 
disability, had withstood all the pressure and imprisonment to lead the move-
ment in diffi cult times,” he said. “The overwhelming sensation was pride and 
gratitude to God that the attempt on my life was cause for his release. Success 
for Hamas out of failure for the Israelis confi rmed our Islamic belief in the 
limitless power of God.”3

As word of Yassin’s arrival in Amman spread, there was pandemonium 
as the hospital and its sprawling grounds took on the air of a Hamas re-
vival meeting. Mousa Abu Marzook—almost in tears at being reunited with 
Yassin—and Mohammad Nazzal ran the whole operation by mobile phone 
from the shade of a tree in the hospital garden.

But there was confusion over Yassin’s precise fate—in Gaza, his family 
 issued a statement denouncing the old man’s removal from the Occupied 
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 Territories. “He should be allowed to die in Gaza,” it said. At this stage, 
 Israeli offi cials sought to stir the pot, spreading word that Yassin would not 
be allowed to return to Gaza.

The Israelis had a hidden agenda here,  driven by their anxiety that the 
Jordanians had departed from the deal as they understood it. As originally 
agreed, the fi rst of the two captured Mossad agents was to have been freed 
when Yassin arrived in Amman in the early hours of Wednesday; the second 
was to be returned to Israel once Yassin was back in Gaza, which was sched-
uled for the coming Sunday. It was true the Jordanians had shifted ground, 
deciding that, because they  could no longer trust the Israelis, they would keep 
both Mossad agents until Amman was fully satisfi ed with the completion of 
Yassin’s relocation.

By casting public doubt on the sheikh’s return to Gaza at this stage, the 
Israelis were more interested in telegraphing to Hussein that they still had a 
card to play: their military forces on the ground in Gaza and their control of 
the airspace over the Occupied Territories gave them the power to block Yas-
sin’s return until their men were freed.

To see King Hussein now being branded the architect of Yassin’s depor-
tation beyond historic Palestine, rather than enjoying his freedom in Gaza, 
was a tricky moment that Abu Marzook had anticipated, not so much on the 
king’s behalf as on Yassin’s. The preacher’s right to return to Gaza had been 
such a fundamental issue for Hamas that Abu Marzook had insisted on an 
audience with the king, so that he  could spell this out to Hussein after he and 
Batikhi had crunched the prisoner numbers.

When Batikhi had fi nally allowed Abu Marzook to speak to King Hussein, 
the man from Hamas had just one imperative plea. The Hamas brothers’ 
greatest fear was that, irrespective of any stalling by the Jordanians, the Israe-
lis might pull a counter-stunt such as that which now seemed a distinct pos-
sibility. As Hamas saw it, a spiritual fi gurehead like Yassin had currency for 
the movement whether he was in Gaza or in an Israeli jail, but to be exiled in 
Amman would render him just another exile. He might as well be in Paris. 
“Sheikh Yassin must be allowed to return to his home in Gaza!” Abu Mar-
zook had pleaded to the king in his slightly falsetto voice.4

It was to ensure that this happened that King Hussein had extracted a 
written undertaking from the Israelis guaranteeing that, even though Yassin 
was to be fl own beyond Israel’s international borders on the day he was re-
leased from prison, he would also be free to return to Gaza, which was under 
the control of Israel. Each element of this deal had been checked and re-
checked in extraordinary detail.
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The fi rst that Yassin had known of his pending freedom was in the very 
early hours of Wednesday, when Israeli guards entered his cell, handing him 
a typed letter. Over the signature of General Yom Tov Samia, commander of 
Israel’s southern military headquarters, its halting Arabic explained that 
Sheikh Ahmad Yassin was being pardoned, not deported. It went on to say 
that, as a result of an accord between His Majesty King Hussein of Jordan 
and Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu of Israel, Yassin was to be liberated 
to Jordan; that the Israeli leader was acceding to a Jordanian request based on 
Yassin’s poor health; and that King Hussein would be sending his personal 
physician and a trusted envoy in a Jordanian helicopter to accompany Yassin 
to Amman.

It concluded, “The king agrees with the prime minister that Yassin be given 
a pardon document and identity papers—this is not a deportation and the 
state of Israel is committed to this.”

Having digested its contents, Yassin was secured in his wheelchair and then 
wrapped in the brown blanket. In the middle of the night, he was wheeled 
out of the prison to be loaded into a Jordanian air force helicopter and fl own 
to freedom.

At the King Hussein Medical City, doctors fought their way through a 
throng of visitors to examine the old cleric. It seemed he had a problem with 
one of his ears, but for a paraplegic who had spent eight years in a harsh 
prison environment, Yassin was in surprisingly good shape, so much so that 
within hours he demanded to speak to the  people of Gaza. Mousa Abu Mar-
zook cradled a hospital telephone next to his pallid cheek, and at the other 
end the handset was held to a microphone at the premises of the Union 
of Arab Journalists, from where loudspeakers relayed Yassin’s reedy words 
through the rutted streets of Gaza City.

He came out fi ghting: “Young men and women, those who fi ght and those 
who stay in our country, we will continue in our way, which is the way of 
Muhammad. I salute those who sacrifi ce themselves so that we might see 
light at the end of the tunnel. Hamas will not cease the fi ght till we have 
liberated all of Palestine—from the river to the sea.”

Hours later, Randa Habib interviewed Yassin by telephone, and his defi -
ance was the same. Instead of savoring his freedom, the sheikh railed against 
the Israeli authorities and against Arafat for the latest round of closures of 
Hamas institutions. With bravado out of all proportion to his physical frailty, 
Yassin lamented Arafat’s weakness in caving in to Israeli pressure. “The Israe-
lis never dared to close these associations when I was running them” was his 
withering dismissal of the PLO leader.
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King Hussein now was in a position to take some mischievous plea sure 
from a crisis that had been thrust upon him, so he called Yasser Arafat him-
self. The tension was exquisite—Hussein well knew the PLO leader would be 
enraged that it was he, Hussein, who had achieved Yassin’s release, just as he 
knew that Arafat would have to smile for the cameras and hail this victory for 
all Palestinians. Arafat had already been on the phone to Washington, com-
plaining to Dennis Ross. “Why should I pay a price for this,” Arafat whined 
to Clinton’s special envoy to the Middle East. “It’s going to create prob-
lems. . . .  It undermines me.”

Having informed Arafat that his nightmare was about to resume, that 
Sheikh Yassin would be returning to Gaza, where, once again, he would con-
tinue in his inevitable way as a thorn in Arafat’s side, King Hussein made a 
gesture. Some would see it as magnanimous, others Machiavellian, but the 
king dispatched yet another helicopter to the Occupied Territories, this time 
to fetch Arafat, so that he too  could appear in Amman, where he might bask 
in the shadow of the victorious Hussein as he congratulated Yassin.

Hussein and his PLO guest, both short in stature, were lost in a media 
throng that descended on Yassin’s room.

At Queen Alia airport, another welcoming party was preparing to rush to 
Yassin’s side as the Gulfstream touched down on its return from Washington 
shortly after 2:30 pm on Thursday. Wanting to miss none of it, Crown Prince 
Hassan ordered Batikhi and Manners into the passenger seats of his car as he 
jumped behind the wheel himself for a mad dash to the hospital to join the 
offi cial greeting circle for Sheikh Yassin.

Arafat emerged after the hospital visit declaring Yassin to be his ally in the 
peace process. But he was subjected to ridicule, with reporters pressing him 
on how he had showered kisses on the freed leader of Hamas at the same time 
as his security forces were cutting a swathe through the ranks of Hamas and 
its institutions in the Occupied Territories. Arafat blustered and instead 
thanked Yassin for supporting the peace process—an interpretation that 
 could not be placed on the cleric’s words, which at best were ambiguous.

On October 6, a huge crowd assembled at the hospital for Yassin’s depar-
ture. Their eyes were fi xed on the inert form of a Jordanian helicopter that sat, 
rotor blades drooping, on the KHMC helipad. Yassin’s departure had origi-
nally been planned for twenty-four hours earlier. Now it was announced that 
takeoff would be at one pm. But as reporters killed time in the gardens, one 
o’clock came and went; they were informed that there was to be a further 
delay.
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Standing in the sun, Randa Habib stabbed at her mobile phone, deciding 
to take her irritation out on any Jordanian offi cials who might answer her 
calls. As she attempted to get to the bottom of the delay, she wandered away 
from her colleagues and, quite by chance, she ended up doing what no other 
reporter had done.

The hospital was on one of Amman’s prominent hilltops and, instead of 
looking into the gardens and the waiting helicopter, Habib turned her gaze 
out over Amman. It was then that she saw them—two more helicopters. 
They were hovering over the Mukhabarat bunker on the next hilltop, about 
half a mile away. She  could not be certain they were Israeli, but she concluded 
they were foreign because, in appearance, they were nothing like the machine 
that sat in the garden, which she knew to be Jordanian.

The fi rst offi cial to whom she spoke revealed that there had been a last-
minute wrinkle in the negotiations and that this had required the return to 
Amman of Ariel Sharon and his sidekick Whbee. She made more calls about 
the mysterious choppers, and at about 2:30 pm, she phoned an urgent to 
Paris.

With just a few stunning exclusive lines, yet again, she was the fi rst jour-
nalist to reveal to the world that the Mossad team was to be released and 
would return to Israel by helicopter within the hour. Quoting unnamed offi -
cials, she had the full gist of the deal that had been negotiated in the ten days 
of mostly secret talks since the attack on Mishal. She now revealed that Hus-
sein would allow the Israeli agents to walk, but that the penalty on Israel was 
not only the repatriation of Yassin but the release of an additional seventy 
prisoners—both Palestinians and Jordanians.

Had she had the time to delve deeper, Habib might have discovered that 
the Israeli machines had been sitting, waiting, in the GID compound since 
seven o’clock that morning. Her counterparts in the Israeli media would al-
ready have discovered that the deal was under way at about mid-morning, 
when the fi rst twenty prisoners to be released had been shepherded to a mil-
itary helicopter base in central Israel in prep ara tion for their return to Jordan. 
There were eleven Palestinians and nine Jordanians.5

There was a further revelation embedded in what Habib’s sources had 
told her—the four Mossad agents who had been pinned down in the em-
bassy had already been released, about a week earlier. But she had no time to 
dwell on that because at 2:47 pm there was thunderous applause from the 
gardens as a smiling Sheikh Ahmad Yassin was wheeled into the afternoon 
sunlight.
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With the tails of a dazzling white kaffi yeh draped over his slight shoulders, 
Yassin emerged at his hectoring best. “The fi ght must continue,” he cried. 
At this point his words were drowned by calls of “Allahu akbar! Allahu 
akbar!”

As they always do at Arab media conferences, the cameramen lunged for-
ward as waves of emotion erupted from the crowd. Yassin’s  every statement 
was met with a “God is great” chorus from Hamas and Muslim Brotherhood 
activists and supporters on the ground and from the hospital balconies, which 
were thick with patients and uniformed staff. They clapped and cheered for 
Hamas and King Hussein. It was impossible for the media scrum to hear the 
feeble Yassin above the din, and it fell to Mohammad Nazzal to repeat his 
 every word.

Was it true that that Yassin had endorsed a cease-fi re? “We want peace,” 
the preacher began, in what was to be another of his lessons in ambiguity. 
“But if it’s not possible to restore our rights by peaceful means, we’ll not ac-
cept the occupation of our land,” Yassin said through Nazzal.

What about the friction between himself and Arafat? At this stage even 
the acerbic Yassin tried to gloss over the gulf between Hamas and the PLO. 
“We’ll not allow the blood of Palestinians to be spilled for the benefi t of our 
enemies,” Nazzal repeated.

It was Randa Habib who then stepped in, with a question that punctured 
the triumphal mood. “How does Sheikh Yassin feel about the price of his 
freedom being freedom for the Mossad agents who tried to kill Khalid 
Mishal?”

There was stunned silence. Yassin looked at Habib and then turned to 
Nazzal. The holy man said something that  could not be heard, but Nazzal 
then eyed Habib. “Are you sure?” he asked her. “Has this happened?”

When she nodded in the affi rmative and pointed to two helicopters head-
ing into the haze of the Jordan Valley, Nazzal and Yassin went into a brief 
huddle. Nazzal then announced that there would be no further comment. 
The press conference was over.

Yassin was lifted from the wheelchair onto a stretcher, which the paramed-
ics then strapped into the chopper as the pilot revved his engines for takeoff. 
Two doctors and a paramedic clambered in to watch over Yassin during the 
forty-minute fl ight to the Gaza Strip.

Habib had watched the Israeli helicopters, with the freed Mossad agents as 
passengers, lift out of the Mukhabarat compound at 2:50 pm and then swing 
westward  toward Je ru salem. At 3:05 the Jordanian machine, with Yassin on 
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board, took off, tracking on a more southerly bearing in the direction of Gaza. 
She fi led each departure as a separate news bite and, between them, the last 
details of the Israeli-Jordanian haggling over the botched attempt on the life 
of Khalid Mishal.

Habib’s last question had sent Yassin off in a mood of uncertainty. Despite 
Abu Marzook’s talk with Batikhi about a trade for the release of Yassin, 
Hamas had not reckoned on King Hussein being quite so accommodating to 
the needs of Mossad and the Israeli leadership. On his release from the hos-
pital a couple of days earlier, a pale-looking Khalid Mishal had spoken to 
reporters: “Hamas insists that the authors of the attempt on my life must be 
judged and punished,” he told them.

But the at mo sphere on the Israeli helicopter that ferried the freed agents 
was just as strained, even more uncertain. Apart from their Canadian aliases, 
the agents were never identifi ed publicly, other than as “A” and “D.” On being 
freed from the cells beneath Samih Batikhi’s offi ce, they had stumbled into 
daylight, and the noise and hot air of a helicopter preparing for takeoff. They 
were uncomfortable, confused, and uncertain about what  would come next.

They had been informed they were going home, and indeed the helicop-
ter looked like an Israeli machine. But their only escort appeared to be an 
Arab. This was Majali Whbee, whom the agents had neither seen nor heard 
of before. For the duration of the fl ight, the noise of the machine enveloped 
the awkward personal silence that embraced all three. Whbee sensed the 
agents were ashamed of themselves and, despite his assurances, they refused 
to believe they had been freed until the helicopter put down in the Mossad 
compound.6

With Yassin back in Gaza and the Mossad agents returned to Israel, the 
next stage in the deal had been accomplished. Just before fi ve pm, an Israeli 
helicopter delivered the nine Jordanian prisoners to Amman, and the eleven 
Palestinians were simultaneously released in Ramallah. Fifty more prisoners 
were to be freed in the coming weeks.7

As the Jordanian helicopter landed in Gaza, a crowd of more than fi fteen 
thousand well-wishers engulfed the sixty-one-year-old Yassin. Most of the 
Israeli media covered Gaza by phone from Je ru salem or Tel Aviv, but a few 
brave reporters made it their business to understand the life and mood of the 
Occupied Territories and, for them, an event as tumultuous as Yassin’s return 
was not to be missed.

Mingling among the crowd, they were confronted by a group of armed 
Palestinian security men. Nahum Barnea, a journalist on the Tel Aviv-based 
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daily Yedioth Ahronoth, was surprised when one of the Palestinians asked him 
in perfect Hebrew, “Who are you?”

“Who are you?” the reporter countered.
They claimed to be members of Yasser Arafat’s Preventive Security Ser-

vice, but it seemed improb able that they would be fl uent in Hebrew. Ac-
knowledging the reporter’s quizzical look, the Palestinian explained that he 
had learned Hebrew while doing time in an Israeli prison.

Having broken the ice, the security man then offered some advice. “You 
can walk around,” he said. “But please do not mention that you are Israelis—
and no talking Hebrew.”

“Sure,” Barnea told him. “We’ll say we are Canadians.”8
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Khalid Mishal would disappear for a while. On his release from the hospital 
eight days after the attack, he was still pale and drawn, but he had survived 
heroically. Hamas operatives prepared a safe house, enlisting the Muslim 
Brotherhood in Amman to provide a more secure offi ce in one of its lesser-
known establishments where Mishal might lie low. But before he dropped 
from sight, Mohammad Nazzal summoned reporters for Mishal’s victory 
interviews.

Accusing Israel of state terrorism, the chief of the Hamas political bureau 
gave ritual thanks to God for his survival before resorting to saber rattling at 
the Israelis and the PLO. “It’s evident Israel wanted to get rid of me,” he told 
the reporters as members of his new, fi ve-man security detail looked on. “[But 
this attack] will not deter us from continuing our struggle.” Declaring himself 
to be more strong willed than ever, he reserved his most cutting words for 
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and his intelligence chief, Danny Ya-
tom. “[They’ve] destroyed the legendary image of Mossad,” Mishal declared 
dismissively before he was hustled into hiding by colleagues who fretted that 
the Israelis would come after him again.

The fi asco in Amman was a savage, self-infl icted wound for the Israeli in-
telligence community. There was great moral indignation in Israel, but it was 
less about the propriety or effi cacy of the state sending killers abroad than it 
was about their failure to complete the task. The mythology of such a young 
state, planted in a hostile corner of the world, required the exploits of Mossad 
and its sister or ga ni za tions as nerve-tingling embroidery in a national narra-
tive in which there  could be no room for failure. Mossad had had its share of 
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embarrassment in the past, but if the legend was to persist as a fearsome de-
terrent in its own right, Israel needed to be seen to be eliminating its enemies 
relentlessly and effi ciently.

As the political keeper of this holy trust, Benjamin Netanyahu had inti-
mate personal knowledge of the standard required of him. In 1976, Israel 
had stunned the world with a daring transnational operation. An Air France 
fl ight from Tel Aviv to Paris, carrying one hundred passengers, had been hi-
jacked to Entebbe Airport in Uganda. The rescue mission was code-named 
Thunderbolt.

A fl eet of Israeli Air Force Hercules air transports dropped men and vehi-
cles on the ground at Entebbe. To take care of the hostages, they landed a 
Boeing 707 fl ying hospital. And, to coordinate this operation of daunting 
complexity, another 707 hovered overhead in the night as a command-and-
control center.1 All was put in place without being detected by the hostage 
takers. During the rescue, three hostages died in the crossfi re, along with just 
a single Israeli commando. That commando’s name was Yonatan Netanyahu. 
He was an older brother to the prime minister, who, for his effort on the 
streets of Amman, now featured on the cover of the Economist under the 
headline “serial bungler.”

All Israelis were steeped in tales of Mossad’s daring. Danny Yatom was a 
fi fteen-year-old schoolboy when the success of an audacious mission by his 
predecessors became a foundation strand in the Mossad mystique that was to 
be entrusted to Yatom decades later. Sixteen years before Entebbe, this was a 
mission that cut to the core of the atrocities in Nazi Germany during World 
War II. Thousands of miles from home, in the streets of Buenos Aires, 
Mossad snatched a factory hand who gave his name as Ricardo Klement. But 
the prisoner’s true identity was Adolf Eichmann—the Nazi war criminal who 
had overseen the deportation and extermination of millions of Jews as he 
executed Adolf Hitler’s Final Solution.

The Mossad operatives slipped into Argentina as members of an Israeli 
delegation invited to attend the one-hundred-fi ftieth-anniversary celebra-
tions of Argentinean in de pen dence. Operating in a country that sheltered 
war criminals, they grabbed Eichmann on a suburban footpath. They dressed 
him in an El Al fl ight suit and fi lled him with whisky before dousing them-
selves in alcohol. Playing the part of drunken foreigners unable to cope with 
the strong local liquor, they then drove their prisoner through all checkpoints 
and got to the Israeli aircraft that was due to fl y the offi cial Israeli delegation 
home, just before it took off from a military base in the Argentinean capital. 
Eichmann was tried and, ultimately, executed.2
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Compared to Entebbe and Buenos Aires, the task that Netanyahu and 
Yatom had set for themselves in Amman was the espionage equivalent of go-
ing to the corner store for a loaf of bread. One of the more devastating cri-
tiques of their attempt to assassinate Khalid Mishal came from Zvi Malchin, 
the Mossad agent who physically collared Eichmann in the Argentinean 
capital back in 1960. Age sixty-seven, he was hauled from retirement to give 
his verdict. “Doomed to failure from the outset,” he began. Using words like 
“childish,” “amateurish,” “impractical,” and even “clumsy,” Malchin concluded 
that the plan was enough to make “a ju nior recruit blush with shame.”3

The combination of media censorship and a four-day national shutdown, 
as the celebration of the Jewish New Year ran into the Sabbath break, gave 
Netanyahu and Yatom respite—an unbelievably lucky news blackout, during 
which they tried to limit some of the damage.

Newspapers like Smadar Perry’s Yedioth Ahronoth did not publish on the 
Friday or Saturday immediately after the attack, which had taken place on 
Thursday, September 25. But under the reporter’s relentless pressure, her edi-
tors wilted, fi nally allowing Perry to cobble together a report based on foreign 
media reports and some of what she had learned from her own Israeli con-
tacts. She deliberately padded the story with information that invited the cen-
sor to wield his pencil, in the hope that suffi cient meaningful material might 
survive. She and her boss were both stunned and ner vous when the report 
came back from the censor. “It was clean—untouched!” Perry recalled later.4

In the perverse relationship that existed between the government and the 
Israeli media, the state censor had an intriguing role. The ner vous ness of 
Perry and her editors sprang from a practice by which the censor sometimes 
conveyed a helpful warning to editors that there was something wrong with a 
report that might have more to do with, say, accuracy than a perceived need 
for state suppression. He was letting an editor know he should not touch a 
story, by not touching it himself.

“I don’t want to touch it,” the editor exclaimed. And that was where the 
infl uential Yedioth Ahronoth coverage might have ended, at least for the time 
being, had the prime minister not overplayed his hand. It was a phone call 
from Netanyahu to the paper’s chief editor, pleading that there be no public-
ity, that convinced them that Perry’s story was correct. It appeared on Sunday, 
under the slightly tortured heading king hussein took personal care of 
the hamas official attacked in jordan.

Perry was then dispatched to Amman. But the Israeli media continued to 
treat the story in a desultory fashion until the tenth day, when the govern-
ment was fi nally engulfed by a political storm.
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a far-reaching failure was the headline in Haaretz. Amidst calls for 
Netanyahu’s head, Ma’ariv’s banner read, sordid business in jordan.5 
Former prime minister Shimon Peres and Labor Party leader Ehud Barak 
demanded Netanyahu’s resignation. A fatal combination of arrogance, inex-
perience, and obtuseness that characterized Netanyahu’s actions had come to 
a head in this operation, opposition MK Dalia Itzik declared.6

In the face of the eruption, Netanyahu went on the attack. “Hundreds of 
Israeli citizens were wounded,” he retorted, trying to turn the debate back 
to suicide bombings in Je ru salem, rather than his own reckless response. 
“Twenty-one Israelis were murdered . . .  these disgusting acts angered the en-
tire Israeli population. These are criminal acts that no one is prepared to ac-
cept. As prime minister, I’m obligated to fi ght this terror in any way.”7

Seeming to have forgotten the humiliating compromise into which he had 
just been forced, Netanyahu likened his government to an insurance company 
that had to guarantee the success of its 24/7 security cover for Israelis. He 
vowed there would be no compromise in Israel’s hunt for terrorist leaders.8

When a reporter had the temerity to ask if he might resign, Netanyahu 
twice ignored the question before snapping back that he had no intention of 
quitting.9 In a striking denunciation, a former Israeli ambassador to Jordan, 
Professor Shimon Shamir, accused the Israeli prime minister of a “complete 
misunderstanding of the essence of peace.”10

All the events that had unfolded during the eight weeks between the angry 
cabinet decision to go after the Hamas leaders and the stomach-churning 
morning when the Amman assassination mission fell apart would soon be 
picked over by a special Israeli investigative commission and by two parlia-
mentary committees.

But many infl uential Israelis did not wait for the formal fi ndings. The crit-
icism came in great waves, and it came from all sides. The media, politicians, 
expert commentators, and foreign diplomats had a fi eld day.

Fault was found in virtually  every aspect of the mission—its location and 
timing; the damage to Jordan; Mishal’s value as a target and the ease with 
which he  could be replaced in the Hamas leadership; the release of Yassin. 
Mossad had not bothered to survey the scene of the attack. Escape routes had 
not been planned.

The prime minister had personally approved the target. There were allega-
tions that number one on Yatom’s list of likely candidates had been Hamas’s 
more notorious Mousa Abu Marzook, recently allowed to walk free from 
U.S. custody because Israel suddenly lost its nerve when the time came to put 
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him on trial in Israel. Abu Marzook’s frequent travel might have allowed 
them to eliminate him on a different continent. But Netanyahu had person-
ally overruled his intelligence chief. Instead, he had painted the bull’s-eye on 
the lesser-known Khalid Mishal, who rarely traveled beyond Jordan.

The prime minister also had endorsed Yatom’s decision to steer Mossad, 
for the fi rst time, into the realm of the exotic in his choice of how Mishal 
would die. For Cold War afi cionados, this was a leap back in time—to the 
1978 execution of the Bulgarian dissident Georgi Markov near London’s 
Waterloo Bridge, by a mystery assassin who used an umbrella to fi re a dart 
fi lled with poisonous ricin.11 Yatom had been absolutely confi dent that his 
1997 sequel to that London attack would be just as successful and had even 
gone to the trouble of having a fi lm made, to show Netanyahu how the op-
eration was to unfold and how the poison would impact Mishal’s body.

There was a long history of consultation among the top tiers of the Israeli 
government before any controversial missions such as this were ever autho-
rized, including with the high-level body that operated under the intriguing 
title of Committee X. But Netanyahu had not consulted as widely as he might 
have among his se nior ministers or his other intelligence chiefs. In the after-
math, he was accused of having sought a quiet but quick hit to exploit as a 
New Year’s “present” to lift fl agging national spirits at a time of renewed crisis 
for Israelis. Shimon Peres, Netanyahu’s predecessor as prime minister, de-
scribed the operation as “nonsense.”12

At a personal level, Yatom was denounced as an incompetent amateur. One 
of his most se nior colleagues was infl ammatory in his critique. “People cred-
ited Danny with too much intelligence,” the colleague complained. “Military 
intelligence and the Shin Bet  didn’t have a useful target ready, so Yatom said, 
‘If they can’t do it, I will.’ He just had to prove that he  could do what a lot of 
others thought was not such a  really good idea.”13

Danny Yatom was no one’s fool. His habit of donning his favorite black 
leather bomber jacket might have suggested a personal affectation, but he had 
graduated at the Hebrew University of Je ru salem in a weighty mix of math-
ematics, physics, and computer science. Over three decades, he had had a 
distinguished military and antiterrorism career before his appointment in the 
early 1990s as military adviser to Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin. It was the 
assassinated Rabin’s successor, Shimon Peres, who parachuted Yatom into the 
top job at Mossad, just three months before the 1996 general election.

But there were immediate complaints within the agency that, as a military 
man, Yatom would never be accepted in Mossad. There was resentment that 
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he had not served his apprenticeship, had not spent nights in a cold car in a 
strange city to meet an informant or to intercept a target who might or might 
not show up.14 All he knew of Mossad was observing its dangerous missions 
from the comfort of his desk as a prime ministerial adviser, they scoffed. In 
fairness, Yatom had worked in antiterrorism for nine years, helping to release 
hijack hostages and sneaking into Beirut to blow things up. But in the one-
upmanship of the Israeli intelligence milieu, his record did not rate because, 
at the end of the day, he was a political appointee.15

At age fi fty-one, Yatom was trapped in a complex relationship with Netan-
yahu. Once a week they would spend an evening together, over beers and 
olives.16 One was a relatively inexperienced politician, hungry for results; 
the other was a military man more used to obeying orders to produce those 
results than he was to questioning the manner by which they might be 
achieved.

Senior intelligence fi gures argued that that as the chief of Mossad, Yatom 
should have had a dozen persuasive devices at his disposal to head off his 
wayward prime minister: the wrong place or the wrong time; a target inacces-
sible; a target gone to ground. A good intelligence chief had a drawer full of 
such excuses to peddle to a headstrong politician who needed to be saved 
from himself.

People who knew Yatom argued that his can-do attitude made up for a lack 
of imagination. “He’s a military man” was the assessment of a close acquain-
tance. “Order Danny to take the hill—and he’ll take the hill!”17 Others swore 
by his attention to detail—throughout his career he had been obsessive about 
taking copious notes of meetings. “Yatom is a yekke,” explained his longtime 
colleague Ephraim Lapid, using the Hebrew for “a man of detail.”18

With Yatom relatively new to the intelligence business, Netanyahu also 
was relatively new to the offi ce of prime minister. Netanyahu’s bid for hands-on 
involvement in this operation had disturbed some in Mossad, who were 
accustomed to the agency’s practice of keeping operational detail at arm’s 
length from their political masters. It was a sound tradition that offered 
protection to both sides.19 But Netanyahu had taken to calling Yatom at all 
hours of the day and night, each time demanding a more detailed progress 
report.20

Publicly, Netanyahu and his advisers spoke protectively, even warmly, of 
Yatom in the aftermath of Amman. But in background briefi ngs to reporters, 
the Mossad director was crucifi ed. “It was Yatom who failed to deliver,” one 
of the prime minister’s advisers concluded darkly. “He promised a very quiet, 
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discreet operation—that was the boss’s condition for the go-ahead. It was not 
to be noticed by anyone. No one else was to get hurt—there was to be no 
shooting in the street.”

It was made known that Netanyahu would not demand Yatom’s resigna-
tion but that if submitted, the prime minister would accept it. Nahum Bar-
nea, the reporter who had joked about being a Canadian in Gaza, now told 
his readers how this preferred outcome was to be achieved. When the prime 
minister spoke on the record, he would bury Yatom in compliments, Barnea 
reported. But the real objective was to bury Yatom—period. “[Do it] slowly 
and wisely,” he wrote as he articulated the strategic logic he understood to be 
at work in the prime minister’s offi ce. “Let the [investigative] committee take 
care of it. Let the media take care of it, with our guidance.”21

More than a week after Israel’s bid to kill Khalid Mishal, Canadian prime 
minister Jean Chrétien was still fending off strident charges at home that his 
government had been complicit in the bungled Mossad mission. And the 
stakes were higher than they might ordinarily have been because this was yet 
another episode in an embarrassing history of Israeli killers abroad taking 
cover as Canadian citizens.

In 1973, a woman member of a Mossad team that was systematically 
shooting its way through a list of Palestinians held responsible for the mas-
sacre of Israeli athletes at the Munich Olympic Games carried a Canadian 
passport. She was arrested in Lillehammer, Norway, and jailed along with fi ve 
others, after the hit team killed an innocent Moroccan waiter in the mistaken 
belief that he was Ali Hassan Salameh, a key fi gure in the previous year’s attack 
in Munich. Before Lillehammer interrupted their progress, Mossad had clin-
ically deleted eleven targets whom it claimed were associates.

The arrested woman was Sylvia Raphael. South African born and age 
thirty-fi ve, she was the Chris tian daughter of a Jewish father, who migrated 
to Israel in her late twenties after reading Leon Uris’s Exodus. Posing as a 
Canadian photojournalist, she was credited with being one of the fi rst Mossad 
agents to penetrate Yasser Arafat’s bases in Jordan and Lebanon in the 
1960s.22 For the Lillehammer kill ing, she had assumed the identity of Patri-
cia Roxborough, whose passport had disappeared some months earlier from 
her desk at a Montreal law fi rm, where she had worked as a legal secretary.23

In 1974, about fi fty blank Canadian passports disappeared from a vault at 
the Canadian Embassy in Vienna. In Nicosia a year later, Cypriot authorities 
seized the kit of a Mossad team after a hotel bombing in which a Palestinian 
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guerrilla leader was killed. The passport used by one of the Israeli hit 
men bore a number that revealed it to be from among the fi fty stolen in 
Vienna.24

In the aftermath of its transgressions in Lillehammer and Nicosia, Israel 
had given Ottawa an undertaking that it would stop using Canadian cover. 
Now the Mishal affair brought forth a raft of new allegations against the Is-
raeli security agencies, and sinister claims of Canadian complicity in Israel’s 
program of state-sanctioned kill ings.

Shawn Kendall and Barry Beads, whose identities had been assumed by 
the Mossad agents arrested in Amman, were Canadian Jews living in Israel 
who had been asked if their passport details might be “borrowed” by one of 
the Israeli security ser vices.25 These were not isolated cases. A former Cana-
dian kibbutznik emerged to reveal that Israeli agents had gathered up pass-
ports on a kibbutz where he had worked in the late 1970s and early 1980s.26 
A Canadian diplomat in the region would explain later that the Israeli au-
thorities had proved adept at extracting current or expired passports by pres-
suring Canadian passport holders living in Israel to view their willingness to 
lend their identities to the authorities as a test of their loyalty to Israel.27 
When an enterprising Canadian TV journalist managed to track down Shawn 
Kendall at his home in Je ru salem, the computer programmer refused to open 
the door. “I’m an innocent victim in some screwed-up situation . . .  and I’d 
like it to go away” was all he said from behind the door.28

Others were more voluble, piling on pressure that Ottawa was unable to 
push back before it  could extract the passports used in the Amman attack 
from the Jordanian authorities. The diplomat Steve Bennett’s testing of the 
arrested agents satisfi ed Ottawa that the men were not Canadians, but all the 
doubts about the authenticity and origin of the passports on which they had 
traveled left the Canadian government vulnerable.

Most damaging were explosive allegations by Norman Spector, a Canadian 
Jew who was publisher of the Je ru salem Post. Spector brought a unique insight 
to the Israeli-Canadian relationship because he had served as Ottawa’s am-
bassador to Tel Aviv between 1992 and 1995. He now accused the Chrétien 
government of knowing and attempting to cover up Israel’s use of the fake 
Canadian passports; he described as ongoing the “very close cooperation” be-
tween Mossad and Canada’s CSIS. Making his point, he claimed that there 
had been a meeting between offi cers of the CSIS and Mossad just days before 
the attempted assassination. The implications of this further embarrassed 
Ottawa.29
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The former envoy explained that the Canadian intelligence agency’s com-
plicity in Israeli spy ventures was the only price it was able to pay for useful 
intelligence provided by the Israelis.30 “Canadian authorities knew, in general, 
that passports were being used by Mossad,” he said, claiming to speak on the 
basis of his own personal experience. “It was known to  people at the embassy 
and they essentially turned a blind eye to it.”

Spector’s allegations gave resonance and a whole new legitimacy to old 
claims by Victor Ostrovsky, a Canadian-born former Mossad agent. In a 
book published in 1990, Ostrovsky claimed to have seen “more than a thou-
sand” blank Canadian passports in a Mossad forgery factory in Israel. Most 
of the companies used by Mossad as fronts for its operatives around the world 
were Canadian, he wrote.31 Indignant and exposed, Canadian foreign minis-
ter Lloyd Axworthy rounded on Ottawa’s critics, accusing them of creating 
new risks for Canadian travelers by heightening suspicion of their passports 
in the Middle East. A Canadian diplomat in the region warned that violence 
 could follow Canadians home. “If the biographical data borrowed by the Is-
raelis ends up in the hands of Hamas, then some night an innocent man of 
the same name in Winnipeg  could open his door to get blown away by a 
 revenge killer.”32

After recalling  David Berger, Canada’s ambassador to Tel Aviv, for 
consultation—a symbolic diplomatic rebuke—Axworthy went to the United 
Nations headquarters in New York, where he corralled ambassadors from 
Arab and Muslim countries in a bid to dissociate his government from the 
Israeli madness in Amman.

It was not until the morning of October 4, a day after Mishal’s release from 
the hospital, that the Canadian ambassador to Amman, Mike Molloy, and his 
fi rst secretary, Steve Bennett, received new instructions by telephone from the 
Jordanian regime. They were to stand in the same Amman backstreet where 
a  driver from the royal palace had rendezvoused with Bennett in the fi rst days 
of the crisis. The same silver Mercedes-Benz was there, and this time they 
were  driven northwest from the city to a Cal i fornia-style home built on a 
ridge with views over the biblical beauty of the Jordan Valley. They had been 
brought to the heart of the inner sanctum—Bab Al-Salam.

They were ushered into the presence of the director of the king’s offi ce, Ali 
Shukri, who spoke for ninety minutes, but still failed to produce the pass-
ports. Increasingly stressed, Molloy wondered if the documents that Ottawa 
needed so desperately might be in an aluminum briefcase, which the ambas-
sador thought was chained to General Shukri’s leg. It was around noon and 
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Shukri was still talking when they were joined by a short man who wore a 
black turtleneck and a salt-and-pepper sports jacket. It was King Hussein, 
with a pertinent question: “Have you boys eaten yet?” he inquired. “Do you 
eat Arabic food?”

Thus began one of the simple adventures for foreign diplomats in 
Amman—an intimate lunch with the king. Hussein led them to a sheltered 
terrace off his study, where a table was spread with mezza dishes, a kebab 
platter, and lots of fl atbread. There was no alcohol. As they ate, Hussein threw 
morsels to the household cats and, despite having sat through Shukri’s ac-
count of the whole affair, the Canadian diplomats then had to listen while 
Hussein rehashed it all.

After a time, he paused. On the king’s signal, Shukri opened the aluminum 
briefcase and produced two small, blue-black books; these he handed past 
Molloy to the king. “You know, the Israelis had the nerve to ask for these 
passports to be returned to them,” he said indignantly. “They wanted to give us 
something quite different to give to you gentlemen. Can you believe that?”33

Molloy and Bennett broke from lunch as quickly as they  could without 
appearing rude. Back at the embassy, the passports were removed from Mol-
loy’s suit pocket by a colleague with gloved hands. After a brief examination, 
they were sealed in an envelope, which would be hand couriered to Ottawa by 
a member of the embassy’s security team. One of Molloy’s staff booked the 
courier’s travel via Amsterdam. But then a message was received from Ot-
tawa, insisting that the courier travel via Paris “because we don’t have suffi -
cient assets on the ground in Amsterdam.” In a word, they had more agents 
in France than in the Dutch capital.

Canvassing options on how best to get their man and his package to Am-
man’s Queen Alia International Airport, about twenty miles south of the 
city, they decided nothing should be left to chance. Molloy’s bulletproof 
 limousine—with the maple leaf on the hood—was hauled from the garage. 
As they fi nalized their plans, Ottawa’s warning that the passports needed the 
full security treatment hung in the air. Some present wondered if they had 
gone over the top when one of the embassy security men looked to Molloy 
and said: “Ambassador—if anyone stops us, we’ll fi ght!”

Other special arrangements were made. Molloy and Bennett were allowed 
onto the tarmac at the airport to escort their man to his aircraft. As the cou-
rier disembarked in Paris, he was intercepted by Canadian intelligence agents 
who guarded him through the entire transfer to make sure he and the two 
passports caught the transatlantic connection to Ottawa.
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When the passports arrived in the Canadian capital, they were subjected to 
a thorough scientifi c examination. A relieved Lloyd Axworthy declared them 
to be “total, complete forgeries. . . .  They  weren’t even using Canadian stock.”

Given the history of Israel’s abuse of Canadian passports, Ottawa’s retalia-
tion was surprisingly light—the brief recall of Ambassador  David Berger. 
There was no threat—or even a hint—of trade sanctions, nor of tougher visa 
conditions for Israelis wishing to enter Canada. And certainly there was no 
suggestion that there might be an application to extradite the Mossad hit 
men—“A” and “D”—to face charges in Canada. Ottawa, it seemed, just 
wanted the whole thing to go away.

King Hussein was bitterly disappointed by the role played by Yatom, for 
whom he had considerable affection.34 They had fi rst met when Yatom served 
as a military liaison offi cer to Yitzhak Rabin. They had worked together on 
the peace treaty and they had cried together over the assassination of Rabin. 
Yatom and his family had been entertained at the royal palaces, where they 
had sometimes stayed overnight. But on leaving the Hashimieh Palace on 
September 25 after confessing to what Mossad had done, Yatom was in-
formed by a se nior Jordanian offi cial that, so long as he headed the Israeli 
intelligence agency, he was deemed to be persona non grata in Jordan.35

President Clinton’s Middle East envoy, Dennis Ross, hurried back to the 
region within days of the attack, but the stalemate in the peace talks dragged 
on. Israel did not believe that Arafat’s historic renunciation of violence was 
genuine. For their part, the Palestinians concluded that nothing was going to 
divert Netanyahu from his plans for more and bigger settlements on their 
land.

With no other options, Arafat and the Palestinian Authority were going 
through the motions of the Washington-backed peace process. But the real 
negotiation had become a dialogue of violence between two parties that were 
opposed to the Oslo formula—Hamas and Netanyahu.36 And the one mes-
sage for Hamas and others to take from Amman was that force was the only 
language that Benjamin Netanyahu understood.

Amidst the gridlock, King Hussein’s truce offer to Netanyahu went up in 
smoke. Efraim Halevy, returning to Brussels to see out the last weeks of his 
ambassadorship, was concerned that his political masters had missed a rare 
opportunity to engage Hamas more constructively than they had done in the 
September street war. In Amman, palace offi cials claimed they had been 
 reliably informed by their Mossad associates that King Hussein’s written 
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 proposal for himself to mediate in talks with Israel on an offer by Hamas for 
a truce of up to thirty years’ duration had been delivered to Je ru salem before 
the attack on Khalid Mishal. Claims to the contrary by Netanyahu and his 
advisers, however often made, were simply not believed in the Jordanian cap-
ital. King Hussein read the attack on Khalid Mishal as Netanyahu’s crude, 
informal response to his very important letter.

Halevy was not naive. He too had reservations about where the king’s pro-
posal might have led. Nonetheless, he believed there was an onus on the Is-
raeli leadership to test it seriously. Halevy did not share the widely held view 
in Israel that force was the only language understood by Hamas. As he read 
it, King Hussein’s message might have contributed to a new Israeli under-
standing of Hamas as a serious and potent element of the Palestinian com-
munity. “We’ll never know,” he later commented, “[because] there was never 
a discussion of their offer of a truce at the time [when] it  could have been 
operative.”37

One of the more revealing demonstrations of the fi erce competitiveness in 
the relationship between the Israeli and Jordanian intelligence ser vices was a 
struggle that started immediately, and would continue for years. It was about 
who  could claim the credit for the breakthrough proposal that a gesture as 
momentous as the release of Sheikh Ahmad Yassin was required. Both sides 
claimed ownership.

Halevy said it was his idea.38 He well understood that Netanyahu would 
have to make a dramatic move to send the right signal to King Hussein. But 
was it conceivable that the Israeli’s opening bid would be so audacious? And 
if se nior Israelis had already discussed the idea among themselves and with 
their Jordanian counterparts, why had Sharon been left in the dark? Majali 
Whbee said that when Batikhi raised Yassin’s name in the critical Monday 
night meeting in Amman, Sharon was so shocked as to be nearly speechless. 
“I don’t know if Yassin had been discussed through other channels,” Whbee 
said. “But it defi nitely was the fi rst time that Sharon heard it mentioned.”39 
Batikhi swore later to colleagues that the Yassin proposal had fi rst come up in 
a meeting between himself and King Hussein.

As this contest played out between the agencies, both had only to turn to a 
heartbreaking letter, published in the Je ru salem Post the day after Yassin’s re-
turn to Gaza, to be reminded that Yassin’s name had always been in the frame. 
All that was required to put him in play was a previously undetermined mea-
sure of Israeli desperation.

The letter writer was Esther Wachsman, who was the mother of Nachshon 



 the legendary image of mossad  227

d P P

Wachsman, a soldier abducted three years earlier by Hamas. She questioned 
the recent revision of her compatriots’ values. At the time he was seized, all of 
Israel had watched as the soldier Nachshon had pleaded, in a Hamas video 
aired on national television, for Sheikh Yassin and two hundred other Hamas 
prisoners to be freed so that his own life might be spared. The prime minister 
of the day, Rabin, had refused to trade, and Wachsman had died in the cross-
fi re as Israeli commandos attempted his rescue. In her letter now, the mother 
addressed Benjamin Netanyahu: “The principle of not yielding to blackmail 
died three years after Nachshon’s death.” Laying out the twin failures of the 
Mishal assassination and the attempted rescue of her son, Esther Wachsman 
wrote, “Perhaps Yassin had to be released to save two Jewish lives, but it is 
three years too late to save one precious life—my son’s.”40

The Mossad men had returned to Israel escaping trial, but Hamas and the 
Muslim Brotherhood still had great cause to celebrate. On the evening of 
October 20—a Monday that fell just twenty-fi ve days after the attack on 
Khalid Mishal—they came in the hundreds to Jabri’s Banquet Hall on Gar-
den Street, just a few blocks from the scene of the attack.

There were only a few women at this gathering, and one of them was 
Randa Habib. The phone call by Mishal and Nazzal to Habib on the day of 
the attack was the call that had saved his life. Ordinarily they might have 
been expected to call a trusted Hamas or Muslim Brotherhood insider, who, 
in such circumstances, might have achieved little. Instead they had played a 
wildcard—calling a journalist they  didn’t  really know, who had fl ashed a 
report around the world before the local authorities had an opportunity to 
smother it.

Hamas wanted Habib at the celebration because her stories had laid the 
groundwork for Mishal’s recovery. And what journalist would forgo the 
chance to observe the inside story of Hamas letting its hair down—albeit in 
a Hamas kind of way?

Habib was struck by how physically well the reborn Mishal seemed to be 
as he and Nazzal headed the offi cial receiving line.

The Hamas night was about militancy, nationalism, and a victory over the 
Israelis that, despite the best efforts of the Jordanian regime, had played on a 
world stage. Chants, slogans, and the heavy beat of rousing Islamist anthems 
fi lled the hall, the walls of which were draped with readings from the Qur’an 
and the protest banners of Hamas. The menu was the classic celebration fare 
of the region: mezza and mounds of meat and rice were followed by the 
sweets for which Jabri was famous—including his chocolates and knafeh, a 
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rich reddish pastry fi lled with Nabulsi cheese and soaked in syrup and rose-
water. There was no alcohol, but there was as much Pepsi and 7Up as  people 
 could drink.

Habib was obliged to sit at “the women’s table” with Amal, Mishal’s wife, 
and the partners of the other se nior Hamas and Muslim Brotherhood fi gures. 
She found them cheerful, happy, and veiled. Habib was the only female whose 
head was uncovered.

Cautiously—and wisely, as it turned out—Canadian foreign minister Lloyd 
Axworthy said he  could take only at face value Israel’s renewal of its past 
“ironclad” assurances to have Mossad abstain in the future from issuing its 
agents with Canadian cover.

Just weeks after the debacle in Amman, Leslie Lewis, a Canadian Jew liv-
ing in Israel, contacted Canadian authorities to report that he had just been 
approached by what was believed to be a Mossad front.41 In his fi fties and an 
accountant by training, Lewis admitted he had cooperated with the Israelis in 
1996, giving them his expired Canadian passport and other forms of identi-
fi cation, including his Canadian  driver’s license. But in the aftermath of the 
Mishal hit, he had rejected their latest request to borrow his new Canadian 
passport. They had also tried to persuade his daughter, Devora, to fl y to Can-
ada to apply for a passport, and then to fl y back to Israel, where she would 
hand the new travel document to the Israelis.42

It was Netanyahu who would script the aftermath of the Mishal affair for 
his own  people. Someone would have to pay the price, and by the reckoning 
of most, if Netanyahu was to get off lightly, then Danny Yatom would have 
to fall.

Yatom was soon hit by damaging leaks that cast further doubt on his per for-
mance. In November it was revealed that Israel had been on the brink of war 
with Syria because one of Yatom’s top spymasters had fabricated reports to 
exaggerate threats from Damascus. The spy had pocketed the money he was 
presumed to be paying informants for more than fi ve years. But even with 
this new blow Yatom refused to acknowledge that his days as head of Mossad 
were numbered.

The Israeli investigative commission into the Mishal affair fi nally produced 
a report of 110 pages. Few of its fi ndings were published formally, but just 
enough seeped out for Israelis to grasp that Netanyahu and Yatom had run 
the attack on Mishal pretty much on their own. There was no surprise when 
the few pages of the report publicly released on February 14 condemned 
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 Yatom’s handling of the matter. But there were howls of derision from the 
political opposition and media analysts when Netanyahu was exonerated.

Yatom had become a yatom—in Hebrew, the word meant orphan. The 
Mossad director was abandoned politically. Other se nior Mossad fi gures with 
a hand in Amman had already resigned or stood aside. But Yatom stood his 
ground, even when faced with a staff revolt over his refusal to resign. It would 
take another bungled mission to dislodge him.

Four weeks later, two elements of a plan to put listening devices on the 
phone lines used by operatives of Hezbollah—the Lebanese Shiite militia—
in seven European cities went disastrously wrong. In London, three of the 
Israeli agents attracted attention before they  could plant the device and had 
to fl ee the country.43

Days later, Mossad agents in the Swiss capital of Bern made more mis-
takes. Their target was Abdullah Zein, believed to be an operative for Hez-
bollah. A team of fi ve Mossad agents was sprung in the process of fi xing a 
listening device to a phone junction box in the basement of the apartment 
building where Zein lived, in the Liebefeld quarter. An alert housewife spot-
ted two of the agents, who were posing as a couple while on lookout. Four 
got away, but the man holding the listening device and a bag of tools was 
arrested.44

Finally Yatom gave up the fi ght. But in a caustic resignation letter, he re-
jected the investigative commission’s fi nding that he was at fault in the attack 
on Mishal. Yatom reluctantly conceded only that he bore “overall” responsi-
bility for Mossad’s activity.

Once again, Efraim Halevy was called in to pick up the pieces. His time as 
Israeli ambassador to the European Union had come to an end. After un-
packing the new furniture he and his wife had purchased in Belgium, he was 
named to replace the disgraced Danny Yatom as Mossad director.

As the dust settled on Yatom’s espionage career, two other players found 
themselves in better shape than before. King Hussein of Jordan had fended 
off a dire threat to his throne, and the Palestinian re sis tance movement, 
Hamas, had been reborn and was ready to rejoin the battle for Palestine.

Benjamin Netanyahu became the fi rst prime minister of Israel obliged to 
publicly acknowledge fl aws in the Mossad glass. Having ridden out the 
toughest crisis of his career, Netanyahu pointed the fi nger internally. “I can-
not deny that Mossad’s image has been affected by certain failed missions,” he 
acknowledged with a certain amount of understatement.45
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The homecoming was chaotic. Between fervor and delirium, tens of thou-
sands of Gazans poured into dusty streets and playgrounds, into the broke-
back Yarmuk sports stadium and the campus of the Islamic University, to see 
Sheikh Ahmad Yassin, a frail old man who seemed an unlikely enemy of 
peace.

As a child, Yassin had been raised by his widowed mother at the Shati, or 
Beach, refugee camp, within earshot of the murmuring Mediterranean. He 
had been paralyzed from the neck down since a sports accident when he was 
twelve years old. Despite his incapacity, he had fathered eleven children and 
worked as a teacher; at the same time he had built the spiritual and welfare 
network that became the backbone of Hamas. Through all this, Yassin of-
fered Gazans a spirit of redemption more appealing than the corrupt and 
venal ways of the PLO and Yasser Arafat’s Palestinian Authority.

In the excitement of his release from jail, some got carried away, likening 
Yassin to Iran’s Ayatollah Khomeini. The comprehensive moral authority 
that he had exercised over the Occupied Territories from his prison cell might 
more appro priately have been compared with the leadership-in-exile from jail 
of South Africa’s Nelson Mandela. But it was a wall slogan that appeared near 
his home that depicted him accurately enough. It hailed Yassin as the “sheik 
of the Intifada.”

Now sixty-one, he arrived back in Gaza in early October 1997 with further 
complications—a problem eye, hearing diffi culties, and a respiratory disorder. 
He was emaciated, and sometimes lolled off to the side of his wheelchair, his 
failing eyes fi xed on a distant nothing. All pale skin and eggshell bones, it 
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seemed he was held into the wheelchair only by the weight of the blanket in 
which dutiful family members wrapped him. For many Israelis, Yassin was 
the devil incarnate. But for a good many Palestinians, the words of the wispy-
bearded preacher, his life, and what they saw as his selfl ess sense of ser vice to 
them were the embodiment of their struggle.

As he toured the Gaza Strip, tribal drums and chants, both holy and na-
tionalist, fi lled the air. Schoolgirls in pretty white dresses danced. Young men 
paraded with banners featuring images of Yassin and other Hamas heroes. 
Ecstatic crowds gave thanks for what was Yassin’s second remarkable escape 
from being a prisoner of the Israelis. In 1984, he had been sentenced to fi f-
teen years in jail after the discovery of his weapons cache, only to be released 
in a prisoner exchange just a year later. Now here he was again, prematurely 
winning freedom in a remarkable deal. The enormity of what had transpired 
would take some time to sink in—for Palestinians and Israelis alike.

To appreciate just what Jordan’s King Hussein and President Bill Clinton had 
orchestrated, it was necessary to go back to the fi rst weeks of 1997, to view 
the Occupied Territories as they might have looked from the desk of Danny 
Yatom. After about a year in the chair at Mossad, Yatom was entitled to a 
sense of smugness when he reviewed the Hamas fi le.

Yassin, the founder and spiritual light of the movement, was then in the 
eighth year of his sentence in Israel’s Kfar Yona Prison. Mousa Abu Marzook, 
who had been Yassin’s trusted pointman in the Amman-based political bu-
reau, had been snatched by the Americans and was locked up in a Manhattan 
penitentiary, ready to be extradited to Israel, where they would surely jail him 
and throw away the keys.

And then there was Khalid Mishal, the mysterious operative from Kuwait, 
who had stepped into the outside leadership post on the jailing of Abu Mar-
zook. Danny Yatom was going to kill Mishal—the plan had been drawn up 
the previous year, and then had been placed on hold. It was just a matter of 
time, Yatom judged, before Mishal would be liquidated.

Quite apart from this Israeli decapitation of the Hamas leadership, a surge 
of popular faith in the Oslo process had helped to marginalize Hamas, ef-
fectively neutralizing the movement.1 As well, Arafat’s security forces had 
spent the last two years hounding Hamas on the ground in the Occupied 
Territories, rounding up activists and sympathizers by the thousand. Offi cial 
seals, in the form of globs of red wax, marked the doors of dozens of Hamas 
institutions that had been shut down by Arafat. Here was proof of the PLO 
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leader’s readiness to crush the Islamists if they persisted in challenging his 
writ in the Occupied Territories. Sheikh Yassin complained publicly about 
the effectiveness of Arafat’s campaign, bemoaning the fact that the PLO 
leader’s security agencies had foiled more than 170 military strikes by Hamas 
against Israel in the previous two years.2

Even Washington had concluded that Arafat’s Preventive Security Service 
was working well—in cahoots with Israel’s domestic security agency, Shin 
Bet—to “screw” Hamas.3 Despite the two Je ru salem bombings that so infu-
riated Netanyahu, American diplomats in Israel judged that the combined 
efforts of Arafat and the Israelis were driv ing Hamas to the brink of 
or ga ni za tional and military paralysis. “It  wasn’t just that we had Abu Mar-
zook in jail and the Israelis had Yassin locked up,” a se nior U.S. offi cial ex-
plained. “Hamas was having its worst year. But then Mossad’s balls-up in 
Amman turned their fortunes.”4

By their failure to assassinate Mishal, Israel’s Netanyahu and Yatom had 
pulled Hamas back from the grave. Abu Marzook was succinct in assessing 
how circumstances then changed for the movement. “If [our] enemy fails,” he 
said, “it means [we] are stronger than at any time before.”5 Abu Marzook may 
have been supplanted at the top of Hamas’s outside leadership during his own 
incarceration, but now he was free; Mishal, his replacement, had come back 
from the dead; and in the aftermath of the extraordinary bungled assassina-
tion attempt, Sheikh Yassin too was back among the living.

Furthermore, Netanyahu’s strategy of forcing Arafat to crack down on 
Hamas before the Palestinians  could enjoy Israeli concessions was in tatters, 
because the combined impact of the Mishal affair and the near collapse of 
the Oslo peace process was to make Hamas more popular in the Occupied 
Territories—and Arafat less so. In the absence of a peace dividend for Pales-
tinians, it had become too great a risk for Arafat to continue doing what, in 
the eyes of many of his own  people, was the Israelis’ dirty work of suppressing 
Hamas.

Yassin had been absent from Gaza for much of the Intifada and all of the 
Oslo process, a tumultuous period that had been as politically character 
 forming as it was frustrating for Palestinians. On his return, he found his 
community and his movement barely recognizable.

Importantly, Arafat too was back in Gaza, and the shared history of these 
two men boded ill. In the early days of Hamas, Arafat had dismissed Yassin’s 
followers as ants he might crush underfoot.6 Later, because Yassin in the 
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1980s had been encouraged by Israel as a foil to Arafat’s dominant Fatah 
movement, he had been branded a collaborator by the PLO.

During Yassin’s absence in jail, Arafat had opted strategically for a different 
deck of cards, undertaking to Israel and the Americans that he would control 
Hamas, along with the lesser rejectionist factions whose fi ghters were not af-
fi liated with his PLO and whose orders came from beyond the Occupied 
Territories. Since Arafat had gained control of Gaza and small portions of the 
West Bank in 1994, he had taken to handling Hamas much as the Israelis had 
treated the Palestinians in the past. In 1995 and again in 1996, he had rounded 
up more than one thousand Hamas activists and sympathizers.

Hamas members and other detainees were held incommunicado, often 
for months without facing trial. Torture was widespread, resulting in four-
teen deaths in custody since Arafat’s return. Ordinarily Palestinians were vo-
cal, but in a new reign of fear many had become reluctant to criticize the 
regime.

Arafat had seized control of Yassin’s mosques and attempted to shut down 
many of Hamas’s welfare agencies. Describing the mosques as “castles which 
have been the fortress of rebellion against occupation,” a Hamas leafl et, pub-
lished before Yassin’s release, warned Arafat, “Maintaining the free and in de-
pen dent status of mosques is a redline our  people will observe strictly.” From 
his cell, Yassin had lashed out, warning that any assault on Hamas institutions 
“should be resisted violently.”

Yet now, here was Yasser Arafat taking the newly freed Yassin’s hand and 
telling him reassuringly, “God willing, we’ll pray together in Al-Aqsa Mosque 
[in Je ru salem].”

Yassin was not taken in by this seemingly placatory gesture. With hun-
dreds of his se nior Hamas associates locked away in Arafat’s prisons, he be-
littled the PLO leader, provocatively claiming that Hamas was all that Arafat 
had left to push back the Israelis. “What else does he have?”7 Yassin de-
manded. “He has tried to restore our rights, but if he can’t he should step 
aside and allow others to try.”8

Even as it ratcheted up its rhetoric, Hamas seemed to appreciate that it 
needed to pull its punches; all-out war with Fatah was a schism that would 
play to Israel’s advantage. When it seemed the stage was being set for civil 
war, Mohammad Dahlan, Arafat’s security chief in Gaza, warned of the con-
sequences of so much as a squeak of opposition from the Islamists. “I don’t 
care if it’s armed or unarmed,” he thundered, warning that any Hamas activ-
ity would be viewed as an obstacle to the peace process.
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Yassin’s return to Gaza effectively required Arafat to share power. Inevita-
bly the PLO leader, who earlier in his career had been dubbed Mr. Palestine, 
was diminished—put simply, both he and Yassin were vying for space on the 
same Palestinian plinth.

Yassin discovered as well that in his enforced absence, Hamas had changed. 
The ragtag militia run by the movement at the time of his jailing had morphed 
into the sophisticated, disciplined, and brutally effi cient Qassam Brigade, 
whose attacks  could kill dozens of Israelis and injure a hundred more.

Other changes were profound. Many of Yassin’s generation of gradualist 
Muslim Brotherhood leaders—men whose authority came from their piety 
and religion—had been displaced by a new generation of Islamist revolu-
tionaries.9 The Yassin old guard, who had placed survival above outright con-
frontation with the Israelis, had been elbowed aside by a harder new axis of 
power—men more intent on nationalism and politics than on religion. In the 
1980s and early 1990s, the most se nior men had been almost entirely reli-
gious leaders; in 1997 about 95 percent of the new lineup greeting Yassin 
were devout but had a broader outlook. These were the university-educated 
professionals whom Khalid Mishal referred to as Hamas’s intellectuals.10

If the old Hamas had been defi ned by the inside-outside roles of Sheikh 
Yassin and his disciple Abu Marzook, their imprisonment on opposite sides 
of the globe in the 1990s created a vacuum fi lled on the outside by Khalid 
Mishal and on the inside by Abdul Azziz Al-Rantisi, a Gaza fi rebrand and 
pediatrician who, despite regular stints in Israeli jails, refused to dilute any of 
Hamas’s core claims or to soften the rhetoric in which they were articulated. 
The new leadership had been seared in the cauldrons of deportation to south-
ern Lebanon and by the struggle for survival against Arafat’s Palestinian Au-
thority and Israeli forces. More technocratic than they were overtly religious, 
these were men whose vision of the movement was more nationalist and their 
perception more hierarchical than was Yassin’s. If the sheikh was a reformist, 
they were more revolutionary.

Yassin had always been a man of patience. From a reference in the Qur’an 
he had divined that local history went in forty-year cycles. The Palestinians 
fi rst had been denied their land in 1948, and the Intifada had erupted in 
1987. So, he concluded, the fi ght to regain their lost homeland  could last 
until about the year 2027.11 Up to the end of the 1980s, Yassin had eschewed 
violence, insisting instead that his duty was to prepare Palestinians, spiritually 
and morally, for the long haul. But then he threw himself into the Intifada. 
Now, after an absence of eight years,  every word he uttered was analyzed to 
the last syllable in a search for clues on how he might direct Hamas.
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All sides were taken aback when Yassin urged that Israeli civilians be spared 
in Hamas attacks. And then, while talking to foreign reporters at his home 
two weeks after his return, he announced that Hamas had put all attacks on 
Israel on hold. “We have stopped [again]. Many times we have stopped for 
months, but the Israelis still continue their attacks. Why don’t they stop?” he 
asked. Stressing that he was talking more of a cooling-off than a cease-fi re, he 
went on: “The occupation compels our youth to fi ght. If [the Israelis] stop, 
we’ll stop.”12

The deal Yassin seemed to be putting on the table was a dramatic departure 
from the Hamas charter call for Palestine to be liberated from “the river to 
the sea”—in other words, all of historic Palestine, from the Jordan River in 
the east to the Mediterranean Sea in the west. Now Yassin appeared to be 
proposing peaceful coexis tence, with Israelis on one side of the Green Line—
the 1949 armistice line between Israel and the Occupied Territories—and 
Palestinians on the other. But he added that it was too soon after their dispos-
session for the current generation of Palestinians to forgo their claim to all of 
historic Palestine. That was a decision to be made by a future generation. 
“What we are accepting,” he explained, “is what this generation will accept.”

Some now detected other signifi cant shifts in Hamas’s rhetoric. Crude 
anti-Semitic references were less prevalent, and the discourse in which Yas-
sin sought to engage Benjamin Netanyahu amounted to a new, de facto 
recognition of Israel.13 They detected a move by Yassin away from jihad as 
a bloody and holy commandment to stating “political” goals that  could be 
read by Israel, if it chose, as a willingness to engage in political, nonviolent 
dialogue.

 David Bar-Illan, a spokesman for Netanyahu, deemed the sheikh’s com-
mentary to be a “positive development.” Relieved Palestinian Authority offi -
cials judged that this was a new, more moderate tone, which, they hoped, 
might signal a shift of the Hamas center of gravity back to Gaza and away 
from the more radical outside leadership.14

But, in a matter of days, Yassin had gone full circle. The moment of com-
promise had been a chimera. As the Islamic University campus pulsated dur-
ing his third week back in Gaza, Yassin told a crowd of about fi ve thousand 
students, “Our  people must choose the path of holy war because, if we do not 
fi ght, our  people will die. This world only understands the language of 
force.”15 When Yasser Arafat demanded that Hamas cease its military opera-
tions, it was Yassin the militant who responded with the impatience of some-
one tired of repeating himself. “I have said many times that we are defending 
ourselves against occupation. The occupation continues, so there will be 
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struggle.” Deferring to his interpretation of Islam, he hectored, “If the enemy 
kills [our] civilians, it is our right to kill their civilians.”16

An explanation for these wild swings by Yassin was that he was sticking to 
the ambiguity he had used as a shield for decades, allowing himself plausible 
denial if the import of his intended message offended the Israeli authorities. 
But it was clear enough too that on his return, an internal struggle was being 
waged and that Yassin was being brought into line with the harder outlook of 
the younger leadership that had taken control in his absence. These were 
professional men who had been revolutionized by the Intifada.

Now Yassin framed his core message as a warning that it was up to Israel 
to decide how the crisis might unfold. Suicide attacks? “The Jews are those 
who will determine that,” he said. “If they stop their attacks on civilians, land 
confi scation, house demolitions; and if they release prisoners and detainees, 
then we’ll defi nitely ease up—God willing!”17 And what if his terms were 
rejected by Israel? “It is inconceivable that a person should stand idly by while 
his soil is occupied and his  people and his homeland are degraded.” He told 
the students at the Islamic University, “We have one enemy and we will wage 
war and fi ght him until we return to our land. No to a cease-fi re! A nation 
without jihad cannot exist!”18

On the surface, these were euphoric days for Hamas. But behind the ex-
citement, the question of hudna was just one in a series that made the period 
after Yassin’s release a time of great reckoning for the movement.

The concept of a truce did not sneak up on Hamas. Writing from prison in 
1994, Yassin had raised the prospect of a hudna lasting anywhere from fi fteen 
to thirty years.19 In the same year, Abu Marzook had written about the con-
cept in a Jordanian journal, and both, along with others in the movement, had 
pushed the idea as a circuit breaker to the crisis.

Within its Islamic context, a hudna was a sacred undertaking—it made 
peace a religious duty, but it did not concede the issue fueling the confl ict. In 
other words, a hudna would allow Israelis and Palestinians to live side by side 
in their respective parcels of what was historic Palestine, but the Palestinians 
would not relinquish their claim to what had become the state of Israel. This 
was not what Oslo was about, and whenever the prospect was raised, it was 
dismissed by Israel.

When news reports of a hudna offer surfaced, and King Hussein publicly 
confi rmed that he had indeed written to the Israeli prime minister, offering 
on behalf of Hamas to “put an end to terror and violence in return for discus-
sion on all issues,” Hamas attempted to bury the story in denials. The move-
ment ran its own internal investigation into who might have led the king to 
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believe he  could make such a bold gesture on behalf of Hamas and, inevitably, 
the fi nger of blame was pointed at Mousa Abu Marzook.

But, when challenged by a se nior fi gure in the movement about what he 
might have communicated to the royal palace, the engineer denied having put 
anything in writing, either to Samih Batikhi or to King Hussein. “Abu Mar-
zook thinks maybe Batikhi drew some conclusions from their little chats and 
gave them to the king,” the se nior fi gure explained.

Quite apart from the business of the hudna proposal, the Israeli bid to kill 
Khalid Mishal now prompted questions on the long-term viability of the 
movement’s vital Amman bureau and who should head it. Inevitably, Yassin’s 
freedom rekindled the leadership yearning of his protégé, Mousa Abu Mar-
zook. It would be only a matter of time before Abu Marzook sought a show-
down with Mishal over which of them would be Hamas’s link to the region 
and the world—its banker and its bagman. Which of them, as the outside 
leader of Hamas, would be held responsible for the next bomb?

Given that King Hussein had in fact worked hard for Abu Marzook’s re-
turn to Amman, so he might displace Mishal from the leadership of the po-
litical bureau, the movement was not being overly conspiratorial in attempting 
to understand just who at this time had been pulling the strings and to what 
end. They were not alone. Questions about the exis tence of what some in 
Amman described as “another truth” were posed inside and outside the move-
ment as observers explored events that seemed to have unfolded between the 
sliding doors of unreality.

Abu Marzook became jumpy when asked if he was privy to any plot by the 
king to interfere with the hierarchy in Hamas. “I  couldn’t accept criticism of 
Brother Khalid; he was appointed to the job [in the political bureau],” Abu 
Marzook said, showing noticeable disquiet, even years later. “If I had ac-
cepted what King Hussein was thinking, it’d be a big problem for me and 
for the or ga ni za tion.” But then Abu Marzook changed pace: “Maybe the 
king did prefer me as head of Hamas. . . .  It’s a Palestinian or ga ni za tion and 
King Hussein did not like to see Jordanians in charge of it.” Then, taking 
another tack, he said, “I’ve never heard it suggested that I should be put back 
into the top job!”20

The stakes were high and so too were emotions. One of the most powerful 
drugs yet discovered had been used in a bid to eliminate a leadership fi gure 
who in Abu Marzook’s absence had become better known in the movement 
and now commanded considerable respect and admiration. “They wanted 
Mishal out of the leadership, and the only way to achieve that was by a quiet 
assassination,” insisted a source close to the leadership.
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Real or imagined, all this fed into the movement’s internal reckoning. 
Feigning disbelief, one observer who convinced himself that the Israeli assas-
sination bid had to be a deliberate element in the Jordanian regime-change 
plot, framed his suspicions in these words: “They released Brother Mousa 
and four months later they try to kill Brother Khalid?”

Stunned by Mishal’s refusal to relinquish the leadership after he was freed 
from custody in the United States, Abu Marzook bided his time. But when 
Hamas held internal elections early in 1998, he challenged Mishal again, pit-
ting his claim to have outsmarted the combined might of the United States 
and Israel by beating the rap in New York, against Mishal’s battle scars after 
evading Danny Yatom’s silent bullet.

It was a defi ning standoff in Hamas history, in which the candidates’ com-
peting celebrity claims were part of a far more signifi cant strategic struggle. 
The movement was an international pariah, but Mishal remained convinced 
that its strength came from military re sis tance. The world ultimately would 
respect it, he reasoned, and would therefore seek an accommodation on terms 
more advantageous to Hamas. Abu Marzook disagreed—he argued that a 
greater openness, combined with more liberal thinking and policies, would 
win the respect craved by Hamas. He was supported by key fi gures in the 
Occupied Territories who, being preoccupied with daily events and hardships 
on the ground, were more receptive to Hamas participating in the uncertain 
political process  driven by the Oslo Accords.

Mishal countered with an argument that Hamas  could not go the same 
way as the Palestine Liberation Organisation and Fatah. They had watched 
Arafat rewrite the PLO charter, renouncing violence as a weapon and dra-
matically shrinking his territorial claims. “Where did it get him? Where’s his 
in de pen dent state?” Mishal asked.21 “He talked with [Israel]—did the occu-
pation end?” What Mishal’s faction now laid down was a more nuanced strat-
egy, geared to a rough coexis tence with Arafat. Hamas  could not afford to 
alienate its grassroots support, so attacks on Israel had to be presented as re-
taliation for excessive force by Israel; but at the same time it would travel a 
different road. And, lest doubt was taking hold among the cadres, Mishal 
added, “Operations against the occupation are honorable and legitimate.”22

It was the Gazans who most vehemently clamored to reinstate Abu Mar-
zook as leader of the political bureau. “Brother Mousa was the closest we had 
to a Western mentality,” a Hamas insider said, with genuine admiration for 
the engineer. “Prison makes you either more—or less—radical. Abu Marzook 
became less radical during his jail time in Manhattan.” Another of his 
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 supporters spoke of Abu Marzook as one of Yassin’s handpicked future  leaders 
who, in the 1980s, had been sent to the United States for study and exposure 
to a world that might open their minds. “Some of them came back to the 
Occupied Territories, bringing new ideas with them,” he explained. “They 
were more pragmatic in their vision and their politics. They understood that 
things we previously thought  could be achieved only by re sis tance also  could 
be delivered by negotiation.”

The forces that lined up now—behind Mishal on one side and Abu Mar-
zook on the other—had squared off once before, in 1996, in a bitterly con-
tested internal debate on whether or not Hamas should have fi elded candidates 
in the elections for the fi rst Palestinian parliament. At that time Sheikh Yas-
sin and Abu Marzook had backed participation, while Mishal had rejected it. 
In a letter smuggled from Israel’s Kfar Yona Prison, Yassin had revealed his 
momentous conclusion that it was time for Hamas to join the political pro-
cess. “Is it permissible,” he asked, “that a Muslim may serve as an errand boy 
in a Cabinet minister’s offi ce or in parliament, but he may not be a deputy in 
parliament, in which capacity he is better able to serve his faith, his calling 
and his ummah?”23

Was it permissible? After a torrid discourse in the movement, the answer 
at that time was no. Participating in the poll, Mishal had argued, would 
amount to Hamas condescending to play by rules devised by Arafat, Netan-
yahu, and Clinton. In acknowledging the “humiliating and shameful” Oslo 
agreement, he had said, contesting the election would amount to endorse-
ment of Israeli domination. Also, it would blur Hamas’s crucial point of dif-
ference with Arafat and Fatah. If Hamas were to fold its re sis tance banner, 
walk away from jihad, and then function as just another political party, it too 
would become a hostage to Oslo. A balance needed to be struck, but on 
Hamas’s terms—not those of Arafat, the Israelis, or the Americans.

Mishal had carried the day in 1996, and he did so again in 1998. Hamas 
was not in the business of disclosing voting fi gures, but Khalid Mishal ulti-
mately won the 1998 political bureau election. Mousa Abu Marzook was the 
leader the Israelis had freed, but Mishal was the leader they had tried, and 
failed, to kill.

Mishal’s heroic survival now guaranteed him the leadership of the politi-
cal bureau, but it did not diminish Abu Marzook’s belief that somehow he 
had been cheated and therefore should be reinstated. “It’s his psychology,” 
a colleague explained. “In his self-estimation, he still believes he’s the 
leader. The trouble is the assassination attempt made Brother Khalid stronger 
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and even more famous, and he wins the elections. Marzook might have 
brains; but Mishal has charisma. . . .  He’s our Malcolm X; he’s like Louis 
Farrakhan!”

Khalid Mishal emerged as a changed man from his brush with death. He 
saw himself in a very different light, and so did the movement’s members. 
Overnight, he had become a household name—for Palestinians, Israelis, and 
the whole Arab world. In a Mossad fl ash, Mishal had been hauled into the 
pantheon of Palestinian heroes. It had a profound impact on him.

During an interview soon after he had checked out of King Hussein Med-
ical City, the Amman journalist Yasser Abu Hilalah was taken aback when an 
emotional Mishal burst into tears as he revealed a deeply held sense that he 
had been reborn by divine intervention.24 “I’ve been given a new life for a new 
role,” he told the journalist several times.

Jordanian intelligence agents also were struck by a sense that they were 
dealing with a new man. “Every time you met him then, you found a different 
person—his ambition was unbounded,” one of them later explained. Previ-
ously, Abu Hilalah had thought of Mishal as an average-quality chief execu-
tive in the way he ran the political bureau. But after his near-death experience, 
the West Banker concluded that he had been blessed with a new historic role. 
His fi rst task, he told Abu Hilalah, would be to break the Gazans’ traditional 
lock on the leadership of Hamas.

With Hamas now decisively choosing one of its leaders over the other, the 
movement confronted two new realities. Sheikh Ahmad Yassin’s supreme au-
thority had been signifi cantly diluted, and such was the bad odor around Abu 
Marzook, because of his dealings with Batikhi and the Jordanian regime, that 
his ambition had been permanently thwarted. For the time, Abu Marzook 
had suffi cient support, mostly Gaza based, to assure him of a position in the 
leadership team, but he would henceforth always have a lesser role to that 
played by Mishal.

The gross miscalculation by Netanyahu and Yatom had thus effectively 
anointed Mishal the leader of the future. And, quite apart from resolving the 
personal rivalry between the candidates, this hard-fought contest for the po-
litical-bureau leadership had answered a vital question posed by observers 
when Yassin was released: for the time being, at least, Hamas was opting for 
the bullet over the ballot.

As Yassin settled back in at home, Hamas and Fatah tried to maintain a 
 dialogue. These efforts were rough and rude, but they did address some of 
the essentials of coexis tence under occupation. Liaison committees were 
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1936–1939: The Arab Revolt. Mishal’s father, Abd Al-Qadir, pointed to the 
scarfed fi gure in the middle of the front row of this group of Palestinian fi ght-
ers, saying, “That’s me.” abd al-qadir’s family album

August 2007: Fatima and Mullah Abd Al-Qadir, the parents of Khalid 
Mishal, at their home in Amman while being interviewed by the author. paul 
mcgeough
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1971: As a fi fteen-year-old at 
Abdullah Al-Salim Al-Sabah School 
in Kuwait, Khalid Mishal opted to 
be an Islamist. hamas archives

October 1977: Khalid Mishal as a 
fi nal-year physics student at Kuwait 
Uni versity. hamas archives

June 1974: Mishal’s graduation class at Abdullah Al-Salim Al-Sabah School 
in Kuwait—Mishal is standing behind the teachers who are seated fi fth and 
sixth from the left. hamas archives
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November 2007: Ras Ali, at the northern end of Silwad, where Mishal lived 
as a child. paul mcgeough

November 2007: Khalid Mishal’s shuttered family home at Silwad, on the 
West Bank. paul mcgeough
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August 1993: Randa Habib, the Agence France-Presse bureau chief in Am-
man, interviews King Hussein of Jordan. randa habib album

March 1997: Khalid Mishal at his offi ce in Amman. hamas archives
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September 25, 1997: Mishal on a gurney as he is transferred between hospi-
tals in Amman in the hours after the failed Mossad attempt to poison him. 
agence france-presse

September 25, 1997: A doctor 
at Amman’s Islamic Hospital 
supervises Mishal’s transfer to 
King Hussein Medical City. 
agence france-presse
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October 1997: In the days af-
ter the Mossad attack, Mishal 
is still confi ned to his bed at 
King Hussein Medical City. 
hamas archives

October 1997: Mishal with his eldest son, Walid, one of his three children 
who witnessed the Mossad attack. hamas archives
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November 29, 2000: Two months into the second Intifada, Mishal rallied 
Palestinian refugees at the Yarmuk camp in Damascus. “Negotiations are ab-
surd and useless,” he declared. “The only choice is maintaining the Intifada 
and escalating the resistance.” hamas archives

March 27, 2004: A quiet exchange between Mishal and Hezbollah leader 
Hassan Nasrallah during a conference of offi cials from both their organiza-
tions in the days after the Israeli assassination of Sheikh Ahmad Yassin. 
hamas archives
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February 3, 2005: Four security men form a cordon around Mishal as he 
preaches during Friday prayers at a mosque in Tehran—one guard on the left, 
two on the right, and another below and in front of Mishal, looking out into 
the congregation. hamas archives
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November 11, 2005: Mohammad Abu Sayf, the bodyguard who captured 
two of the Mossad agents who attacked Khalid Mishal in September 1997, 
stands at his leader’s shoulder during a Hamas rally in Damascus. hamas 
archives

February 3, 2006: Mishal is greeted in Damascus by Syrian vice president 
Farouk Shara. hamas archives
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February 16, 2006: In Ankara, Mishal speaks to reporters after meeting For-
eign Minister Abdullah Gul. The Turkish Daily News reported that Prime 
Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan canceled a planned meeting with Mishal 
after pressure from Israel and other governments. hamas archives

February 21, 2006: Mishal is received by Iranian supreme leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei just weeks after Hamas’s election win. hamas archives
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February 21, 2006: 
In Tehran, Iranian 
president Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad 
welcomes Mishal. 
hamas archives

February 27, 2006: 
Mishal in talks with 
Syrian foreign minister 
Walid Al-Mu’allim in 
Damascus. hamas 
archives
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March 3, 2006: Khalid Mishal puts the Hamas case to Russian foreign min-
ister Sergey Lavrov (back to camera) at a meeting in Moscow—the fi rst major 
crack in the international blockade of Hamas. hamas archives

March 3, 2006: Mishal and the Hamas delegation hold a press conference 
after a round of offi cial meetings in Moscow. Seated, left to right: Moham-
mad Nazzal, Mousa Abu Marzook, Khalid Mishal, Said Siam, and Sami 
Khater. Standing behind them is the Hamas security detail—including Mo-
hammed Abu Sayf (with black beard), Mishal’s personal bodyguard. hamas 
archives

March 2006: Russian president Vladimir Putin’s invitation for Mishal to 
travel to Moscow in the aftermath of the Hamas election win was the highest 
acknowledgment of the Islamist movement outside the Middle East. Here, 
Mishal is briefed on Russia’s past wars during a visit to a military museum in 
the Russian capital. hamas archives
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March 5, 2006: In a meeting with the head of the Russian Orthodox Church, 
Patriarch Aleksiy II, Mishal heard support for a Palestinian homeland—but 
it came with a stern reminder that a homeland could be achieved only through 
dialogue. hamas archives

March 5, 2006: Mishal and Hamas were frozen out by most capitals, but they 
were welcomed in Moscow, after President Vladimir Putin warned against 
isolating Hamas. “I am profoundly convinced that burning bridges in politics 
is the easiest thing to do, but it has no perspective, no future,” he told report-
ers. hamas archives
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August 27, 2006: After meeting Khalid Mishal in Damascus, the Reverend 
Jesse L. Jackson told reporters that Mishal had assured him that Gilad Shalit, 
the Israeli soldier captured by Palestinian militiamen two months earlier, was 
still alive. hamas archives

September 2007: Khalid 
Mishal during an interview 
in Damascus. Behind him is 
a portrait of Sheikh Ahmad 
Yassin, Hamas’s spiritual 
leader who was assassinated 
by Israel on March 22, 
2004. paul mcgeough
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December 15, 2007: Hamas supporters rally in Gaza to celebrate the twentieth 
anniversary of the founding of its movement. reuters/mohammed salem

September 2007: Almost 
ten years later, the journalist 
Ranya Kadri returns to the 
scene of the crime—the 
pavement where Mossad 
agents attacked Khalid 
Mishal on September 25, 
1997. paul mcgeough
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 established to deal with areas of mutual interest, like the welfare of Palestin-
ians in Israeli jails. But when the issue of Hamas joining the PLO was 
broached, the negotiations deadlocked. Arafat preferred to make his own ap-
pointments to the PLO’s ruling council, while Hamas argued that there 
should be elections. Hamas claimed suffi cient popular support to warrant the 
allocation of 40 percent of council seats; Arafat countered self-defensively, 
offering less than a quarter.

For one brief moment there seemed to be the possibility of a thaw locally 
in Gaza when, contrary to what an observer described as Yassin’s “sixth sense 
that embodied the organizational consensus in Hamas,” the sheikh chose to 
ignore advice from Mishal by announcing he would accept an invitation from 
Yasser Arafat to attend a meeting of the PLO council. But Mishal was dis-
turbed that Yassin’s attendance would amount to ac cep tance by Hamas of the 
PLO’s claim to be the “sole” representative of the Palestinians.

Ultimately the spiritual leader was forced into an embarrassing backdown, 
leaving the meeting after the Hamas political bureau in Amman issued a 
statement saying that Yassin’s decision to attend was personal and not to be 
seen as representative of Hamas—effectively disowning the sheikh.

In the overall scheme of things, this was small potatoes. But, in Hamas 
lore, it was recorded with signifi cance as the point at which the Gazans fi -
nally got it—that the Amman-based political bureau was the se nior decision-
making body of Hamas.

In the face of Netanyahu’s stubbornness through 1998, Arafat pulled back 
from the Oslo process, angering Israeli offi cials by positioning himself closer 
to Hamas—to the point, at one stage, of publicly greeting the Gaza hard-
liner Abdul Azziz Al-Rantisi with a traditional man-to-man Arab kiss. 
Twelve months after the misadventure in Amman, the full dimension of Is-
rael’s strategic error was clear. After almost a decade of attempting to lock 
Hamas out of the structure of formal relations within the Middle East crisis, 
Israel had confi rmed Hamas as an essential, if uninvited, partner. By halting 
talks with Arafat as a response to Hamas atrocities, Prime Minister Netan-
yahu had handed the rejectionists a new card to play—effectively a veto over 
any progress.25

Sheikh Yassin appeared to be in fi ne health after receiving treatment for his 
various ailments during a four-month trip abroad in 1998—much to the 
amusement of Israeli commentators, who enjoyed reminding Netanyahu of 
his claim, at the height of the Mishal affair, that Yassin had to be released 
because his health was poor.

Elsewhere, however, the outlook was grim—the peace process remained on 
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life support and King Hussein of Jordan was seriously ill. In the aftermath of 
the attack on Mishal, Jordan’s Queen Noor had begun to refer jokingly to her 
husband’s worrying symptoms—which now warranted visits to Amman by 
more Mayo specialists—as the “Bibi virus.”26 In fact, this was the early onset 
of the cancer that would consume him.

A fi ve-month program of chemotherapy for King Hussein at the Mayo 
Clinic in Minnesota overlapped with a marathon bid by President Bill Clin-
ton in October 1998 to break the stalemate in the Middle East peace process. 
It culminated in nine days of extraordinary talks in a bucolic setting at Wye 
on Chesapeake Bay, about seventy miles east of Washington, D.C. Netan-
yahu led the Israeli delegation; Arafat headed the Palestinians. Clinton fi nally 
browbeat them into an agreed form of words, but none present was prepared 
to call it an agreement. Instead, the document they signed was called the Wye 
Memorandum.

The memorandum was to extend the area of the West Bank under full 
Palestinian control to slightly more than 17 percent and that under partial 
control to a further 22 percent. In return, the Palestinian Authority had to 
honour a series of security obligations that applied only to the Palestinian 
side.27 This deal perpetuated the fl aw in the original Oslo agreement that to 
date had defi ed implementation—Arafat was accepting a security task in re-
turn for Israeli concessions, in an environment in which all parties knew that 
Netanyahu had vested Hamas with the power to thwart the implementation 
of its terms through his loud proclamations that he would not comply unless 
Arafat brought Hamas to heel.

As they inked the document, in a ceremony in the East Room at the White 
House, Netanyahu was hailed as the “moderate” who had fi nally accepted the 
concept of trading land for peace. Arafat was cheered for declaring war on 
Hamas.28 Only time would tell whether this deal  could change the course of 
a crisis that gave  every sign of holding to Sheikh Yassin’s prophecy that it 
would take another twenty-odd years to be resolved.

In reaching an understanding, the delegates only got as far as they did at 
Wye because they were shamed and cajoled into it by a dying man. Finding 
himself cornered by the intransigence of the two sides, and desperate for ad-
vice, Clinton had phoned Hussein while the king was waiting for a bone-
marrow transplant at the Mayo Clinic. Despite his condition, Hussein 
volunteered to pitch in and the presidential helicopter was sent to fetch him 
to the Wye conference center.

Hussein’s appearance on arrival shocked all who were familiar with the 
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Jordanian leader’s customary fi ne bearing and charming good looks. The man 
who stood before them was gaunt, gray, and balding. The risk of infection for 
Hussein was so severe that all were ordered to wash their hands in a special 
antibacterial soap before greeting him. “It’s time to fi nish,” Hussein told 
them.

That was not quite the case. After another stormy session, during which 
Clinton was heard to refer to the Israeli leader as “that SOB [who]  doesn’t 
want a deal,” Hussein was brought back to Wye one more time to push them 
to the line.29

Within hours of the ceremonial signing of the Wye Memorandum on Oc-
tober 23, Arafat again moved against Hamas. More than one hundred activ-
ists were rounded up and Sheikh Yassin was placed under house arrest. Amid 
warnings from Hamas that it would turn its guns on Arafat’s security forces 
if they went ahead with his renewed undertaking to break up militia groups 
and confi scate illegal weapons, the telephone lines to the homes of Yassin and 
others in the Hamas leadership were cut. Yassin’s house was sealed off by 
guards who disarmed his security detail while masked security men rifl ed 
through his fi les and cupboards.30

The restriction on Yassin was lifted by Arafat on December 24, as a good-
will gesture for the Muslim holy month of Ramadan, which, in 1998, over-
lapped with the Chris tian celebration of Christmas. Yassin wasted no time. 
The next day he traveled in his Land Rover—a gift from the Saudi govern-
ment that had been customized to take the wheelchair—to Shati, the refugee 
camp by the sea where he had been raised. The occasion was the eleventh 
anniversary of the founding of Hamas and, as he was wheeled before a crowd 
of more than ten thousand cheering followers, the aging spiritual leader be-
gan: “We must continue on our path to holy war. . . .”31

From the news clips at the signing of the Wye Memorandum, the world 
knew that King Hussein was gravely ill. But, as he returned to his kingdom 
after almost half a year in the Mayo’s Minnesota medical complex, only one 
person was aware of the fi restorm he had planned—Randa Habib, Agence 
France-Presse’s redoubtable Amman bureau chief.

Despite his illness, the avid aviator Hussein was at the controls of his Gulf-
stream IV for the entire fl ight on his fi nal homecoming leg from London to 
Amman. He acknowledged a farewell salute from pilots of each air force 
whose territory he overfl ew: fi rst, a fi ghter escort from the Sixth Squadron of 
the RAF as they left British airspace; then, in quick succession, aircraft from 
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the French, Italian, Israeli, and Jordanian air forces handed him on one to the 
next, in what Queen Noor described as a motorcade in the sky.32

Having reigned for almost fi fty years, Hussein was the only ruler most 
Jordanians had known. But now he was required to name a successor—
undoubtedly one of the most important moments in all of Jordan’s brief 
history.

It was Randa Habib who stopped all in their tracks, and shattered the 
dreams of the presumed successor and his faction of royal hangers-on, with 
her revelation on the AFP wires that King Hussein’s brother, the dutiful 
Crown Prince Hassan, was to be passed over. On his deathbed, Hussein had 
anointed Prince Abdullah, a thirty-seven-year-old son by his second mar-
riage to the En glish princess Muna. The ever-composed Noor, the fuming 
Prince Hassan, and all the royal plotters and schemers were ambushed by 
Hussein’s decision to make the succession a fait accompli by leaking it to 
Randa Habib before he took any of them into his confi dence.

At the end of fi ve months of what, ultimately, turned out to be futile cancer 
treatments at the Mayo Clinic, Hussein had made a series of phone calls to 
Habib. Breaking his homebound journey in London in mid-January 1999, 
the king acknowledged the forensic manner in which the journalist ap-
proached a story. “And keep following your gut feeling,” he advised her. But 
it was his last words to Habib that underscored their shared knowledge that 
Habib’s best-placed “se nior palace source” had little time left. “Randa, will 
you be able to take the heat on this one?” the king asked  gently.33

The succession was a dynastic intrigue of rare proportions. It culminated in 
a fourteen-page deathbed missive that Hussein seemed to have written in a 
fi t of blind rage. Shakespeare would have been proud of him.

Back in 1965, Hassan’s appointment as crown prince had been a device to 
protect the family and the vulnerable Hashemite throne. At the time Hus-
sein’s logical heir, his fi rstborn son, Prince Abdullah, was a mere three-year-
old. An adult had to be in the wings in the event of Hussein’s untimely demise; 
thereafter, one of the constants in Jordanian affairs had been an assumption 
that Hassan would succeed Hussein, who was his older brother by twelve 
years. But in his fourteen-page letter, the sixty-three-year-old dying king 
now excoriated the younger brother who had patiently stood behind him for 
thirty-four years; he dismissed Hassan as a parasite and an opportunist at the 
same time as he charged him with a litany of wrongdoings.34

Royal watchers in Amman discerned two motives and a single objective 
for the brutality with which Hassan was cut adrift. Hussein had been deeply 
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offended by his brother’s failure to deny an Israeli press report that had 
predicted—quite accurately as events transpired—that the king would be 
dead within three months. Hussein was troubled too that, in the event of 
Hassan being appointed ruler, they  could not agree on the necessary guaran-
tees for the royal succession to return to Hussein’s line on the death of Has-
san. For these reasons Hussein needed to destroy Hassan in the eyes of the 
military and the bureaucracy, lest he attempt to derail the reign of the new 
greenhorn king, Abdullah.

Amman woke to sultry skies on Sunday, February 7, and by lunchtime the 
heavens opened, sloshing the city in torrential rain. Queen Noor noted that, 
when King Hussein expired during noon prayers, one of modern history’s 
most extraordinary spans of leadership had reached its conclusion.35

The king’s funeral would be as much a logistical challenge as it was a secu-
rity nightmare. Most of Hussein’s friends from around the world, and some 
of his enemies, needed to fi nd their way to Amman on less than twenty-four 
hours’ notice, because Islamic rites required that the king be buried as soon as 
possible. Kings and queens, prime ministers and presidents got there on time. 
The leaders of the Arab and the Islamic world came to pay their respects. 
President Bill Clinton headed an American delegation of no less than four 
presidents: Gerald Ford, Jimmy Carter, and George H.W. Bush fl ew in with 
Clinton aboard Air Force One.

It was an illustrious turnout that far exceeded the relative insignifi cance of 
Jordan the country, but was a mark of respect for its accomplished king. Apart 
from the Japa nese, Spanish, Dutch, and Belgian royals, the mourners in-
cluded Britain’s Prince Charles and Tony Blair, Russia’s Boris Yeltsin, Ger-
many’s Gerhard Schroeder, France’s Jacques Chirac, and Czech president 
Vaclav Havel.

Protocol demanded that some mourners be brought together—Clinton 
had a brief, private meeting with the newly crowned Abdullah. Security in-
sisted others be kept apart—like the Israeli prime minister, Benjamin Netan-
yahu, and the man he had tried to execute fi fteen months earlier, Hamas’s 
Khalid Mishal. Here in the fl esh at the funeral of the inveterate peace seeker 
Hussein, these two represented the extremes in an intractable crisis. Floun-
dering in a no-man’s land between them was Yasser Arafat, wearing his aged 
soldier’s battle dress and the black-and-white kaffi yeh, the folds of which he 
liked to drape from his shoulders in the shape of a map of Palestine.

Traveling to Amman for Hussein’s burial, Netanyahu was confronted by 
three points of Israeli failure. If they had settled with King Hussein in the 
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aftermath of the Six-Day War in 1967, they might have avoided dealing with 
Arafat and the PLO. If they had settled with Arafat and the Palestinian Au-
thority, they  could have headed off the subsequent confrontation with Mishal 
and Hamas. Hanging in the somber Amman air was this question: who might 
Israel have to deal with if it persisted in refusing to deal with Hamas?

In their own way, each was a guerrilla fi ghter—Hussein and Netanyahu, 
Arafat and Mishal. None of them had made signifi cant advances, but in this 
grueling epic, not losing was as good as winning. From time to time each had 
had his tactical victories, but the Israelis  could not rid themselves of the Pal-
estinians, nor  could the Palestinians rid themselves of the Israelis.

More than three decades after capturing what became the Occupied Ter-
ritories, the Israelis had “imposed their presence” on the Palestinians, but not 
quite as the eye-patched defense minister Moshe Dayan had predicted in 
1967. After thirty-two years, they were stuck in a divorce court, but the Israe-
lis had failed to prise the good land “dowry” from the unloved Palestinian 
“bride,” as foretold in the memorable wedding metaphor of Israeli prime 
minister Levi Eshkol in the wake of the Six-Day War.
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Samih Batikhi launched his dragnet in the last week of August 1999. Upon 
his orders for a full assault on Hamas, Batikhi’s security forces swooped on 
addresses across Amman and trucked away fi les and computers. The move-
ment’s fi ve separate offi ces were isolated and a handwritten notice fi xed to the 
door of each. closed by order of the general prosecutor for state 
security, it said with offi cious fi nality.1

More than a dozen staff were arrested, including Mohammad Abu Sayf, 
the bodyguard whose fast wits in 1997 had provided King Hussein with the 
trophy Mossad prisoners he needed to humiliate Israel after the attempt on 
Mishal’s life. But two key Hamas operatives escaped Batikhi’s roundup—
Mishal himself and Mousa Abu Marzook, now his deputy. In fact, the raids 
seemed to have been timed to allow them to evade capture. The GID was in 
the business of knowing the whereabouts of these two, and forty-eight hours 
earlier they had fl own out of Jordan to Tehran.

The garrulous Mohammad Nazzal, who was Hamas’s formal linkman with 
the Amman regime, remained at large too. Having chanced to leave his offi ce 
to go home for a late lunch, Nazzal was interrupted there by a phone call 
that alerted him to the crackdown. He managed to go underground before 
the GID  could bag him, but Batikhi kept his home under surveillance for 
weeks. Nazzal’s wife was tailed whenever she went out, and members of their 
extended family were hauled in for questioning.

In the wake of the Israeli attempt to execute him, Mishal’s offi ce had been 
moved to his new family home, which was fortifi ed against further attack and 
under constant surveillance by the GID. Now it was his former protectors 
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Handcuffed and Deported



248 kill khalid

d P P

who stormed in, startling his wife, Amal, as she went about her chores. “They 
searched all his papers,” she said, complaining that she had been given no 
explanation. “They shut down the offi ce and arrested four of his staff.”

Amal had met the challenge of being a Hamas wife. She was seared by the 
assassination attempt in 1997, but even so, her resilience surprised her more 
worldly brothers-in-law, two of whom lived in the United States. One of 
them was thirty-nine-year-old Mufi d, an engineer with a double degree from 
Oklahoma State University, employed by the Dallas City Council in Texas. 
In the days after the raids in Amman, Mufi d phoned his younger brother 
Mithqal, who ran an auto-sales shop in Alabama. Referring to his sister-
in-law as Um Walid (which means mother of Mishal’s eldest son, Walid), 
Mufi d seemed quite awed. “By God, between you and me I was very im-
pressed,” he swore. “She’s formidable, man. She is formidable. Her morale is 
high, believe me.”2

The brothers, with the FBI listening in, held a cautious, broad-ranging, 
and family-oriented conversation. Inter alia, they discussed their aged father’s 
health, the need to get funds to Mishal’s family while he was on the run from 
Jordan, and the diffi culty Mishal’s daughters had in concentrating on their 
studies amidst this crisis. But, clearly concerned that the U.S. authorities 
might be eavesdropping, the younger Mithqal became agitated when Mufi d 
revealed that he had put a call through to Mishal in Tehran. “You called Kha-
lid? You called direct, huh?”

“Ah-ha. Direct. They answered me right away.”
“There’s no fear?”
“I did not speak with them about anything.”
“Huh?”
“I [just] talked about an ordeal and patience. I mean, we  didn’t talk. We 

 didn’t say anything about where Abu Walid was. . . .  Only chatting, I mean.”
Mithqal was anxious that the FBI most certainly would have been inter-

ested in the call. His prodding irritated the voluble Mufi d.
“Huh?” Mufi d asked, his temper rising.
“The call itself is—” But that was all Mithqal  could get out before Mufi d 

blew up. “May God damn them!” he began in an apparent reference to the 
FBI. “May God damn them dogs! I mean, I can’t even speak with my brother! 
[To] hell with them. What . . .  what can they get? I mean, my phone number? 
[To] hell with them! I mean, what can I do for them? I need to speak to my 
family, or are we going to abandon them? . . .  I’ll [keep] calling.”

Mithqal calmed Mufi d down, but he soon blew up again, abusing the Jor-
danian authorities. “These bastards, man,” he exploded. “The bastards . . .  are 
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servants to the [Israelis]. Lower than servants. Lower. . . .  The [Israelis] use 
them as prostitutes. . . .” Mufi d then steadied himself, inquiring after Mithqal’s 
children and how Mithqal himself had fared in some recent exams. “What 
happened with your CPA?” Mufi d wanted to know,3 as the brothers shifted 
with familiar ease from struggle in the Middle East to the travails of living 
the American dream.

In Amman, King Abdullah II was taking a very different exam. As a sig-
nifi cant departure from his father’s policy settings, his clampdown on Hamas 
won praise as the “boldest move so far”4 by a young man thrust on the throne 
at short notice. Already Abdullah had revealed a surprising deference to Yas-
ser Arafat. This clearly posed a challenge for Hamas and, by issuing it, the 
son seemed to have set himself up to jettison his father’s historic baggage. 
“Every good soldier knows it’s best to fi ght his battles at the time and place 
of his choosing,” a pumped-up Abdullah explained. “I was going to have to 
take these guys on sooner or later.”5 Jordanian offi cials confi rmed that the 
raids on Hamas had resulted from security cooperation with Israel and Ara-
fat’s Palestinian Authority.6 “We’re helping the Palestinians in their peace 
talks with Israel,”7 an offi cial explained.

The new Jordanian regime was watched attentively by the Americans, on 
whom it depended for essential foreign aid. Secretary of State Madeline Al-
bright was due in the region within days, to renew efforts to breathe life into 
the Wye Memorandum. She intended to visit Amman, where it was becom-
ing increasingly evident that King Abdullah had succumbed to the constant 
badgering from Washington that his father had long resisted.

Jordan issued warrants for the arrest of Mishal, Abu Marzook, Nazzal, and 
Ibrahim Ghosheh, their old and sickly media-relations man who had de-
parted Jordan with Mishal, Abu Marzook, and four of their staff. Two lesser-
known members of the political bureau, Sami Kather and Izzat Al-Rishiq, 
also became wanted men.

With the exception of Abu Marzook, the others were Jordanian citizens. 
Batikhi’s strategy to erase Hamas from the local landscape appeared to hinge 
on his belief that the threat of long jail sentences on their return to Jordan 
would prevent them from returning.8 But, taking a leaf from Abu Marzook’s 
Manhattan strategy, in which the engineer had dared the Israelis to extradite 
him to face trial, Mishal sent a message from Tehran. “We’ve done nothing 
illegal,” he said. “We’re coming home—we’re not strangers . . .  not beggars.”

Interviewed by Al-Jazeera, Mishal upped the ante, lecturing the new king 
on the subtlety of his late father’s ways. “The Hamas movement that was 
known to your father Hussein, God bless his soul, is the same Hamas that 
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lives today in Jordan.” Reminding the young leader of the rescue of Abu Mar-
zook from U.S. detention, and then of King Hussein’s deft handling of Mos-
sad’s attempt to kill him, Mishal noted the differences between father and 
son. “[King Hussein] took a manly stand full of determination, wisdom, and 
gallantry. . . .  Unfortunately the attitude  toward Hamas has changed.”9

The crackdown was in truth a nightmare for the movement. Amidst rising 
uncertainty in the Occupied Territories, Jordan was by far the most conve-
nient of the states neighboring Israel through which Hamas could move arms 
and money. Its huge Palestinian refugee population provided excellent cover 
for Hamas operatives, and communications and access to the Occupied Ter-
ritories were good.

But the crackdown was not a complete surprise. Hamas had picked up 
veiled warnings weeks earlier that if its operatives left the country, the local 
authorities might make it diffi cult for them to return. Around the same time, 
Mishal had been subjected to a humiliating personal search at Amman’s 
Queen Alia Airport, which he assumed was a message from Samih Batikhi. 
Airport security staff would not have dared touch him without express orders 
from the top.

Bizarrely, the offi ces from which Hamas had operated for almost a decade, 
under intense GID scrutiny, now were deemed to have been functioning il-
legally in Amman. It became impossible to separate fact from fi ction as un-
named offi cials leveled a spray of allegations that, if only half true, might have 
led to the unlikely conclusion that Batikhi’s intelligence agency had previ-
ously been asleep on the job.

The claims included that thousands of pages of “serious and sensitive” in-
formation on Jordan and on key individuals in the kingdom had been confi s-
cated from the Hamas offi ces; Hamas was training operatives in remote areas; 
arms and explosives caches had been uncovered in various parts of the coun-
try; Jordanian passports were being forged; and Mishal had been recruiting 
Islamists from local refugee camps and campuses as fund-raisers and couriers 
to move messages into the Occupied Territories.

A week later, the screws were tightened when the same unnamed offi cials 
sent tremors of fear through Jordan with claims that evidence had been un-
covered of Hamas militant cells operating in Jordan. These allegedly threat-
ened a repeat of the 1970 bloodshed and mayhem when Yasser Arafat’s forces 
had challenged King Hussein.10 “We found ourselves in a situation similar to 
Black September,” an offi cial told AFP’s Randa Habib.

For all that, the only formal indictments against any of those arrested were 
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for membership of an illegal or ga ni za tion and possession of an illegal weapon—
a pistol. Behind the regime’s bravura, it emerged that it was Batikhi who 
recommended that Hamas be stamped out. The GID chief ’s long-standing 
ill will  toward Khalid Mishal was no secret. Batikhi had always had the re-
sources to close down the Hamas political bureau, but in the past he had been 
blocked by the late King Hussein.

Now Batikhi took advantage of a new king’s insecurity. There was little 
substance to the orchestrated leaks against Hamas in the weeks after the 
raids, but the GID did perceive Mishal as an Arafat-type fi gure—not neces-
sarily as the possible instigator of another Black September in Jordan, but as 
a signifi cant leader in his own right. The GID believed his appeal to the big 
Palestinian community in Jordan  could undermine the standing of a raw king 
who was himself, a close observer noted, “obsessed with screwing Khalid 
Mishal.”11

A version of the allegations against Hamas might have been cobbled to-
gether at any time in the previous decade. But in the uncertain early days 
of King Abdullah, Hamas’s strength was greatly magnifi ed in the GID’s 
national security assessments. “Batikhi’s rationale was that the kingdom 
comes fi rst,” a regime insider explained.12 “Abdullah is weak; Mishal is 
strong—ergo, he has to go.” Batikhi raised anxiety levels among se nior offi -
cials as he posed the longer-term problems. “The day will come when Mishal 
will be a symbol for the Palestinian  people,” he warned.13

From time to time, the fugitive Nazzal would pop out of hiding. To the 
great irritation of his GID pursuers, he offered newspaper commentaries—
one of which was given page-one treatment in the Hamas-friendly daily 
Al-Arab Al-Yawm. He worked the phones, lobbying his Islamist contacts and 
journalists on the right of the political bureau to return to Jordan and pro-
moting his belief that the crackdown was  driven by Batikhi’s fevered hatred 
of Mishal.

In the ten years that Hamas had been based in Amman—for fi ve of which 
Mishal was head of the political bureau—these two men had had just a single, 
icy meeting—after the attempted assassination of Mishal, and only then 
through the intercession of an Islamist member of the Jordanian parliament.

After the crackdown, Mishal and the others hunkered in Tehran for several 
weeks deliberating how to respond. Another member of the political bu-
reau, Imad Al-Alami, who was based in Damascus, fl ew to Tehran for discus-
sions. Mishal traveled to the Syrian capital, where he consulted with members 
of Hamas’s Majlis Shura, the movement’s clandestine, supreme decision-
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making body, and met emissaries from the Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood, 
who, Mishal and others concluded, were being manipulated by Batikhi. The 
advice they now received from their Brotherhood associates was an echo of 
the GID’s message: it was best not to come back to Jordan.

On Mishal’s return to Tehran from Damascus, he decided to stare down 
Batikhi, calculating that he would not dare to arrest the top ranks of the 
movement. He booked return fl ights to Amman, via Dubai, for the Hamas 
seven who by then had been stuck in the Iranian capital for almost a month. 
But Mishal had miscalculated. When the Emirates fl ight touched down at nine 
am on September 22, Queen Alia Airport was ordered into total lockdown.

Abu Marzook, the non-Jordanian, managed to disembark. But in the arriv-
als lounge he was grabbed and forced to reboard the aircraft on which they 
had arrived, for the return fl ight to Dubai.

The others, also seized in the arrivals hall, were forced to hand over their 
passports to a Jordanian security agent. They were handcuffed and bundled 
into vehicles for a circuitous drive across the city as their captors attempted to 
shake off a press posse.

Finally they were hauled before a military tribunal at the Marka military 
complex. In the tribunal, there was a lot of noise, but little process. Hamas 
engaged a prominent Amman lawyer, Salih Al-Armuti, and a team of others 
volunteered their ser vices. Amidst angry denials of any wrongdoing, Ghosheh 
in particular was incensed at being pinned with a weapons-possession charge. 
When the military prosecutor shouted at Ghosheh, Hamas’s lead lawyer, 
Al-Armuti, gave him a tongue-lashing: “Lower your voice,” he told him. 
“The person you are speaking to is a mujahid [struggler] who is respected by 
the entire  people of Jordan.”14

In the absence of any progress, they were taken to the cells for the night. 
After another unproductive court appearance the following morning, the tri-
bunal ordered that all six be detained indefi nitely at Juwaydah Prison, on 
Amman’s southern perimeter.

While elements of the local Muslim Brotherhood attempted to broker a 
truce, the prisoners refused demands by the regime that they renounce Hamas 
or voluntarily leave the country of which they were citizens. They insisted on 
being charged in a public court.

Instead, they were kept before the tribunal. The regime pressed a battery 
of new charges that carried the death penalty: possession of three unli-
censed Kalashnikovs, a hand grenade, and a forged Egyp tian government 
seal; applying for mobile phones under false names; raising funds for an ille-
gal or ga ni za tion.
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Isolated from other prisoners, the Hamas detainees ran their cellblock as 
a fundamentalist cell. They observed all their religious obligations, ran a strict 
exercise regimen, and conducted daily quiz games to improve their minds. After 
two weeks they went on a hunger strike. It was called off after just fi ve days, 
but Mishal continued to refuse to negotiate with the authorities while they had 
him locked up. Fixed in his belief that their arrest and the shutting down of 
Hamas in Jordan were wildcat acts by Batikhi, Mishal clung to his hope that 
King Abdullah might be persuaded to respect his late father’s long-standing 
view that it was better to have Hamas inside his tent than outside.

Despite the brinksmanship in Amman, Mishal’s half brother Mufi d, who 
monitored developments from his home in Dallas, was confi dent the king 
would buckle. “It’s just to prove their words,” he said in a putdown of the re-
gime during a phone conversation with Shukri Abu Baker, the infl uential 
head of the Holy Land Foundation. “Yes, it’s just a media gathering and that’s 
it,” Abu Baker agreed, “until Albright is done with her tour.”15

But King Abdullah was serious—he wanted Hamas out of his kingdom. 
Mishal dug in; Abdullah and Batikhi would have to kick him out of the 
country of which he was a citizen. As a last resort and only after Mishal and 
his group had been in jail for two months, regime negotiators returned to the 
idea that they  could remain in the country if they publicly renounced Hamas. 
“We do not relinquish our principles and we’ll never relinquish our move-
ment,” Mishal snapped back.16

What came next was a variation on the offer—they must leave the country, 
but, by negotiation, they would be allowed to return  every few months. As an 
added sweetener, if they were to agree, they would be spared the humiliation 
of wearing handcuffs as they were deported. “No” was Mishal’s response.

Mishal’s lobbying effort from Tehran had included calls to key fi gures in 
Doha, the capital of the emirate of Qatar, where Mishal conducted a signifi -
cant part of his fund-raising operation. In the end, following a behind-the-
scenes intervention by ministers of the Qatari government, a deal was put 
together whereby charges were dropped and, as Mishal put it, they were all 
“compulsorily deported.”

On November 22, Mishal and Ghosheh were cuffed, blindfolded, and 
placed in a prison truck without being informed of a destination. After about 
an hour on the road, Ghosheh suggested, after sniffi ng the air, that they were 
among the popular coffee-roasting shops of the Marka quarter.17 Minutes 
later, he was proved correct as the truck stopped and they were unloaded. 
When the blindfolds were removed they found themselves on the tarmac at a 
military complex near the market—a private jet was waiting.
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“We were forced onto that plane,” Mishal recalled later.18 The Qatari for-
eign minister, Ahmad Abdullah Al-Mahmoud, was on board the aircraft too, 
but he curtly informed Mishal and Ghosheh that he was not at liberty to 
discuss their travel plans.

The presence of the Qatari foreign minister demanded by protocol the at-
tendance of his Jordanian counterpart, Abd Al-Ilah Al-Khatib, who moved 
quickly to shut down loud protests by Mishal. “But you did call the Qatari 
foreign minister,  didn’t you?” the Jordanian minister said sarcastically as they 
waited for the aircraft to takeoff.

Mishal protested that they had never asked to go to Qatar. But he was cut 
off by the Jordanian minister, who handed them their passports. They were 
being deported.

Flying out in executive-jet style to the unexpected comfort of a suite at the 
Sheraton Hotel in Doha, Mishal left the new king of Jordan stranded be-
tween two textbook examples of how to deal with the diplomatic cut and 
thrust in the region. Abdullah’s royal father had nurtured alliances with the 
United States and Israel, but he had also hosted Hamas; now the Qataris 
were taking in the Jordanian deportees, at the same time that Doha was home 
to the controversial Al-Jazeera satellite TV network and to thousands of U.S. 
troops, while maintaining its friendship with Israel.

By denying himself the ability to play the Hamas card any more—either by 
acting against the movement or, conversely, by refusing to do so at the request 
of the Israelis or the Americans—Abdullah was perceived to have weakened 
his own hand in the region’s endless diplomatic jousting. Without the pres-
ence of Hamas in Jordan—as a foil to the relentless pressure from Israel or 
the United States—he would be less able to protect his kingdom’s vital inter-
ests, particularly when it came to the Washington-mediated peace process.19 
Abdullah had cut himself out of the action.

Mishal, Abu Marzook, and the rest of the political bureau had pulled a 
narrow escape. Nothing might have pleased the Oslo club more than to have 
seen them all permanently behind bars—but King Abdullah II did not dare 
to take this fi nal step. Once again, Hamas had lived to fi ght another day.

For Mishal, there was something deeply offensive in the young king’s last 
offer. In assuming that Mishal would prefer to be spared the humiliation of 
being frog-marched out of the country, Abdullah appeared to have forgotten 
the tumult when he was nine years old, when Yasser Arafat had slunk across 
the border out of Jordan and into Syria in the dead of night, rather than stand 
with his men to face the late King Hussein’s army in the Black September 
clashes. “I was blindfolded; my hands were tied,” Mishal would respond when 
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the circumstances of his deportation from Jordan were compared with those 
of the PLO leader. “I was kicked out. Arafat ran away.”20

Israel had paid a huge price for the Mishal debacle in September 1997, but 
the eviction of Hamas from Jordan two years later was also Mossad’s belated 
revenge. It had taken time to accomplish, but with the death of King Hus-
sein, it had become possible to drive a wedge between the Jordanian regime 
and the movement. Batikhi was able to make clever use of the Black Septem-
ber scare to fracture support for Hamas in the ranks of the local Muslim 
Brotherhood. He believed he was saying good-bye to Hamas.

Batikhi’s own position in Jordan’s circles of power would not last long after 
seeing off his old Islamist foes. Within a year, the security chief would be 
fi ghting for his survival. In December 2000 he was abruptly replaced as head 
of the GID, and within a year he would be mired in scandal as stories of a 
$485 million embezzlement gripped the salons of the capital.

Abdullah’s decision to ban media reporting on the investigation was taken 
in some quarters as proof that the move against Batikhi was more an exercise 
in ritual character assassination than a lesson in business ethics. Local editors 
were banned from publishing statements by the defendant. The weekly Al-
Majd, under the feisty editorship of Fahd Al-Rimawi, was ordered to remove 
reports from its pages before being allowed to publish. Al-Hadath, another 
periodical, was hit with the same order, and found itself in deeper trouble 
when its editor decided to leave blank the page on which the report was 
scheduled to appear. Batikhi’s humiliation seemed complete when it was de-
cided that pending his release on bail, he was to be held in the GID cellblock 
of which he once had been the master. Batikhi denied any wrongdoing, but 
he was sentenced to eight years in jail—which his successor immediately cut 
to four.

Batikhi had won praise at home and abroad for the smooth implementa-
tion of a diffi cult succession. But in a royal court that ran on cryptic pro-
nouncements, intrigue, and gossip, Batikhi was in an invidious position—he 
would always be seen as the eyes and ears of the dead king. Some of the 
Americans who had worked closely with Batikhi did not buy the story of cor-
ruption. “Too powerful; too much infl uence” was the assessment of former 
Clinton adviser Bruce Riedel. “He looked like he was running the show. He 
went down because he became too powerful for his own good.”

The tail end of the twentieth century was an uncertain time. By the standards 
of the Middle East, it was a period of peculiar if relative quiet, almost as 
though ineffectual characters in the Israeli-Palestinian tragedy were being 
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cleared out ahead of the explosive eruption that would soon come to be known 
as the second, or the Al-Aqsa, Intifada.

In May 1999 Israeli voters saw off Benjamin Netanyahu, bidding farewell 
to him as a “destroyer of dreams,”21 a politician who “would walk over his 
mother to further his ambition”22 in his relentless sabotage of the peace pro-
cess.23 Netanyahu gave way to Ehud Barak, another single-term prime min-
ister, who was Israel’s most highly decorated soldier.

As the country’s fourth prime minister in just seven years, the fi fty-eight-
year-old Barak had a plan—he wanted to put the hard-won Wye Memoran-
dum on hold. Instead, he wanted to sue for a separate peace with Syria, in 
keeping with what was known in diplomatic circles as Israel’s Syria First 
strategy.

Syria was a genuine strategic threat. A treaty with Damascus might curb 
several of Israel’s enemies who were also allies of Damascus, including not 
just Tehran, but also the so-called Palestinian rejectionist factions, among 
them Hamas.

Israel had concluded peace treaties with Cairo in 1979 and with Amman 
in 1994. Barak reasoned that Yasser Arafat’s ability to maneuver in future 
negotiations might be usefully constrained if a treaty between Israel and Da-
mascus was in place.

Barak convinced the Clinton White House to back a series of high-level 
meetings. Syria’s President Assad had long made clear that he would be no 
pushover, famously conveying a message to Bill Clinton that he was not 
like Egypt’s Anwar Sadat, who was assassinated by his own  people after 
agreeing to peace with Israel, nor like King Hussein, who had traded one 
bit of land for another, nor like Arafat, who had concluded the hollow 
Oslo deal.

Syria very precisely wanted the return of all the land it had lost in the 1967 
war.24 Clinton put considerable political capital into bringing the parties to-
gether, but by the time Barak arrived in Washington in December 1999, he 
had been cowed by opposition at home to any surrender of the Golan Heights 
or to giving Damascus access to the Sea of Galilee. “I can’t do it,” Barak told 
Martin Indyk, who by then was assistant U.S. secretary of state.25

As the negotiations progressed haltingly, the Americans concluded that 
Barak was the obstacle, allowing his negotiators no leeway and ultimately 
scuttling the talks. The Syrian foreign minister Farouk Shara told Barak, at a 
tense dinner hosted by Clinton, “You simply got cold feet.”26

The same charge  could not be leveled at Barak several months later when 
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he began withdrawing Israeli troops who had been stationed in Lebanon for 
almost twenty years—thus fulfi lling one of his election promises.

The pullout was scheduled for July, but in late May crowds of Hezbollah 
activists and Lebanese civilians began to march on Israeli positions.27 Barak 
hastily decided to collapse the weeks-long withdrawal schedule into just 
twenty-four hours,28 and the ensuing chaos was a public relations triumph for 
the Shiite Hezbollah militia led by Hassan Nasrallah. His fi ghters comman-
deered abandoned Israeli tanks—in one case the motor was still running and 
rice was cooking on a small stove—while Lebanon celebrated and Israeli com-
mentators likened the humiliation to the American withdrawal from Saigon 
twenty-fi ve years earlier.

Within weeks, Barak was ready to execute another plan, this time on the 
Palestinian front. Instead of allowing further parcels of the Occupied Territo-
ries to pass to Arafat as required in the Wye deal, the prime minister wanted 
to use the prospect of Israel’s relinquishment of land as a lever in negotiations 
with Arafat on the substantive issues: borders and settlements, Je ru salem, and 
the refugees’ right of return.

The play-off on these so-called fi nal-status issues ended in deadlock and 
what would become years of recrimination over who had been the spoiler at 
an extraordinary fi fteen-day summit in the summer of 2000, hosted by Bill 
Clinton at the Camp  David presidential retreat.

As a sound bite for the evening news, the proposals Barak appeared to put 
on the table ought to have sealed the deal for Arafat.

Palestinians would have won back all but 9 percent of the West Bank and 
a parcel of Israeli land adjacent to Gaza to compensate for the 9 percent re-
tained by Israel; they would have “permanent custodianship” of Al-Haram 
Al-Sharif, which was surpassed only by Mecca and Medina in its sacredness 
to Muslims; they would enjoy sovereign control of the Muslim and Chris tian 
quarters of the Old City and much of the Arab neighborhoods of East Je ru-
salem; an international presence on the border between Israel and Palestine 
would be established; and a “satisfactory solution” would be discussed on the 
refugee questions.

There were as many versions of precisely what happened in those fraught 
days at Camp  David as there were participants.

Clinton’s Middle East envoy, Dennis Ross, was convinced that a historic 
agreement  could have been concluded had Arafat not crumbled at the end. 
“Unfortunately for the Palestinians they were led by Yasser Arafat, a revolu-
tionary leader who  could not transform himself and become a statesman,” 
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Ross observed later. “Confl ict had defi ned him . . .  he  could not end the 
 confl ict.”29

Clinton’s adviser on Arab-Israeli affairs, Robert Malley, held both Arafat 
and Barak to account for the failure. He argued that Arafat had been singled 
out as a convenient culprit in what he described as a torrent of shallow analy-
sis of a summit that became “a tragedy of errors.”30

As Malley acknowledged, the Israeli prime minister had broken  every ta-
boo, particularly on the issue of Palestinian control of any part of Je ru salem 
and on the notion of a land swap. No Israeli leader before him had promised 
so much.

But Malley also judged that in reality there was never a true Israeli offer at 
Camp  David. Barak’s team had always stopped short of actually making a 
formal proposal; nothing had been in writing; Barak had avoided any sub-
stantive meeting with Arafat during the fi fteen days. There was talk of a 
land swap—but the actual land to be swapped was not identifi ed; there was 
no detail on what the “satisfactory solution” of the refugee question might 
entail.

The Palestinians, as they viewed their circumstances, already had conceded 
78 percent of historic Palestine under the Oslo Accords, which had proved to 
be more about terms of surrender than about terms of peace. Arafat  was afraid 
to be caught again. Far from being a fi nal deal, whatever was to be agreed to 
at Camp  David was to be the basis for further negotiations. It would also have 
required a shift away from the Palestinians’ greatest diplomatic insurance—
the protection they had in crucial United Nations resolutions on borders and 
the return of refugees. They wondered why they would trust Barak when he 
had refused to honor previous commitments.

The reasons for failure at Camp  David appeared to be more personal and 
tactical than they were substantive. In a nutshell, neither side trusted the 
other and even Clinton’s legendary persuasive skills  could not shake Arafat’s 
fears that a deal might imperil his position at home, even as it might burnish 
his reputation abroad.

“Mutual . . .  suspicion meant that Barak would conceal his fi nal proposals, 
the ‘endgame,’ until Arafat had moved . . .  and Arafat would not move until 
he  could see the endgame,” Malley observed. For Barak  every step had been 
a test of wills; for Arafat, a potential trap. Arafat had fought for years to have 
a relationship with Washington, but when it came to the crunch he did not 
understand how to use it to his advantage.

Malley teased out the ephemeral nature of the Israeli-Palestinian encoun-
ter at Camp  David and just what was on the table. “Ask Barak, and he might 
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volunteer that there was no Israeli offer and, besides, Arafat rejected it. Ask 
Arafat, and the response you might hear is that there was no offer; besides, it 
was unacceptable; that said, it had better remain on the table.”31

On their respective homecomings from Camp  David, Arafat and Barak 
received very different welcomes. The Palestinian leader was hailed as a hero 
who had stared down the United States and Israel. But, in the eyes of many 
Israelis, Barak had failed; worse, based on leaks from the talks, he was deemed 
to have been far too generous, while Arafat had simply thumbed his nose.

Washington was left with nowhere to turn. Clinton was just months away 
from leaving the White House after two terms as president. He had expended  
much energy on years of talks seeking a truce between Israel and the 
Palestinians—looking for the victory of stability in the region and, of course, 
his own foreign policy legacy.

A furious Clinton vented his anger at Arafat. Alluding to an already agreed 
redeployment of Israeli troops and a handover of three villages on which 
Barak had stalled, Clinton sided with the Israeli leader. “You were ready to 
cut your legs off for this guy. . . .  If I were you I  wouldn’t have done the re-
deployment [either].”32

As the delegates packed up to leave the president’s Maryland retreat, they 
 could not have fully appreciated the desperate milestone that this failed sum-
mit would represent in the history of the confl ict. With the exception of a last 
spluttering effort by Clinton in his fi nal days in offi ce in December 2000 to 
make something of the shards left on the table at Camp  David, these would 
be the last formal negotiations between the Palestinian and Israeli leadership 
for years to come.

The spark that lit the second Intifada was a calculatedly provocative visit by 
the Israeli opposition fi gure and leader of the right-wing Likud Party, Ariel 
Sharon, to the Old City in Je ru salem just weeks after Camp  David. It was 
September 28, 2000. Flanked by hundreds of security men and with a media 
circus in attendance, Sharon insisted on his right as a Jew to go to what Mus-
lims called Al-Haram Al-Sharif, the compound enclosing Al-Aqsa Mosque. 
This was Islam’s third holiest site, but the Jews knew it as Temple Mount, 
because it sat atop the ancient ruins of their own most sacred site, the Second 
Temple. Since Israel’s seizure of East Je ru salem in 1967, the Haram had 
been left in the semi-autonomous control of Je ru salem’s Muslim religious 
authorities.33

Sharon was hated by Palestinians. In the 1980s, he was dubbed the “Butcher 
of Beirut” after his attempt to wipe out Yasser Arafat and the PLO in 
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 Lebanon. He had been held responsible by an Israeli commission of 
inquiry for the massacre by Lebanese militias aligned with Israel of up to 
three thousand Palestinians in the Sabra and Shatila refugee camps on the 
outskirts of the Lebanese capital. And as the godfather of the Israeli settler 
movement, Sharon had declared memorably in 1998, “Everybody has to 
move, run and grab as many hilltops as they can to enlarge the settlements 
because every thing we take now will stay ours.”34 Seared in the minds of most 
Palestinians was Sharon’s answer to the “question of the million” that se nior 
Israelis had posed in the days after the 1967 annexation of the West Bank. 
Implied in the question was how Israel might dispose of the inhabitants of 
the West Bank, while at the same time keeping the land for itself. “Jordan is 
Palestine,” Sharon had often declared, implying that the Palestinians of the 
West Bank should be  driven into Jordan.

Sharon’s abrasiveness and his visit to Al-Haram Al-Sharif certainly were 
the spark. But some reasoned that the cause of what quickly became an in-
cendiary explosion of Palestinian anger in response to his provocation must 
have been something much more profound.

In searching for an explanation, the director of the Ramallah-based Pales-
tinian American Research Center, Mouin Rabbani, drew attention to the 
little-noticed seventh anniversary of the signing of the Oslo Declaration 
of Principles, which had occurred two weeks before Sharon’s foray up the 
mountain.

Rabbani compared the Oslo Accords with all that came after it—Oslo II 
in September 1995; the Hebron Protocol in January 1997; the Wye Memo-
randum in October 1998; and the Sharm Al-Sheikh Agreement of Septem-
ber 1999. Overlaying these fi ve documents, he distilled a consistent theme, 
which he concluded was the root cause for the bitter disappointment of Pal-
estinians. “[There’s] a clear pattern,” he said. “Israel fi rst refuses to implement 
its own commitments; seeks and obtains their dilution in a new agreement; 
subsequently engages in systematic prevarication; and fi nally, demands addi-
tional negotiations, leading to yet a further diluted agreement.”35

By Rabbani’s reckoning, seven years on from Oslo, Israel still had effective 
control of 60–70 percent of the West Bank and more than 20 percent of 
postage-stamp Gaza. In the areas under nominal Palestinian control, the Is-
raeli military and settlers still did as they pleased. In recognizing the state of 
Israel in the fi rst Oslo document, Palestinians had signed away 78 percent 
of historic Palestine, but Israel still wanted to “compromise the compromise,” 
he said.
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The never-ending talks between Israelis and Palestinians, including the 
debacle at Camp  David, were understood to be a “peace process,” but, since 
they had begun in 1993, there had been an explosion of Jewish “settler colo-
nization” in the Occupied Territories, land that supposedly was to be relin-
quished by Israel. Roads connecting the settlements bypassed Palestinian 
communities, and military control over Palestinian movement had reduced 
the territories to noncontiguous enclaves. The provocative Jewish settler pop-
ulation had increased by 77 percent.

Despite Barak’s claims that he ran a “peace cabinet,” the approval rate for 
Israeli settler housing on Palestinian land in his fi rst year in offi ce had been 
65 percent higher that in the fi rst year of the hard-line Netanyahu. If there 
was any doubt, Barak’s celebrated Camp  David proposals were conclusive 
proof that the “apartheid-Bantustan” scenario of separation, which was envis-
aged by the critics of Oslo, had arrived. “By September 28, 2000, life [for 
Palestinians] under Oslo had become an intolerable proposition,” Rabbani 
concluded.36

On that day, the fuse began to smolder as Sharon concluded his controver-
sial walk on Al-Haram Al-Sharif. In the fi rst twenty-four hours, the reaction 
was limited to wild protests in the vicinity of the mosque and the wounding 
of a small number of protesters and police. It was on the second day that the 
powder keg exploded. Stones were thrown from the forecourt of the Al-Aqsa 
Mosque at Jews worshipping below, at the Western Wall. Shots were fi red, 
kill ing seven Palestinians, creating the fi rst martyrs of the new Intifada. Pro-
tests spread like wildfi re across the Occupied Territories.

Ariel Sharon had ascended Temple Mount as an opposition leader who 
wanted to stand above Prime Minister Ehud Barak and who needed to set 
himself apart from the indefatigable Benjamin Netanyahu, who, at the time, 
was mounting a strong challenge to Sharon’s leadership of the Likud Party. 
Sharon descended from Al-Haram Al-Sharif ordained as prime minister 
designate. He was destined to lead the Israelis in a long and brutal new chap-
ter in the war of attrition with their Palestinian neighbors.

More than thirty Palestinians were killed in the fi rst three days of the new 
Intifada; an estimated fi ve hundred were wounded. In just over a month, 
more than one hundred and sixty Palestinians were dead—a third of them 
under the age of seventeen. In the same period twelve Israelis died.37

The Palestinians had thrown stones and insults during the fi rst Intifada, 
but now they were shooting back. Israel retaliated with its full arsenal—jet 
fi ghters, attack helicopters, and tanks—against an enemy that was lightly 
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armed or unarmed. The Palestinians hit back with waves of horrifi c but 
crudely effective suicide bombs. Israel upped the ante with a campaign of 
targeted assassinations of Palestinian leaders.

Arafat’s leadership fell apart. Caught between demands by the interna-
tional community to retrieve a peace process in which his  people had lost all 
faith, and a merciless, disproportionate military response by the Israelis, the 
PLO leader was reduced to equivocation and prevarication. Cornered, he 
would condemn the violence, but few listened to him. When the hardcore 
Al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade emerged as a new fi ghting force from among the 
younger ranks of Arafat’s own Fatah movement, he inevitably was accused of 
speaking with a forked tongue.

In the period before he lost offi ce, Ehud Barak certainly had given Pales-
tinians food for thought on the avenues that might best move the crisis in 
their favor. Ironically, though, it was what he did in Lebanon in the weeks 
preceding Camp  David that prompted many Palestinians to rethink their 
strategy in terms of war or peace.

In ending Israel’s eigh teen-year occupation of southern Lebanon, Barak 
had handed to Hezbollah—the Hamas equivalent in Lebanon—a victory 
that was celebrated across the Islamic world. Seven years of talks with Israel 
had won back for Palestinians a sliver of their land, but little control of it and 
nothing approximating a peace dividend. Hezbollah, on the other hand, 
had bombed the IDF out of Lebanon. In revealing himself as a leader who 
 could be moved by Arab force, Prime Minister Barak’s underlying message 
would resonate in the privations of the Gaza Strip and the West Bank. 
Mohammad Dahlan, the head of Arafat’s Preventive Security Service, of-
fered a succinct interpretation for Palestinians: “violence wins.”38

From the day Sharon was confi rmed as prime minister in February 2001, 
he turned the confl ict into a highly personal bid to settle old scores with Ara-
fat, who had survived Sharon’s onslaught in Lebanon in 1982. It quickly 
emerged that Sharon’s grand design was to obliterate Arafat’s Palestinian Au-
thority, its leadership, its operating systems, and its symbols. Declaring Oslo 
to have been “the biggest catastrophe that ever happened to Israel,”39 Sharon 
set out to bury all manifestations of the accords beneath the rubble of unre-
mitting war.

At the same time, the tension between the biggest Palestinian factions con-
tinued to damage their supposedly common cause. Relations between Fatah 
and Hamas faltered from crisis to crisis. Each was capable of helping the 
other at various times, but the mainstays of the relationship were antagonism, 
distrust, and a good mea sure of contempt. Like a bickering couple who  could 
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not divorce, Hamas and Fatah would accept cohabitation only if one  could 
dominate the other. The gulf  between them—on policy, tactics, and religion—
was wide and complex. The few bridges that existed were personal, not or ga-
ni za tional. Both Palestinian camps—Islamist and secular—had emerged from 
the fi rst Intifada with bloodied knuckles and long memories.

Ten days after Sharon’s encroachment on Al-Haram Al-Sharif in old Je ru-
salem, Yasser Arafat presided over a rare display of Palestinian factional una-
nimity. Present at this meeting, at Arafat’s presidential compound in Gaza 
City, was Ismail Abu Shanab, a se nior fi gure in Hamas. This was the fi rst 
time that the movement had been represented at such a session of Palestinian 
leaders.

Clearly, the three-hour gathering suggested a rapprochement between 
Arafat and Hamas. In Israel it was interpreted as the PLO leader turning a 
blind eye to the Islamists’ hardcore violence against Israel. As the meeting 
broke up, Abu Shanab emerged and stressed the importance of unity. “All 
factions were there,” he told reporters.40 Then he explained that he had dis-
cussed “stepping up the uprising” with Arafat. “We discussed ways of devel-
oping this Intifada and ways to confront the challenges being thrown down 
by the Israelis.”41

Abu Shanab also provided an insight into how the Intifada might unfold. 
As he explained, Hamas wished to emulate the tactics of Hezbollah. “Those 
who are negotiating will continue to do so, and those who use the armed 
struggle will continue to do so, because the two are complementary,” he said.42

That too was Arafat’s strategic thinking as Israelis and Palestinians dug in 
during the fi rst weeks of the second Intifada. It was not as though the PLO 
leader had options. Having donned the Oslo straitjacket, he  could not utter 
an outright “no” to the Israelis or to Washington; at the same time, he  could 
not keep saying “no” to all or any of the Palestinian factions, including the 
Islamists.

Seven years had passed since Arafat had signed on for Oslo. And since 
Sheikh Ahmad Yassin’s 1997 return to Gaza, there had been three years of 
muttered insults and mutual suspicion between the Hamas spiritual leader 
and Arafat. Israeli analysts were in a bind as they attempted to read the com-
plexities of the Palestinian leadership double act—were Arafat and Yassin 
irreconcilable adversaries or was this a clever good-cop/bad-cop routine? 
Some in the Israeli intelligence ser vices concluded it was a devilish mixture of 
the two.43

One of the clearest signals was the dramatic release of Hamas operatives 
and other fi ghters from Palestinian prisons in the early days of the renewed 
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violence of the Al-Aqsa Intifada. First a dozen here, then a dozen there; fi -
nally, hundreds were back on the streets, prompting anxiety in Israel of a re-
peat of the mid-1990s wave of suicide bombings. Some of the explanations 
for the mass releases were plausible enough—some prisoners had simply bro-
ken free when their Palestinian guards had fl ed in the face of Israeli attacks 
on the Palestinian Authority security compounds; others had been set free 
because Arafat’s men did not believe they  could protect the prisoners from 
harm by Israelis.

There was another explanation, however.
The go-between was Khalid Mishal’s old university professor, Asad Abdul 

Rahman, who by 2000 was a se nior fi gure in the PLO. Through a series of 
phone calls with Abdul Rahman, Mishal put his pitch to Arafat for the re-
lease of 240 of Hamas’s best fi ghters from Arafat’s grimy prisons.

Speaking to the PLO leader through Abdul Rahman, Mishal said, 
“We [Hamas] are champions of re sis tance—if we are to be brothers, fi ght-
ing under the same banner as Fatah, these men must be freed to join the 
fi ght.”44

Mishal suggested that Arafat would be seen as a traitor to the Palestinian 
cause if he refused. He did not refuse, but the old man  could not resist this 
opportunity to show Mishal who was the boss. The prisoners were dribbled 
from detention—a few here and a few there—until just one remained behind 
bars. Mishal was back on the phone to Abdul Rahman: “Can you try to get 
him out?

“Arafat says he has to keep him—to protect him from the Israelis,” Abdul 
Rahman responded.

“Is that Arafat’s way of saying ‘no’?” Mishal inquired.
“It’s an Arafat ‘yes’ and ‘no,’ ” Abdul Rahman told him. The PLO leader 

was showing Mishal just who was Mr. Palestine. Arafat believed he  could 
arrive at an accommodation with Hamas, but personally and psychologically, 
full cooperation was beyond him. He might release prisoners but he would 
never share weapons, funds, or intelligence. Most of all, he would never share 
the leadership limelight.

Still smarting at his eviction from Amman, Mishal was trying to make Doha 
work as a base. The Qatari regime allowed him to come and go as he pleased, 
which kept him in close contact with Abu Marzook and Imad Al-Alami, 
who had moved to Damascus. The Syrian capital, in turn, was easily accessi-
ble to other key members of the movement and the contact points for Hamas’s 
covert conduits to Yassin and others in the “inside” leadership.
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But the onset of the second Intifada made it imperative that Mishal relo-
cate closer to the action in the Occupied Territories. Qatar, far away in the 
Gulf States, would always be a temporary bolt-hole. Hamas needed to oper-
ate from one of what sometimes were called the “frontline states”—Egypt, 
Jordan, Syria, or Lebanon. But the options were limited; King Abdullah had 
made it clear there would be no going back to Amman; Cairo’s suppression of 
the Muslim Brotherhood ruled out Egypt; and Beirut was deemed not to be 
an option because Lebanon was too accessible to the Israelis.

Logic dictated that Damascus, with its Palestinian refugee population of 
about half a million, was Mishal’s best choice. Already it was home to almost 
a dozen Palestinian factions, spanning the whole spectrum of Palestinian 
politics—from Muslim fundamentalism to Marxism. Collectively, they were 
known as the “rejectionists” because of their opposition to the Oslo peace 
process, and they included the Palestinian Islamic Jihad, the Popular Front 
for the Liberation of Palestine, and the Democratic Front for the Liberation 
of Palestine. Washington was convinced that Damascus hosted training bases 
for all of these groups in the Syrian-controlled Beka’a Valley in neighboring 
Lebanon.

Yet Mishal still had cause to hesitate. There were several reasons why he had 
not automatically headed to Damascus when Hamas was evicted from Jordan 
 toward the end of 1999. If Israeli prime minister Ehud Barak had succeeded 
in his efforts to negotiate the treaty he sought at that time with Damascus, 
the Syrians would have come under immediate pressure to give up some or 
all of the hard-line Palestinian factions operating inside Syria’s borders.

And Mishal was alive to the implication of reports that Damascus had 
buckled less than a year before to threats of military action from neighboring 
Turkey when Syria had provided sanctuary to the Kurdish guerrilla leader 
Abdullah Ocalan. Forced to fl ee, Ocalan had been arrested in Kenya three 
months later.

Also, Hamas needed to overcome a historical anxiety before it  could move 
north of Amman. The movement  could never forget, and would fi nd very 
hard to forgive the Syrian authorities for, the massacre of more than ten thou-
sand Muslim Brotherhood sympathizers and activists when their uprising in 
the Syrian city of Hama was brutally suppressed in 1982.

Ultimately, though, Hamas had nowhere else to turn, especially after a bi-
zarre postscript to their deportation by King Abdullah sparked fresh tensions 
and considerable diplomatic discomfort for Qatar in June 2001.

On June 14, an old man arrived unexpectedly at Amman’s Queen Alia 
Airport on a fl ight from Doha. Ibrahim Ghosheh had served for years as the 
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Hamas media spokesman in Jordan, but he was now sixty-seven years old and 
had been stuck in Doha for two years. He wanted to go home.

Ghosheh was arrested as soon as he got off the plane. He might have been 
old, but he was still a stubborn Hamas operative and he refused the Jordanian 
demand that he “resign” from Hamas before being allowed into the country.

Jordan seized the Qatar Airways Airbus-320 Ghosheh had arrived on, re-
fusing to allow its crew to leave unless they took him away with them. The 
crew had strict orders from Doha not to do so. All fl ights between the two 
countries were then canceled.

During the fraught negotiations that followed, the region was treated to an 
extraordinary standoff. Ghosheh was detained at the airport terminal for two 
weeks—with a mobile phone hidden under his blankets and a doctor on 
standby to monitor his diabetes and high blood pressure.

The governments of Yemen and Libya offered to help, but to no avail. 
Insisting that Ghosheh must fi rst leave Amman before he  could be granted 
formal approval to return, Jordanian agents fi nally ordered him to board 
a scheduled Royal Jordanian fl ight surrounded by a GID security posse that 
included the deputy director of the GID. Ghosheh thought he was going 
to Yemen. But, once on board, the pilot announced they were bound for 
Thailand.

Within minutes of landing at Bangkok’s Don Mueang International Air-
port, Ghosheh and his guards checked into a transit hotel to haggle over the 
wording of a statement. But events took a turn for the worse when Thai 
 authorities discovered that the Jordanians had brought a “known terrorist,” 
Ghosheh, into their midst. They were forced to fl ee on the next available 
fl ight—this time, to Kuala Lumpur.

Ghosheh fi nally agreed to “freeze” his activities for the movement. It was a 
semantic point, but he would not be labeled a quitter. The party returned to 
Jordan the following day, where Ghosheh resettled himself in Amman and 
quickly disappeared from public view.

Khalid Mishal was on the move too. He fi nally packed up his bags in Qatar 
and headed to Damascus, where the Hamas political bureau was reassembled 
in a city where the ground rules were even tighter than they had been in Jor-
dan. In the Syrian capital they were banned from all public activities, and it 
would be fi ve years before the local authorities gave permission for an event 
as harmless as Khalid Mishal’s fi rst press conference in Damascus.45
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In Damascus, it was late afternoon when Khalid Mishal clicked on the televi-
sion in the discreet suburban property that was provided by the Syrian regime 
as an offi ce and home for its newest offi cial guest. It was a short pause in a 
busy day to catch up on the news.

“I was watching Al-Jazeera. Suddenly there was news of an aircraft hitting 
one of the towers,” he later recalled. “And then there was another one.”1

It was September 11, 2001, and Mishal was speechless.
The Doha-based Arab satellite news channel had just fl ashed its fi rst re-

ports of Al-Qaeda’s attack on America, where hijacked aircraft fi lled with 
passengers were fl own at full throttle into the iconic towers of the World 
Trade Center in New York and into the Pentagon defense complex in Wash-
ington. Mishal struggled to take it in. “It was like watching a movie. It was 
unbelievable,” he said later. “It  wasn’t just one strike—it was a succession 
of them.”

Mishal always objected to his own activities being categorized as terrorism, 
and as the carnage in Manhattan and Washington unfolded, he had diffi culty 
grappling with the enormity of the project of the master terrorist Osama Bin 
Laden. “It was incomprehensible that this was happening to the most power-
ful nation in the world,” he said. “At fi rst I was overwhelmed by it all. I just 
followed the news.”

Fairly quickly, however, the likely dire consequences for Hamas began to 
register. September 11 would overshadow the world’s view of the second In-
tifada, much as Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990 had dramati-
cally altered perceptions of the fi rst Intifada. If the end of the Cold War had 
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dulled the attraction of freedom fi ghting in various corners of the globe, 
9/11 would reduce adherents like Mishal and his movement to an endan-
gered species.

More important, their opponents—in Mishal’s case, Israeli prime minis-
ter Ariel Sharon—would move quickly to adapt Washington’s reaction to 
Al-Qaeda to their own purpose. America’s new antiterrorism rhetoric would 
be co-opted to justify increasing Israel’s military force in a very different con-
fl ict. Quite suddenly, Mishal’s struggle against the occupation of Palestine 
was to become a focus for George W. Bush’s so-called war on terror.

On the ground in the Middle East, the mood was angry. As the Intifada 
entered its second year, neither side  could beat the other. More than eight 
hundred Palestinians had died since the end of September 2000.2 In the same 
period, more than one hundred and seventy Israelis had been killed. Thou-
sands had been injured on both sides. The Palestinian economy had shrunk 
dramatically, with three hundred thousand Palestinian jobs evaporating, and 
Israel’s tourism industry was shot.

In the weeks after the attacks on New York and Washington, all Palestin-
ian factions lay low, in what appeared to be a collective decision to avoid being 
lumped in with Bin Laden’s global operation. The tension was unbearable. It 
snapped  toward the end of November, when Israeli security chiefs authorized 
an airborne missile strike to assassinate Mahmoud Abu Hanoud, an elusive 
Hamas military fi gure on the West Bank.

The movement promised vengeance. Ignoring one of Yasser Arafat’s many 
cease-fi re calls, it delivered in the fi rst weekend of December. Two suicide 
attacks—one in Je ru salem, the other in the northern port city of Haifa—
killed twenty-six Israelis and wounded more than two hundred others. The 
Je ru salem attack was particularly brutal—fi rst, the simultaneous detonation 
of two powerful suicide bombs. Then, after a twenty-minute pause, during 
which paramedics and security teams arrived at the scene, a third device—an 
unmanned car-bomb—exploded.

Khalid Mishal was not in the habit of recklessly poking his head above 
the parapet. So the interview he gave to the Moroccan newspaper Attajdid on 
the day of the Haifa bombing had to be seen as calculated and incendiary. 
Bragging and baiting at the same time, Mishal put both Sharon and Arafat 
on notice as he proudly chalked up most of the Israeli dead in the Intifada 
as victims of Hamas. “More than three-quarters of Zionists killed have 
[died] by the hand of Hamas,” he declared. Insisting that well over half 
of the activists and protesters who kept the uprising roiling were from his 
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movement, Mishal seemed intent on elbowing all other factions away from 
the front line.3

Though Hamas had loudly identifi ed itself as the author of the latest 
bombings, Sharon’s forces went after Arafat, blowing up the PLO leader’s 
helipad and two of his helicopters. “We want to ground him and humiliate 
him” was how a se nior Israeli offi cial explained the choice of targets.4

It was George W. Bush who struck at Hamas. Lifting his gaze from 
Al-Qaeda for the fi rst time since September 11, the U.S. president met hur-
riedly with Ariel Sharon in Washington on the day of the Haifa bombing. 
Sharon came with a special request. He wanted Bush to shut down a vital 
Hamas cash cow, the Holy Land Foundation (HLF). In the previous year, the 
HLF had raised $13 million in the name of Islamic charity.5

Bush wasted no time. The White House press corps was summoned to the 
Rose Garden just before eleven am the next day. “Those who do business 
with terror will do no business in the United States,” Bush declared, as he 
reduced the Hamas welfare network, on which thousands of Palestinian fam-
ilies depended, to a menacing sound bite.

“Money raised by the Holy Land Foundation is used by Hamas to support 
schools and [to] indoctrinate children to grow up to be suicide bombers,” he 
said.6

And the fund-raising was happening on American soil. The HLF was 
entrenched in the Muslim communities on which the federal authorities 
mounted their raids—in unlikely settings like the suburbs of Dallas; in Bridge-
view on the south side of Chicago; in Patterson, New Jersey; and in San 
Diego. Despite denials and protests by executives of the multimillion-dollar 
fund-raiser, HLF’s records and documents were seized as federal agents 
raided its offi ces in the four states. Holy Land Foundation assets were frozen, 
along with those of a bank and an investment company that the Bush admin-
istration claimed were fi nancial arms of Hamas.

Months earlier the HLF had retained a private countersurveillance com-
pany to sweep its Dallas headquarters and had been advised that the premises 
had been “under technical surveillance by unknown entities for an undeter-
mined period of time.”7 These federal raids were a dramatic revelation of just 
who the “unknown entities” listening in were. Included in the trove of infor-
mation hauled out of the HLF offi ces were such intelligence gems as a secret 
account of a Hamas council of war that had taken place at an undisclosed 
venue in the Middle East in January 2001, three months into the Intifada and 
eight months before September 11.
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The report provided a rare glimpse inside the supreme decision-making 
authority in Hamas, the clandestine Majlis Shura. About eighty of the move-
ment’s most se nior and mostly unknown fi gures, including an unnamed 
handful from the Occupied Territories, were present. There was just a single 
agenda item: survival. The discussion ranged over strategies to be devised to 
keep the Intifada burning, and also to inoculate Hamas against the rising 
Israeli onslaught and Yasser Arafat’s erratic attempts to break the movement. 
Hamas was digging in for a long confl ict.

Orders were prepared in painstaking detail for all Hamas branches in the 
Occupied Territories to set up local planning committees to resist any move 
to shut down the Intifada. This report,8 dated January 2001, revealed instruc-
tions for the prep ara tion of rapid responses that would insulate the move-
ment against the arrest of its leaders or the closure of its mosques and 
institutions. Alluding to military operations, the meeting ominously judged 
the Intifada to be “a very suitable at mo sphere, God willing, for us to rebuild 
our work, selecting those who are suitable for it and preparing them in the 
proper manner in light of these hot, daily confrontations with the enemy.”

The report warned branches that the political bureau  could not be linked 
publicly to Hamas’s military activity. But at the same time, it ordered the ap-
pointment of military contacts who were to be provided with “proper direc-
tion and logistical support” from the outside. Promising a better-organized 
delivery of funds from abroad, the report made a cryptic reference to a system 
of Hamas couriers operating between the Occupied Territories and the out-
side, for use by branch activists who were unable to maintain contact by fac-
simile or e-mail. In the event of emergencies, they were given a coded 
introduction and a phone number to call—in Switzerland.9

For Mishal and for Hamas, the HLF bust was a catastrophe, cutting it off 
from generous community support networks and from lifeblood funding, the 
vast bulk of which was spent on community welfare in the economically shat-
tered Occupied Territories. The “dire consequences” that Mishal had envis-
aged after September 11 had arrived.

Confronted with attacks such as this abroad, Hamas became obsessive 
about putting defensive structures in place in the Occupied Territories.

The tasks of the Hamas outside leadership were fund-raising, diplomacy, 
and military planning. It was essential that all three be stepped up if the 
movement’s vast inside operation was to be sustained. Driving it all was 
Mishal—his reelection as chief of the political bureau was confi rmed by the 
secret account of the January council of war.
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On his return home to Israel from his successful trip to Washington, Ariel 
Sharon declared his own “war on terror” as he turned his attention back to an 
old foe. “This will not be an easy war,” he said, paraphrasing the Bush decla-
ration in the aftermath of September 11. “This war will not be a short war. 
But we shall win.”

During this televised address, the Israeli prime minister revealed the extent 
to which his personal rivalry with Yasser Arafat infused his sense of the con-
fl ict. “Arafat will not succeed in deceiving the government I head,” he de-
clared.10 Twenty years earlier Arafat had stood across the street from a block 
of apartments in Beirut, which he had vacated minutes earlier, watching as 
Israeli fi ghter pilots pulverized the building in a bid to take him out.11 The 
pilots were acting on orders from Sharon, who at the time was Israel’s defense 
minister. Now it was 2001 and it seemed Sharon believed he had unfi nished 
business to attend to.

Some of Sharon’s ministers and security chiefs were already making noisy 
demands for Arafat to be deported, even eliminated. There was a rising cho-
rus of support for an old idea of attempting to make the West Bank disappear 
behind a huge wall, similar to the barricade that divided the city of Berlin 
into east and west in the early 1960s.

Arafat was in a hopeless position. In the forty-eight hours after the Hamas 
bombings in Je ru salem and Haifa in December 2001, he rounded up more 
than two hundred Islamists. His security ser vices detained a prominent activ-
ist, and they shoved Yassin back under house arrest as Arafat wrestled with 
Washington’s demands that he destroy the Islamist militias.

There had been a time when, in the tradition of the strongest Arab auto-
crats, Arafat might have imposed his will. Even though he had worked so 
hard for the funding and status that Oslo was intended to deliver to him, 
his position as the leader of the Palestinians had become so precarious that 
now he had to frame his cease-fi re proposals according to the dictates of 
the other factions. The vast majority of his  people still were behind the Inti-
fada, staunchly supporting attacks on settlers and the Israeli military in the 
Occupied Territories. They fl atly rejected his claim that suicide missions were 
terrorism.12

If the confl ict was viewed as a balance of power, the Palestinians were 
hopelessly outgunned by Israel’s sophisticated, high-tech arsenal. Hamas, 
however, conjured up a more even playing fi eld when they portrayed the con-
test as a balance of fear.
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Ismail Abu Shanab, fi fty-three years old and the father of eleven children, 
was a founding member of Hamas. An engineering graduate from Colorado, 
he explained this other prism as the mea sure of success for Hamas. “Look,” 
he said. “They are afraid when we destroy an Israeli tank. That’s evidence of 
success. When we kill an Israeli soldier, it’s a major success. When we cross 
Israeli defenses and borders, it’s a major success. And when we can hurt them 
inside Israel, then that is indeed a great success.”13 Abu Shanab conceded that 
suicide was a primitive weapon. “But,” he insisted, “it’s all we have and it’s less 
harmful than F-16s loaded with tons of explosives.”

Arafat was trapped in a void between two seemingly contradictory expres-
sions of popular sentiment. A poll at the end of 2001 found that a strong 
majority of Palestinians supported a cease-fi re and a return to negotiations. 
But the same poll found that nine in ten Palestinians were of the view that no 
cease-fi re would hold and, in that eventuality, they would support armed at-
tacks on Israeli soldiers and settlers in the Occupied Territories.14

As a leader who was out of step with Palestinian public opinion, Arafat was 
required to do the splits—between a world pleading that he keep faith with 
the fractured Oslo Accords and his own  people’s overwhelming loss of faith 
in that process, which, by the mea sure of their exis tences, was bankrupt. The 
weaker Arafat was made to look in the eyes of his  people and of the world, 
the more Hamas pulled ahead.

The crisis had become a poisonous stalemate. As Israel’s peace partner, 
Arafat would get nothing until he had destroyed Hamas. But Arafat  could 
not destroy Hamas without destroying himself, because by now the Islamist 
movements represented a signifi cant body of Palestinian opinion no longer 
believing in the deal that nominally, at least, made Arafat and Israel peace 
partners in the fi rst place.

Now attempts at foreign intervention were either badly timed or badly 
thought out. When Washington—under outgoing president Bill Clinton—
had dispatched CIA chief George Tenet as the Intifada fi rst gathered steam 
late in 2000, oxygen was sucked from his visit by ghoulish images from 
Ramallah, where an Italian television crew chanced upon a Palestinian mob 
lynching two Israeli soldiers who had lost their way. When former U.S. sena-
tor George Mitchell had called for an end to violence and a freeze on Israeli 
settlements in a report prepared in May 2001, he was howled down by Sharon, 
who had declared all settlement activity to be a “vital national enterprise.”15

September 11 froze all attempts at peacemaking. Clinton, who had made 
the Middle East peace effort one of his signature foreign policy ventures, was 



 dead men walking  273

d P P

gone. In his place was the insular George W. Bush, who made it clear that 
clamping down on terror was his mission—not bolstering the Middle East 
mission of his predecessor.

In the aftershock of the Je ru salem and Haifa bombings in 2001, Arafat did 
insist on a “complete halt to all operations, especially suicidal operations.”16 
In response, Hamas and the other factions held their fi re; the Israelis chose 
not to do so.

Arafat’s shaky cease-fi re had entered its third week when one of the Israeli 
intelligence ser vices received information on the whereabouts of Raed Karmi, 
a Fatah activist they believed had killed twelve Israelis. Hearing that Karmi 
regularly passed through the cemetery at Tulkarm, in the West Bank, Israeli 
agents planted a bomb at head height in a wall by a path that the suspect 
used. It was detonated when Karmi next passed by; he died in an instant, and 
so did the cease-fi re.17

Within weeks, Amnesty International enraged Sharon with the release of 
a report charging Israel with multiple breaches of the United Nations Con-
vention against Torture. The human rights group accused Israeli forces of 
consistent cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment, and sometimes torture, of 
thousands of Palestinians.18

In the fi rst few months of 2002, more than fi ve hundred buildings, in which 
more than two thousand families lived, were “wantonly” destroyed without 
any absolute military necessity, according to the Amnesty report. Whole 
 villages and towns were closed, denying freedom of movement to entire 
 communities—even those who needed medical attention. On top of these clo-
s ures, curfews forced thousands to remain in their homes for weeks at a time.19

The violence was merciless. March was dubbed “Black March.” Almost 
240 Palestinians died as the IDF mounted back-to-back incursions into Pal-
estinian communities; more than 130 Israelis were killed in a rapid-fi re se-
quence of seventeen suicide missions, which, by the end of the month, rocked 
Israel at a rate of almost one a day. By the end of March the total Palestinian 
death toll had overtaken that of the fi rst Intifada: 1,442 dead in just a quarter 
of the time—and the Israeli toll had reached 400 dead.

Dressed to look female and foreign, Death wore sunglasses and carried a 
handbag when it arrived, almost by accident, at Netanya’s Park Hotel. On the 
afternoon of March 27, 2002, Mohammad Odeh strapped on a belt that 
contained twenty pounds of explosives, which he then covered up with his 
female disguise. Accompanied by Fathi Khatib, a  driver attached to Hamas, 
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Odeh then set out on a random search for a target, anywhere up and down 
Israel’s coastal strip.20

Meticulous planning had gone into the operation. The bomb had been 
prepared; passes were acquired to get past Israeli checkpoints; the disguise 
had to be subtle enough not to draw attention. Yet, as the two men drove 
away from Tulkarm, where Odeh lived at the northern end of the West Bank, 
all the attention to detail was left behind. After so much effort, the selection 
of a target had been left purely to chance.

Ideally, they hoped to fi nd a gathering of Israeli military personnel. First, 
they drove south to Herzliya; then further south along the Mediterranean to 
Tel Aviv. Frustrated, they turned around, heading north again. Odeh was al-
ready on the Israelis’ wanted list, but, despite an intense security clampdown, 
Khatib and Odeh were able to nose around vulnerable communities for more 
than four hours before Khatib fi nally dropped the twenty-three-year-old 
bomber outside the Park Hotel on Netanya’s beachfront.

As the fi rst day of Passover—the commemoration of the exodus of the 
ancient Israelites from Egypt—this was one of the most solemn dates on the 
Jewish calendar. As dusk fell, about 250 Jews took their seats in the hotel din-
ing room for the ritual Seder feast.

Odeh evaded the hotel’s security guards. At about seven pm some guests 
fi nally registered that there was something not quite right about the “woman” 
who had wandered hesitantly into the hotel foyer, but by then it was too late. 
The force of the blast peeled fi ttings from the walls and ceilings; bodies, body 
parts, and broken furniture were hurled through shattered windows to dis-
tances of fi fty yards.

The toll rose through the evening. The fi rst reports said nineteen had died. 
At the Netanya hospital, chief medical offi cer Avinoam Skolnik said sixty-
eight  people had been admitted, twenty-two of them critically injured. In the 
end, thirty were dead and another hundred and forty were injured, all of them 
civilians. Shockingly, most were in their seventies or older. It was the sixtieth 
suicide bombing in one and a half years of renewed confl ict.

The ease with which Odeh and Khatib had arrived at the Park Hotel un-
derscored the fear that gnawed at the Israeli national psyche—no one felt 
safe. The toll from the suicide attacks was horrifi c, for the living as much as 
for the dead.

There had been many more shooting and stabbing attacks on Israelis, but 
it was what the Palestinians called martyrdom missions that draped the land 
in a leaden blanket of fear. As Israel used targeted assassinations and a regime 
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of stifl ing curfews and lethal incursions in a bid to break Palestinian spirits, 
the combined Palestinian factions retaliated with wave after wave of suicide 
strikes.

Anywhere Israelis assembled was a target. Already, the list of Palestinian 
hits had included bus and train stations; pedestrian malls and busy intersec-
tions; gas stations and shopping centers; pizzerias, cafés, and discos; check-
points and kibbutzim; and anything to do with the Israeli military.

The Passover Massacre, as the Netanya bombing would be remembered, 
took on special signifi cance. It was the most destructive suicide attack to date, 
but its timing also was crucial. Quite apart from the sanctity for Jews of the 
day of the attack, it collided with fevered diplomatic efforts in the Western 
and Arab worlds to avert a looming cataclysm.

Arab leaders were meeting in Beirut, attempting to fi nesse a Saudi Arabian 
peace proposal. President George W. Bush, long disdainful of the Palestin-
ians and their plight, had been forced to dispatch his envoy General Anthony 
Zinni to the region in a bid for a cease-fi re. Both the Saudi plan and the 
Zinni cease-fi re were stillborn—the Israelis were not interested in what the 
Saudis had to say; the Palestinians would not listen to Zinni.

Formally declaring the Palestinian Authority to be a “terror-supporting en-
tity,” Sharon abandoned the usual rhetorical depiction of Arafat as Hitler and 
the PLO as the Third Reich,21 opting now for more contemporary compari-
sons with Osama Bin Laden and Al-Qaeda. Sharon’s Ground Zero was the 
mangled remains of the Park Hotel.

The prime minister addressed the nation again. “The state of Israel is at 
war,” he said as his generals put the fi nal touches to a military campaign they 
called Defensive Shield. “We must . . .  uproot these savages,” Sharon de-
clared, leaving little to the Palestinian imagination as to what they might 
expect.

Five days later, as Israeli emergency crews pulled the bodies of fi fteen vic-
tims from the rubble of the Matza restaurant near Haifa’s Grand Canyon 
shopping mall—the scene of another suicide mission—celebratory calls rang 
out from the mosque loudspeakers in the refugee camp at Jenin, on the West 
Bank and about thirty miles southeast of Haifa. They announced that the 
perpetrator of the Matza bombing was Shadi Tubasi, an eigh teen-year-old 
local.

Hundreds poured in to Tubasi’s family home for condolences and coffee. 
Senior members of the Tubasi clan formed a greeting line, handing ea ch 
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 arrival a postcard celebrating the “hero” of the Haifa explosion. In a corner, an 
unsmiling Walid Fayed, thirty-one, clutched an M16 rifl e as he explained the 
unusual absence of sugar in the cardamom-fl avored coffee served in tiny 
china cups. “Today we drink it bitter, so that we can share the Tubasi family’s 
bitterness for the Israelis,” he explained.

Fayed waved away any suggestion of revulsion at his young neighbor’s re-
duction of a roadside restaurant to a cavern of death. He dwelt instead on his 
expectations for Israel’s Operation Defensive Shield. “It’ll be a massacre,” he 
said. All in the Jenin camp awaited their fate: “We’ll go out with bomber’s 
belts, because that is better than sitting at home waiting for them to kill us. 
But before they kill me, I must explode myself with some Israelis.”22

In Gaza, the same air of defi ance was tinged with recklessness. Sheikh 
Yassin reiterated the Hamas philosophy—“We might as well die fi ghting”—
before declaring martyrdom to be an “exceptional weapon.”

His lieutenants beat the jihad drum. “They wanted to kill us without pay-
ing a price,” Abdel Azziz Al-Rantisi scoffed at the Israelis. The fi fty-fi ve-
year-old pediatrician was the second-most important fi gure in the Hamas 
leadership in Gaza after Yassin. He had been among the Hamas prisoners 
released by Arafat in the fi rst weeks of the Intifada. “Now  they’re fi nding that 
there is a price after all,” Al-Rantisi said. Mahmoud Al-Zahar, a practicing 
surgeon and member of the Gaza-based leadership, focused on the need for 
the Palestinians to wound Israelis psychologically. “Since we can’t touch Is-
raeli dignity without martyrdom operations,  everyone encourages more at-
tacks. What else can we do?”23

These men understood that they were targets for assassination by Israel. 
Al-Rantisi had abandoned the use of cell phones after the Israelis began load-
ing them with explosives and coercing Palestinian collaborators to swap them 
for the intended target’s phone. Al-Zahar had been switching cars almost 
daily since the previous year, when Israel began missile strikes on vehicles in 
which its intended victims traveled.

All the Palestinian security ser vices’ buildings in Gaza had been demol-
ished by Israeli jets or helicopters in the previous weeks. The security chief, 
General Saeb Al-Ajez, was operating from a makeshift offi ce built of sand-
bags, next to the rubble mountain that had once been his security headquar-
ters. Three mobile phones and a pistol were spread on a plastic table. If he 
seemed to be in reduced circumstances, his bravado was undiminished. “If 
Sharon enters this city, he’ll be in big trouble,” the general insisted as coffee 
was served at the curbside.24
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When it came, Defensive Shield was a raw, grinding display of Israeli 
power and force. Starting in the fi rst days of April, Israeli tanks and armored 
personnel carriers churned the West Bank into a bleak humanitarian disaster 
as thousands of troops reoccupied much of the territory that had been ceded 
to Palestinian control under the Oslo Accords. More than one million  people 
were locked down under blanket curfews. Thousands were detained amid 
complaints of widespread human rights abuses.25

Ariel Sharon revealed himself to be the equal of Ahmad Yassin and Khalid 
Mishal in his judgment of the military or strategic value of human suffering. 
“The Palestinians must he hit, and it must be very painful,” he told reporters 
during an impromptu briefi ng in a Je ru salem cafeteria. “We must cause them 
losses—victims—so that they feel a heavy price.”26

With the relentless Israeli aggression and the resultant Palestinian misery 
being conveyed on television screens around the world, Sharon soon came 
under intense pressure to withdraw—from President Bush, the United Na-
tions, the leaders of Russia, Europe, and the Arab world, even the pope. Sha-
ron stared them down, announcing he would do so “when the mission is 
accomplished.” Mindful that the Intifada was undermining White House 
efforts to win Arab support for the looming invasion of Saddam Hussein’s 
Iraq, a Bush spokesman insisted that, when the president had said “without 
delay,” he had actually meant “now.” The Israeli leader was unfl ustered. He 
undertook merely to “expedite” his campaign. Bush did nothing.

The impact of Defensive Shield was felt across the entire Occupied Terri-
tories, and it signifi cantly altered the power and direction of the second Inti-
fada. But when the dust fi nally settled, two of its most dramatic components 
would be seared in the international consciousness: the Israeli assault on Jenin 
and the effective removal of Yasser Arafat from his role as Palestinian leader.

The Israelis described Jenin as “Suicide Central” because as many as thirty 
suicide bombers had emerged from its fetid alleys in just eigh teen months. 
This included the young Shadi Tubasi, the Hamas suicide bomber who had 
detonated himself in the Matza Restaurant in Haifa.

Starting on April 3, the Israeli attempt to take the camp met fi erce re sis-
tance from an estimated two hundred Palestinian fi ghters. In one incident, 
the IDF lost thirteen men after they stumbled into a building that had been 
booby-trapped by the camp defenders. The Israelis called in tanks and mis-
siles. Their ground troops then took to moving in clumps, crouching behind 
huge armored bulldozers that fl attened all in their path.

By the time this Israeli attack on Jenin paused on April 11, its demolition 
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was reminiscent of the destruction of Dresden. Its alleys were silent—bent 
and broken. In one, two human feet protruded from a low mound of rubble. 
In another, an aid worker interrupted an interview to point to a human foot 
that lay on the ground between the reporter’s feet.27 The shredded leftovers 
of a woman’s orange skirt blew in a lump of fractured masonry, which dangled 
like a macabre mobile held by a thread of reinforcing steel. A green shirt was 
caught on the edge of a jagged hole that once held a window. A stack of mat-
tresses were splayed like a hand of playing cards, in what was left of a bed-
room. And on a cardboard box, half-buried in the fresh rubble, there was a 
printed label: save the children.

When the shooting stopped, fi fty-two Palestinians and twenty-three Is-
raelis were dead. About 150 buildings had been demolished, and an estimated 
four thousand  people were homeless. The scene, fl ashed around the world, 
that was most damaging for Israel was what Palestinians named their own 
“Ground Zero.” The center—perhaps 10 percent of the whole camp—had 
been razed. There was nothing. Just rubble, the smell of rotting fl esh, and 
complaints from humanitarian agencies that the Israeli authorities needlessly 
restricted their access to three thousand Palestinian civilians still huddled 
elsewhere in the camp.

Because of who he was, one of the fi rst foreigners to enter the wreckage of 
Jenin compounded the public relations problem for the Israelis. Terje Roed-
Larsen was a Norwegian diplomat whose credibility in the region was out 
of all proportion to the size of his small nation because he had been one of 
the key instigators of the whole Oslo peace process. What Roed-Larsen saw 
in Jenin made him furious. “Horrifi c beyond belief ” was how he described 
the devastation to foreign reporters. “Israel has lost all moral ground in this 
confl ict.”

Arafat was pinned down in his sprawling compound, known in Arabic as 
the muqata, by an armored column that included forty tanks. “They want me 
to become a prisoner or fugitive, or dead,” Arafat told Al-Jazeera in a live 
interview. “But I tell them no, [I’ll be] a martyr, a martyr, a martyr. May God 
grant me martyrdom.”

The Israeli bulldozers ate their way through perimeter walls that locals had 
thought to be impregnable. The tanks followed, crunching over vehicles in 
Arafat’s parking lot before commencing to demolish buildings around the 
one in which Arafat was making his last stand. As electricity and water sup-
plies were cut, Israeli commentators joked that Yasser Arafat now needed 
permission from Ariel Sharon to go to the bathroom.
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Behind the heavy-handedness with which Sharon’s forces pursued Arafat 
through the month of April, the fi rst surreptitious steps were taken to execute 
an ingenious Israeli plan to ditch Arafat as the elected leader of the Palestin-
ian  people.

This new strategy was the brainchild of the then head of Mossad, Efraim 
Halevy, who, back in 1997, had been recalled from Brussels to rescue Prime 
Minister Netanyahu from the nightmare outcome of his attempted assassina-
tion of Khalid Mishal. At that time, Jordan’s King Hussein had been at-
tempting to fi nd a resolution to the Middle East crisis by engineering regime 
change within the leadership of Hamas. Now, as head of Mossad in 2002, 
Halevy was setting out to impose regime change on Hamas’s strongest 
competitor in the Occupied Territories—the Arafat-controlled Palestinian 
Authority.

As Operation Defensive Shield unfolded, the Mossad chief did not share 
the sense of triumph that gripped sections of the Israeli establishment. He 
had a brain that functioned like an over-the-horizon radar, and in analyzing 
the likely outcomes of Defensive Shield, two strategic problems alarmed him. 
The fi rst of these was that an international outcry was sure to rob Israel’s 
generals of the time they needed to achieve their objectives. The second was 
how to address that operational failure.

The generals said they needed months, but that was a luxury they would 
be denied. Within weeks the White House was despairing over the implica-
tions for its planned Iraq adventure of the Israeli campaign in the Occu-
pied Territories. Washington insisted that Sharon had gone far enough in the 
siege of Arafat. Under threat of being denied an opportunity to visit the 
White House during an upcoming visit to Washington, the Israeli prime 
minister fi nally backed off.

This, then, was the context in which Halevy devised his scheme. Israel 
 could not remove Arafat, but Halevy believed Israel  could manipulate others 
to rearrange the infrastructure of Palestinian power in a way that would allow 
much of it to be vested elsewhere.

Putting to one side the fact that Israel was engaged in bloody war with the 
Palestinians, what Halevy was proposing was nothing less than a bloodless 
coup. Acknowledging Arafat’s immense popularity among Palestinians, the 
spy chief explained, “The idea was to leave him with his title of president, but 
to devolve his power in such a way that he would become a titular head of 
state, comparable . . .  to the Queen of En gland.”28

According to the Halevy blueprint, Palestinians would get a newly 
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 empowered prime minister who would exercise most of the power held 
by Arafat. Their dozen-plus security agencies had to be reformed. Funds 
 control should be in the hands of a minister who reported to the new prime 
minister—not to Arafat.

Ignoring any quibbles about the geopolitical morality of the plan, Halevy 
concluded that he had to deliver a new Palestinian leader who would be a 
“credible partner” to work with Israel. It was in fact a classic maneuver from 
the playbook of American foreign policy interventions from Vietnam to 
Central America—the quest for a cooperative or puppet leader.

Once Sharon had blessed this strategy, Halevy and Moshe Kaplinsky, the 
prime minister’s military secretary, took a highly clandestine roadshow tout-
ing the advantages of Palestinian regime change to Amman, Cairo, London, 
and Washington. They apparently went to other capitals as well, which Ha-
levy was reluctant to identify, but wherever they went their plan was well re-
ceived. “The world was prepared not only to listen, but also to adopt the ideas 
as if they were their own,” he explained.29

On June 24, 2002, President George W. Bush strode into the Rose Garden 
at the White House. As he broached the lectern he was fl anked by Secretary 
of State Colin Powell, National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice, and De-
fense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld. Waiting in Je ru salem, Halevy was anxious 
to see how much of his blueprint had become the Bush blueprint.

It was all there. The president did not name Arafat, but it was clear that the 
PLO leader was being sidelined by Washington. He would have to go before 
American support and funding for a new Palestinian state would be forth-
coming. The Palestinians needed “new institutions, new security arrange-
ments . . .  a new constitution,” Bush said.30

Halevy was mightily pleased. “I  could not recall another instance when the 
intelligence community had made such a strong showing in charting strategic 
trends in the region,” he wrote later. “I felt that we were making history.”

President Bush’s Rose Garden speech was the start of the tortured gestation 
of yet another Middle East plan: the road map. Israel reportedly had nearly 
one hundred initial reservations about this particular plan—one for each 
twenty words in the document, which would not be released offi cially until 
April 2003. Ultimately, these objections and qualifi cations were ground down 
to fourteen, some of which amounted to dealbreakers.31

Along the way, however, signifi cant changes took place in the Palestinian 
Authority. They were suffi cient to give Israel and the United States a new 



 dead men walking  281

d P P

working partner, and Efraim Halevy a sense of satisfaction. Surprisingly, Mr. 
Palestine had capitulated to Bush’s demands for Palestinian reform—at face 
value, at least. Arafat would allow the appointment of a prime minister—but 
then he resorted to using all his guerrilla talents to make life miserable for the 
unfortunate appointee.

The fi rst diffi culty in creating this new Palestinian order was to fi nd a can-
didate other than Arafat who had a half-decent public profi le. One of the old 
man’s golden rules in his decades in public life had been to ensure that none 
around him acquired the experience or exposure that might lead to a chal-
lenge to his own authority. The eventual nominee was Mahmoud Abbas, also 
widely known as Abu Mazen. Abbas was fi nally appointed in March 2003, 
just twenty-four hours ahead of the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq.

A nondescript backroom operator since the early days of Fatah, the slightly 
stooped Abbas had been a key player in the Oslo process. He was a party 
functionary, always present and well-connected. But he was a gray fi gure and 
not often noticed—even by Palestinians. When he took offi ce, most polls 
scored his popularity in single digits.

Effusive praise for his appointment by the Americans, and by Israeli offi -
cials who spoke to journalists on background, hinted to some Palestinians 
that their new prime minister might well suit Efraim Halevy’s refrain of a 
“credible partner.” Age sixty-seven, Abbas was vehement in his opposition to 
what he called the “militarization” of the Intifada, which he fi rmly believed 
had been hijacked by Hamas for the purpose of eliminating the Palestinian 
Authority.

Khalid Mishal was tart in welcoming Abbas’s appointment. He argued that 
re sis tance was legitimate and that the Bush vision, under which the new 
prime minister had come to power, was a sellout. Throwing down the gaunt-
let, he drew a dividing line between these two fi erce factions of Palestin-
ian re sis tance. “No Palestinian will accept [you] . . .  confi scating weapons,” 
Mishal lectured the hapless Abbas.32 “Real leadership must remain true to the 
re sis tance . . .  it does not induce the  people to retreat, to change their minds, 
to wave the white fl ag.”33 There would be no love lost between Abbas and 
Hamas.

The road map revealed both Bush and Abbas as putty in the hands of the 
wily Ariel Sharon. At a ceremony at the Jordanian port of Aqaba to mark the 
unveiling of the new document, fast footwork by the Israeli leader and slow 
thinking by Abbas left many Palestinians thinking their new prime minister 
was indeed either a puppet or, at best, incapable of standing up to his 



282 kill khalid

d P P

 heavyweight cosignatories. Abbas allowed himself to be bullied into giving a 
speech, which was written by the Americans and televised back to the 
 Occupied Territories, in which he all but prostrated himself before the Israeli 
and American leaders.34

Abbas had been led to believe that Sharon would speak in a similar vein, 
but the Israeli was having none of that. Sticking fi rmly to his own script, he 
went to the lectern breathing fi re, vowing that terrorism had to be defeated 
before there  could be a Palestinian state.

In Damascus, Mishal was scathing in his critique of Abbas’s per for mance 
at Aqaba. “Imagine a Palestinian speech that speaks of the re sis tance as terror 
and about putting an end to the armed re sis tance,” he said. “And the speech 
says nothing of the rights of Palestinians. The eight thousand of us who are 
prisoners are not mentioned.” Abbas returned to the Occupied Territories 
with Mishal’s condemnation ringing in his ears.

Still, Abbas pressed on. With grim determination, he pleaded with Hamas 
to cooperate in a cease-fi re. While talks went on, Israel embarked on a new 
round of the targeted assassinations that had already eliminated more than 
one hundred Palestinian militia fi gures.35 Hamas warned likely targets in its 
ranks to shave their beards and dress as women, to escape both detection by 
the collaborators who informed the Israelis on their movements and the he-
licopter gunships sent after them.

The Israelis assassinated another four militant leaders before a failed attack 
on June 10 on Abdel Azziz Al-Rantisi, the most high-profi le target to date 
in their programmed elimination of the Islamist leadership. Al-Rantisi es-
caped with multiple wounds after six Israeli missiles turned his Jeep SUV into 
a colander. Back on his feet, Al-Rantisi, who spoke fl uent En glish, thun-
dered: “The expression ‘cease-fi re’ does not exist in our dictionary.”36

Despite the attack on Al-Rantisi, Yassin led a strong internal campaign 
to push Hamas to agree, in the last week of June, to join the other factions 
in a cease-fi re—initially for three months. This was the leadership break-
through that Abbas needed, and, amazingly enough, the cease-fi re held for 
about six weeks. Then Israeli forces took out a militia leader attached to the 
Palestinian Islamic Jihad at Hebron in the West Bank and the gloves were 
off—again.

On August 19, a Hamas suicide bomber killed twenty-three Israelis in Je ru-
salem. On August 21, a successful Israeli helicopter strike in Gaza on Ismail 
Abu Shanab, judged by many to be a Hamas moderate, was the fi rst of a 
dozen such kill ings of Hamas fi gures in as many days. On September 9, 
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two Hamas suicide bombers were dispatched: one killed nine Israeli soldiers 
near the Tzrifi n military complex; the other killed seven civilians at a café in 
Je ru salem.

Any lingering hope that the cease-fi re might be salvaged was blown away 
on September 6 as ground crews at an undisclosed Israeli air force base armed 
an F-16 with a half-ton bomb. With a fl ightplan logged for airspace over 
Gaza, it became clear that Israel’s political, defense, and intelligence chiefs 
had resolved a debate that had dogged them for months. “It was unheard of, 
but the fi rst question was ‘Could we assassinate a mufti?’ ” one of the partici-
pants in the debate explained later.37 “In the old days we  wouldn’t touch a 
mosque or a holy man. But now they were in up to their ears in the violence. 
The other question was ‘How do you hit a cripple?’ ”

They were going after Sheikh Yassin.
He was old and sick. Confi ned to his wheelchair, Yassin had long been a 

defi ning symbol of Hamas’s struggle. Dropping a bomb on a building he was 
in or fi ring missiles at a target not physically capable of escaping was an ex-
ceptional act of extra-judicial kill ing by the state. But the Israeli generals 
concluded that this was a hit that they  could justify by holding Yassin person-
ally responsible for the tally of Hamas violence throughout the Intifada—74 
suicide bombs, 251 Israelis dead, and more than 1,500 wounded. And with 
the United States now engaged in its own “hot” wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
the international climate had changed. Israel framed its campaign in the Oc-
cupied Territories in the same colors as the Bush war on terror.

They decided to strike against Yassin when an informer in Gaza reported 
that the Hamas spiritual leader and several other se nior Hamas fi gures were 
scheduled to meet in the apartment of Dr. Marwan Abu Ras, an Islamist aca-
demic. “We had information a summit was being convened,” said Gideon 
Meir, a se nior offi cial of the Israeli Foreign Ministry.38

The size of the ordnance chosen for the attack was a mea sure of Israeli 
caution. In July of the previous year, Israel had been censured internationally 
for dropping a one-ton bomb on a house in Gaza that killed Salah Shehadeh, 
one of the Hamas founding seven who had met at Yassin’s home on the eve 
of the fi rst Intifada back in 1987. But also killed were sixteen civilians, includ-
ing nine children, who lived in the building. Since then Israel had limited 
itself to targeted assassinations employing missiles and rockets.

Yassin’s September 6 meeting was deemed to be a golden opportunity, but 
it would take more than rockets and missiles to penetrate the building. They 
calculated that a smaller bomb than the controversial one-ton device used in 
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the previous year would be suffi cient because they had been told the Hamas 
meeting was to take place on the top fl oor of the building.

Apart from Yassin, others at the meeting included Ismail Haniyah, a lead-
ing political fi gure in Hamas, and Mohammad Deif, a se nior member of its 
military wing, the Qassam Brigade. Deif had survived an earlier Israeli at-
tempt on his life. As they were about to sit for lunch, those present were 
alerted by the sound of the approaching aircraft. All fl ed, escaping with minor 
injuries, although a piece of fl ying shrapnel wounded Yassin’s right shoulder. 
He was treated at Gaza’s Shifa Hospital and by nightfall was preaching in a 
local mosque. “They’ve lost their minds,” he told worshippers. “The Israeli 
 people will pay a dear price for this crime.” Al-Rantisi, who did not attend 
the meeting, told Al-Jazeera, “The gates of hell have opened.”

By the third anniversary of the Intifada, in September 2003, both sides 
remained undefeated, but at a terrible cost. More than 2,100 Palestinians had 
been killed by Israeli forces—380 of them children—and about 750 Israelis 
had died, most of them civilians. Tens of thousands had been injured on both 
sides, many of them maimed for life. More than three thousand Palestinian 
homes had been destroyed; hundreds of workshops, factories, and public 
buildings had been demolished in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. Vast 
acreages of cultivated land had been bulldozed; olive groves and orchards had 
been uprooted, fi eld crops and greenhouses fl attened.39

Ariel Sharon had abandoned the prospect of a negotiated settlement with 
the Palestinian leadership. Despite international protests, he had commenced 
building the long-mooted wall around the West Bank. This “barrier,” as Israel 
preferred to call it—lest parallels be drawn with the likes of the Berlin Wall—
was billed as the bigest-ever public works project in Israeli history. It was 
deemed vital for Israeli security, but in a scathing assessment, the New York–
based Human Rights Watch declared it to be another illegal landgrab under 
a “regime of belligerent occupation” that would cause disproportionate harm 
to the lives of tens of thousands of Palestinian civilians.40 Except for a hand-
ful of permit holders, more than one hundred thousand Palestinians would 
be confi ned to enclaves carved by the route of the combined wall and fence. 
Scores of homes were hit with demolition orders,41 and olive and other fruit 
trees were uprooted as great tracts of agricultural land were destroyed, in 
some cases with just twenty-four hours’ notice, Human Rights Watch said.42

Suddenly, Sharon stunned Israelis and Palestinians alike when he 
embarked on yet another gambit, announcing that Israel would unilaterally 
“disengage” from Gaza and parts of the West Bank. Sharon sold this move, 
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and Washington bought it, as an essential element of the road map. Others 
saw it as the making of Gaza as the fi rst Bantustan, one of the Palestinian 
pockets Sharon would tolerate within his long-held vision of Greater Israel.43

Publicly, the prime minister had abandoned his hope that Israel  could in-
corporate all the Occupied Territories into Israel proper. But the proposed 
route for the wall—well inside the Green Line, the old 1949 armistice line that 
originally defi ned Israel—amounted to yet another Israeli landgrab, perma-
nently consolidating its hold on another parcel of the long-disputed territory.

In July, Mahmoud Abbas had been feted as the fi rst Palestinian leader to 
be received by President George W. Bush at the White House. Publicly, ad-
ministration offi cials had framed the visit as important to bolster Abbas’s 
popularity and standing at a time when he was still locked in a power struggle 
with Yasser Arafat, who was refusing to relinquish power. In Washington, 
Abbas displayed a map of the West Bank to support his argument that Sha-
ron’s wall would shrink the area by 55 percent, making a Palestinian state a 
“factual impossibility.”

“It’s a problem,” Bush said in a rare concession to Palestinian sensitivities.44 
But he then proceeded to cut the ground from under the Palestinian prime 
minister. Echoing Sharon as he lectured Abbas, Bush told him that terrorism 
was the main obstacle to peace, and he played down Abbas’s pleas for the 
release of prisoners held by Israel. Sending Abbas home, Bush told him, “I 
will continue to discuss this issue [the wall] with [Sharon].” Meeting Bush 
just days later, Sharon refused to back down. When he argued that the wall 
had to go up for security reasons, Bush declined to press him.

In September 2003 Abbas quit in disgust, complaining that he had been 
hobbled by Israeli and American intransigence and by Arafat’s persistent un-
dermining of his offi ce. He had had little joy from Hamas either.

After Abbas resigned, Hamas backed away from suicide missions for three 
months. The movement was determined to position itself for maximum 
 political advantage in the event that Sharon did proceed with his mooted 
 “disengagement.”

Quite suddenly, Khalid Mishal began agitating for greater acknowledge-
ment in the Palestinian political process of the growing popular support for 
Hamas.

In mid-2000, Arafat’s Fatah had been almost four times as popular as 
Hamas in Gaza, but by the end of 2003 Hamas had pulled ahead. “The 
brothers in the PA and Fatah must recognize the reality of the changes and 
what’s incumbent on them,” Mishal asserted. “They must accept genuine 
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participation of the re sis tance factions and forces, and go beyond the mental-
ity of marginalizing them.”45

Sheikh Yassin backed Mishal with more explicit language. “If the Israeli 
withdrawal [from Gaza] is absolute and total, Hamas in essence will become 
a political party . . .  and begin participating in government,” he told a Hamas 
Web site.

Mohammad Dahlan—the PA security chief who had won the admiration 
of George W. Bush for what he presented as a ‘can-do’ approach to knocking 
Gazans into line behind the Oslo Accords—was not impressed by Hamas 
seeming to jump the rails in this blatant fashion. “Unfortunately, the author-
ity has lost some of its standing,” he said. “[But] Hamas is exploiting this and 
trying to impose an alternative authority.”46

In the early hours of March 22, 2004, the Israelis fi nally succeeded in their 
attempts to assassinate Sheikh Ahmad Yassin with a spectacular dawn strike 
on his wheelchair by Israeli helicopters.

He was an easy target. In his late sixties, Yassin rarely left home, except to 
be pushed and pulled in his wheelchair by family minders and bodyguards as 
they took him to pray fi ve times a day at the nearby Islamic Association 
Mosque, which had been the fi rst activist hub in Hamas’s early days in 
Gaza.

On this Monday morning, the AH-64 Apache gunships swung in from the 
north, shredding Yassin’s body when he took a direct hit from one of three 
missiles fi red as he left the mosque after dawn prayers. Spitting short slivers 
of metal, which local children later rushed to gather for souvenirs, the missiles 
punctured sharp holes in the footpath, about the size of an American quarter. 
Lethal enough to cut through a steel door on a nearby building, they killed 
seven others who were close by.

Trash bins were set ablaze in protest. Tire fi res at street corners pushed 
fi ngers of acrid, black smoke into the clear, blue Mediterranean sky. The city 
was draped in fl ags of all the factions, a sea of black, yellow, green, and red 
bunting swelling behind the recycled-timber coffi n as it was carried shoulder 
high at the head of a two-hundred-thousand-strong procession through the 
rutted streets of Gaza City. Along the way, masked gunmen let off endless 
rounds of automatic fi re and detonated hand grenades. After a tumultuous 
funeral procession, Yassin was buried at Gaza’s Martyrs Cemetery. Two cin-
derblocks marked his simple grave in the sandy earth.

A few days later, a surging, fl ag-waving crowd of about twenty thousand 
stirred the dust in Gaza City’s Yarmuk Stadium. Black-hooded marshals 
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fought to control them, to clear a space on the sports fi eld for a daring display 
by the Qassam Brigade, Hamas’s outlawed military wing. Hundreds of armed 
fi ghters jog-marched into the arena, pledging their readiness to die for Pales-
tine in chants that were echoed by the crowd.47

It was more a call to arms than a funeral. Men and boys, some of whom 
hung from the rafters, raised high their right index fi ngers, as cheerleaders led 
them in devotion to the cause: “Who is our God? Allah! Which is our party? 
Hamas! What is our goal? To die for God!” The stadium reverberated to wild 
gunshots, powerful explosions, and the pounding bass drums of rousing Arab 
anthems. Then the fi ghters melted away into the night as quickly as they had 
come.

Amidst all the burning anger, there was ecstasy at what Khalid Mishal 
described as Yassin’s excellent good fortune. “It’s a blessing from God!” he 
exclaimed. “A miracle!” The jihadi logic here was that Yassin was too old, too 
ill, and too incapacitated to have had any real hope of martyrdom, but now 
the Israelis had obliged him. “Our  people pray to be martyrs,” Mishal ex-
plained. “[But] because he was so handicapped, Yassin  could not have wished 
for such a death.” Even Arafat, Yassin’s old foe, opened a condolences tent in 
Ramallah, where the PLO leader saluted the slain sheikh. “To heaven, you 
martyr,” he declared in a generous send-off.

Israelis were in high spirits. Despite a wave of condemnation from Arab 
and other capitals, the chief of the General Staff, Moshe Ya’alon, warned that 
Israel would be stepping up its assassinations program. Arafat  could be next, 
he threatened. Sharon, who had risen in the night to monitor prep ara tions for 
the attack on Yassin, declared his victim to have been the “mastermind of 
Palestinian terror.” Defense Minister Shaul Mofaz likened Yassin to Osama 
Bin Laden, declaiming “his hands were soaked with the blood of Israeli chil-
dren.” Others stopped short of assigning operational control of the Hamas 
suicide bombings to Yassin, arguing that his role was more that of a very in-
fl uential cheerleader.

There were hasty predictions that, in the absence of Yassin’s steadying 
hand, a weakened Hamas would probably splinter, becoming politically less 
capable at a time when the Palestinian factions needed to negotiate how to 
run Gaza if the Israelis did disengage.

Warnings that this assassination  could actually strengthen a movement 
that was  driven more by popular rage against the occupation than by the 
charisma and character of individual leaders were ignored. Arguments that 
within the Hamas spectrum Yassin had actually been a force for moderation 
were dismissed.
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Hamas was not blind to Sharon’s objective. It galled Israelis that the Shiite 
militia, Hezbollah, still claimed it had forced Israel to retreat from Lebanon 
in 2000. Hamas would not be allowed to gloat over an Israeli retreat from 
Gaza. The assassination frenzy under way was intended to weaken the Is-
lamists, in a bid to clear the way for the other, more secular factions to gain 
ascendancy.48 Palestinians needed to understand that, as Israel saw things, a 
takeover by Hamas was not an option.

That was how Mishal read it from Damascus. “Sharon thinks he broke the 
re sis tance,” he said. “[He wants to] clean Gaza of the re sis tance and all the 
elements of power in it, whether political leaders, military commanders, re sis-
tance weapons, or re sis tance cadres . . .  to organise it for the parties Sharon 
and the Americans are wagering on. He’s deluded.”49

The death of Yassin was a crushing blow to Hamas. The offi cer in charge 
of the Israeli military in the West Bank, Brigadier General Gadi Eisencott, 
produced statistical proof that Hamas surely was being ground down. In the 
fi rst two years of the Intifada, he reported, its suicide attacks had jumped 
dramatically—from 28 missions in 2001, which had claimed 94 lives, to 62 
missions in 2002, accounting for 234 dead. But in the 12 months up to the 
end of 2003, the number of attacks had fallen away to just 18, in which 137 
Israelis died. And those 18 successful attacks had to be mea sured against 
more than 400 that had been thwarted—a 96 percent success rate for the 
combined Israeli security agencies.

Mishal cautioned Israel’s commentariat, advising them to examine the 
movement’s track record. “Hamas has always presented to its nation convoys 
of leaders, mujahideen, and martyrdom-seekers.” Claiming to be more than a 
cult of personality, the movement proved Mishal’s point within forty-eight 
hours of Yassin’s death when it named Abdel Azziz Al-Rantisi as the new 
leader of Hamas in Gaza.

But Hamas certainly had entered a new era. No one in the movement had 
Yassin’s unique stature. For all his frailty, he was one of the most infl uential 
personalities in the Middle East. Mishal quickly ruled out another such ap-
pointment.50 The sheikh was to be immortalized as a spiritual symbol for the 
movement, and Khalid Mishal would become its sole leader on earth.

Taking pains to explain that Al-Rantisi’s role as a local leader in Gaza was 
not to be confused with the expansive powers enjoyed by Yassin as a founder 
of the movement, a formal Hamas statement confi rmed the Al-Rantisi posi-
tion but went on to say that Mishal had “become the movement’s leader 
 every where.”51
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Fifty-four years old and trained as a children’s doctor, Al-Rantisi was a 
combative hard-liner. Always reluctant to compromise, he had opposed the 
short-lived cease-fi re of the previous summer and he was a reluctant partici-
pant in interfactional talks on Palestinian power sharing. He had been both 
deported and jailed by the Israelis. Arafat too had locked him up without trial 
for two years in the late 1990s, as punishment for his relentless criticism of 
the Palestinian Authority.

There was jubilation when Al-Rantisi’s appointment was revealed on the 
second day of condolences for Yassin at the stadium. Amidst wild cheering 
and more gunfi re, the most se nior fi gures in the movement queued to con-
gratulate their bespectacled new leader. Al-Rantisi called on Palestinians to 
unite in re sis tance. And, nailing his colors to the Hamas doctrine of violence, 
he urged Hamas’s military wing to new heights, telling them, “The door is 
open for you to strike all places, all the time and using all means.”

Al-Rantisi then sat quietly in the front row of seats cordoned off for 
VIPs, seemingly lost in thought. He went through the motions of accepting 
condolences—a handshake and a kiss to each cheek for  every mourner. An 
ill-fi tting suit hung from his heavy frame and his black shoes were scuffed 
from a day in the dust. He seemed to emerge from his reverie only when a 
small, curly-haired child tugged at his hands, which were clasped tightly in 
his lap.52

During a lull in proceedings it became apparent that, after three days of 
incessant speeches and interviews, Al-Rantisi’s voice was failing him. After 
croaking a brief apology, he deferred to his deputy, the surgeon Mahmoud 
Al-Zahar, who was still in fi ne voice.

Defending calls that came from all quarters for Yassin’s death to be avenged, 
Al-Zahar set out a Palestinian plea that seemed to have lost sight of any re-
straint. “Everyone expects us to retaliate,” he said. “It’s the only way to stop 
the Israelis kill ing more of our  people. Armed struggle is the only option we 
have, so Israelis will pay the price. They have killed many, many of us in the 
past. They have arrested us and deported us. They have  driven us into hiding 
but they can’t suppress us. All that happens is our popular support escalates.” 
But then, stopping to draw breath, Al-Zahar fl icked the switch from war to 
diplomacy. “We are also willing to talk and to reach agreement that we will 
keep,” he concluded.

In the aftermath of Yassin’s death, the leadership dynamic was affi rmed 
amidst some confusion. A system of internal elections had for a long time 
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replaced the process of simple appointment to high offi ce that had come as a 
right to Yassin in the early days of Hamas, because he had been the founder 
of the movement. But tension was evident as the new post-Yassin order was 
delineated.

Mishal’s announcement of Al-Rantisi’s appointment had made it clear that 
the pediatrician was in charge “in the Gaza Strip.”53 Al-Rantisi had fi rst told 
reporters that he had been elected “overall head of Hamas and the political 
bureau,” but he quickly conceded the overarching role of Mishal during 
an interview with Al-Jazeera. He pledged to “obey” the Mishal-led political 
bureau.

Subsequently, Israeli negotiators succeeded in extracting two remarkable 
commitments from Bush as a “reward” to Sharon for his planned disengage-
ment from Gaza. The core Palestinian issues in the crisis always had been the 
return of all of the land occupied in 1967; a right of return for refugees to 
their homes on either side of the Green Line; the evacuation of all Israeli 
settlements; and for Je ru salem to become the capital of a Palestinian state.

At the heart of the Oslo Accords was a provision for these hoary old chest-
nuts to be confronted by negotiation when an initial peaceful coexis tence had 
been achieved between Palestinians and Israelis. But, without consulting the 
Palestinians, Bush caved in to Sharon’s insistence that Palestinian refugees 
 could not be allowed to return to Israel proper and that the border between 
the two states needed to be further east than the disputed Green Line to al-
low Israel to retain strategically located tracts of Palestinian land on which it 
had already settled tens of thousands of  people.54 Sharon demanded written 
guarantees; the president of the United States gave them.

At the stroke of an American pen, the Middle East crisis had just become 
even more intractable. For Palestinians who had looked to the United States 
as their last hope, it was devastating.

Three weeks after the attack that killed Yassin and three days after Sharon’s 
White House triumph, Israel stamped hard on Hamas—again. On April 17, 
an Israeli AH-64 Apache helicopter hovering above Gaza’s Sheikh Radwan 
neighborhood let off two missiles as Abdul Azziz Al-Rantisi’s white Subaru 
neared his home, just before eight o’clock on a Saturday night. The car was 
mangled; two bodyguards and one of Rantisi’s sons were dead; and Rantisi 
was all but dead.

He was rushed to Gaza’s Shifa Hospital, where he died as cameramen from 
the Arab satellite channels fed live footage to the region of the desperate fi ght 
by doctors to save one of Hamas’s shortest-serving leaders.
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Like Yassin, it seemed that Al-Rantisi too had been granted his wish. 
While chatting with foreign reporters in the days after the death of the old 
sheikh, Al-Rantisi had speculated lightheartedly on how he himself might 
die. “It’ll come by kill ing or by cancer; by Apache or by heart attack. I’ll take 
the Apache.”

The funeral began at Gaza City’s ancient Omari Mosque, where Ismail 
Haniyah told angry mourners, “They say they killed Al-Rantisi to weaken 
Hamas. They’re dreaming.” A raucous procession then carried Al-Rantisi’s 
open coffi n to the cemetery, where he was buried next to Yassin.

Mishal now was the uncontested leader of the movement. He had already 
consolidated his grip on the leadership outside the Occupied Territories, and 
there was no challenger to be found among the shell-shocked ranks of the 
movement inside the Occupied Territories.

Reports in the Arabic-language media suggested that the appointment of 
a three-man council to run Hamas was imminent. This appeared to be an 
attempt to put a brake on Khalid Mishal’s power and authority. He was 
named as the likely head of this council, but his two co-members were to be 
the Hamas leaders from Gaza and the West Bank—in other words, two 
grassroots “insiders,” who would be positioned to constrain a headstrong 
“outsider.” But the council was not formed and Mishal now wielded power 
from his Damascus lair as fi rst among equals in the most se nior councils of 
the movement.

After the deaths of Yassin and Al-Rantisi, more high-profi le assassinations 
seemed likely, and Mishal, who had survived the extraordinary assassination 
attempt in 1997, seemed certain to be in the bull’s-eye. An Israeli commenta-
tor declared Hamas’s collective leadership to be “dead men walking” and the 
Israeli minister without portfolio, Gideon Ezra, went out of his way to put 
Mishal on notice. “The fate of Khalid Mishal is the fate of Al-Rantisi. The 
minute we have the operational opportunity, we’ll do it,” he threatened. There 
were new Israeli warnings that no one in the movement was beyond their 
reach.

“Yes, I’m being threatened, like many others, and we’ll take precautionary 
mea sures,” Mishal threw back. “But these threats don’t shorten our lives, be-
cause God alone decides our fate.”

As small crowds of Palestinian refugees gathered outside the Damascus 
bunker to greet their leader on the night of Al-Rantisi’s death, there was a 
touch of melancholy among observers who paused to contemplate the step-
ping stones by which Khalid Mishal and Hamas had come this far.
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Yassin had instilled the movement with rare single-mindedness and deter-
mination. Mishal had been visionary in his 1983 plan for the “new jihad” and 
how to fund it. The movement had been on its knees in the mid-1990s, but 
Benjamin Netanyahu had given it a leg up, helping to restore the leadership 
and its mystique with his botched attempt on the life of Mishal. Intriguingly, 
Efraim Halevy was there for Sheikh Yassin’s remarkable release from prison 
in 1997 and he was a behind-the-scenes player in 2002, helping to remove 
the single biggest obstacle to Hamas’s eventual arrival in the Palestinian po-
litical arena: Yasser Arafat.

With Yassin and Al-Rantisi in their graves, some were mindful of U.S. 
secretary of state Colin Powell’s words of caution as Ariel Sharon left the 
White House in the aftermath of September 11, believing he had carte 
blanche from the Bush administration to conduct his own war on terror and 
hell-bent on getting rid of Arafat.

“We always say to both sides . . .  you better think about the consequences 
of what happens the next day or the day after,” Powell counseled. “Will your 
actions make things better? Will your actions make things worse?”55

Six months after President Bush had caved in to Ariel Sharon’s demands 
for a “reward” for his plan to disengage from Gaza, the real intent of his strat-
egy was revealed when the prime minister’s confi dant and chief of staff, Dov 
Weisglass, agreed to a frank interview with the Israeli daily Haaretz.

Truly a revelation, the report was spectacular not just for its content, but 
also for its hubris as Weisglass explained a Machiavellian policy that had been 
sold in many quarters as the U-turn Sharon had had to make. The message 
had been that Gaza was being given back to the Palestinians and so too, in 
time, would some of the West Bank, as Sharon abandoned the settlements he 
had fashioned as foundation stones for Greater Israel.

Claiming to be on fi rst-name terms with Condoleezza Rice, then the U.S. 
national security advisor, Weisglass was Sharon’s conduit to the White House. 
The son of a Polish fur merchant, he revealed disengagement to be a classic 
policy feint, choosing to describe it as the “bottle of formaldehyde” in which 
Bush’s road map was to be preserved.

“It supplied the amount of formaldehyde necessary [to ensure] there will 
not be a political process with the Palestinians,” he revealed with much self-
congratulation. “We have in our hands a fi rst-ever American statement that 
[the West Bank] will be part of Israel,” he said of the Bush letters, preferring 
to use the Jewish names Judea and Samaria when he referred to the West 
Bank. “Out of 240,000 settlers, 190,000 will not be moved from their 
place.”56
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Weisglass wanted to be clearly understood. “The political process is the 
evacuation of settlements; it’s the return of refugees; it’s the partition of Je ru-
salem. And all that has now been frozen,” he said, claiming that a nightmare 
for Israel had been postponed. “[And it came with a U.S.] presidential bless-
ing and the ratifi cation of both houses of Congress.” 

The Palestinians would turn to Finns before their demands were met, 
Weisglass gloated.57
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Bernard C. Welch Jr. had always kept odd hours, staying in during the day, 
but stepping out most afternoons, at around fi ve pm, before returning several 
hours later. He kept up this strange nocturnal schedule during all the years 
that he and his partner, Linda Hamilton, lived in Great Falls, a well-heeled 
quarter of Fairfax County, Virginia, in the late 1970s. 

When she was asked what her husband did for a living, Linda Hamilton 
would explain that Welch invested in coins, jewelry stores, and real estate. He 
spent much of the day managing his investments. She did the paperwork. 
Their home was estimated to be worth $1 million. They had a housekeeper 
and “his” and “hers” Mercedes-Benzes in the driveway.

Oddly enough, they had once rented a house in nearby Falls Church, Vir-
ginia, where a few years later a Palestinian engineer by the name of Mousa 
Abu Marzook would set up the family home from which he ran whole sec-
tions of Hamas’s operations in the Occupied Territories. But it was not the 
address in common that would give Hamilton and Welch their cameo role in 
the American fi ght against terror in the 1990s.

Welch had fi ve aliases. He was an escaped convict, a thief, and a killer. 
When he went out in the evening, he was breaking into  people’s homes, steal-
ing anything precious. In the basement at Great Falls, Welch’s inventory was 
stored neatly in as many as fi fty big boxes. There were thousands of items of 
stolen jewelry, furs, antiques, and other valuables that he would slip into the 
market at an appropriate time. Welch had two small smelters in the garage—
one for gold, the other for silver. A cautious man, he reduced jewelry to ingots 
before selling it.1 In total, the loot was worth about $4 million, and life was 
good.

20

Follow the Money
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But every thing fell apart on the night of December 5, 1980. When Dr. 
Michael Halberstam, a noted cardiologist and author, and his wife, Elliott 
Jones, returned to their home in northwest Washington, they were taken aback 
to discover a thief going through their possessions. Welch was at work.

With the advantage of surprise, the thief ordered the couple to drop to the 
fl oor, which they did. But, outraged by this violation of his home, the forty-
eight-year-old doctor then leapt up at Welch.

Two shots were fi red from a .38-calibre revolver. Halberstam took both in 
the chest, at close range. Welch fl ed. Badly wounded, Halberstam struggled 
to his car, intending to drive himself to the nearby Sibley Memorial Hospital 
with his wife in the passenger seat.

As he was driv ing away, Halberstam saw a man on foot whom he believed 
to be the thief. Jerking the steering wheel, he mounted the curb and ran him 
down.

He then tried to drive on to the hospital but lost control of the car and 
crashed into a tree. Within hours, he died in a hospital operating room.

When police arrived on the scene, the man Halberstam had knocked down 
was still unconscious. It was Welch, wearing gloves and still in possession of 
the gun and a burglar’s toolbox.2

In the American way, Welch became a dark celebrity. Life magazine bought 
his story. Elsewhere, he was written up as the “super thief ” and the “society 
burglar.” But on his conviction there was nothing to celebrate. The District of 
Columbia Superior Court locked Bernard C. Welch Jr. away for nine con-
secutive life terms.3

That left the widowed Elliott Jones to confront her losses. She sued for 
damages, naming the imprisoned Welch as a defendant, but also roping in 
Linda Hamilton on the novel legal grounds that Hamilton had knowingly 
lived on the earnings of Welch’s crimes.

The courts agreed. “[Hamilton] was compliant, but neither dumb nor duped,” 
and that made her a joint venturer and a co-conspirator, one of the judges, 
Judge Aubrey E. Robinson Jr., declared. Much to the surprise of legal observ-
ers, Hamilton was ordered to pay the bereaved Elliott Jones $5.7 million.

Fifteen years later, it was the judges’ portrayal of Hamilton as a “passive and 
compliant” partner in crime that became a backdoor through which Nathan 
Lewin would put the fate of Linda S. Hamilton at the center of the U.S. 
campaign to destroy Hamas.

Nathan Lewin was at the forefront of a new warrior force that now began to 
throw itself into battle. Their theater of war would be the chrome-and-glass 
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towers of Washington and New York, Chicago and Dallas. Most wore smart 
pinstripes and carried bulging briefcases. Their weapons were computers, 
dictaphones, and photocopiers. Their smart bomb was the law and their 
trenches would be the courtrooms of the United States.

For years American criminal investigators had fl opped around on the heels 
of the usual Hamas suspects, but they seemed to make little progress. In the 
early 1990s, Israel had handed over a mountain of leads from the dramatic 
interrogation of Chicago’s Hamas bagman, Mohammad Salah. The interro-
gation of other captured Hamas activists also had pointed to the activities of 
Mousa Abu Marzook and to the Dallas-based Holy Land Foundation as the 
centerpiece of an extensive Islamist or ga ni za tional and fund-raising frame-
work in the United States. It was this intelligence that had directed the FBI 
to the Hamas conference on which the agency had eavesdropped so intently 
in Philadelphia back in 1993.

Already, there had been several civil actions against Hamas itself. Two 
U.S. courts had ordered the movement to pay damages totalling $330 million 
to the families of American citizens who had died in Hamas attacks in Is-
rael. But getting the or ga ni za tion to pay up on these default judgments was 
impossible.

In other civil actions, American courts had issued judgments against states 
sponsoring terrorism. A grieving New Jersey family won a $247.5 million 
verdict against the Iranian government after the death of their daughter in a 
Gaza bus bombing in 1995. But collecting from foreign governments was a 
fraught business, and lawyers for families of the hundreds who died when Pan 
Am Flight 103 blew up over Lockerbie, Scotland, in 1988, were locked for 
years in a grueling struggle with the government of Muammar Gadhafi  of 
Libya.

But the Hamas fund-raisers—plus the big banks that held and moved 
the money they raised, and even the infl uential fi nancial advisers who au-
dited their books or advised them on funds management—were literally in 
George W. Bush’s backyard. They were vital cogs in the Hamas machine. If a 
legal action  could be mounted against any of them in the United States, they 
would be obliged to defend their assets, cash, and reputations. The objective 
would be to shut some of them down and for the others to be forced to walk 
away from the business links that made life easier for Hamas.

The Israeli authorities wanted their American counterparts to launch ma-
jor criminal investigations in the United States. However, when they fi rst 
attempted to convince Washington that Hamas had built an extensive and 
successful front operation in America, they were met with deep skepticism.4
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But no such foot-dragging was possible when private or civil litigation was 
launched. The seventy-one-year-old Nathan Lewin made it sound like hand-
to-hand combat as he spoke of tackling “defendants who are real entities, real 
lawyers . . .  a real fi ght . . .  not ephemeral targets like in other cases.”5 His 
daughter Alyza, who worked in law with him, was passionate. “We went into 
this knowing there might be no compensation,” she explained. “But there had 
to be a moment of justice . . .  of understanding that the  people responsible for 
the senseless kill ing and wounding should have their day in court.”

Lewin & Lewin ran a small law offi ce nine fl oors above L Street, on the 
Foggy Bottom side of Dupont Circle in Washington, D.C. Behind the locked 
doors of this shoebox suite, there was something quite deceptive in the ap-
pearance of these two.

Together, they were a formidable legal tag team. But the father had the 
look of some of the more rumpled characters on the sidewalks of Manhattan’s 
diamond district—a shaggy white beard, a slight paunch, and a wardrobe that 
looked more Wal-Mart than Brooks Brothers. When Lewin sat at their 
cramped offi ce conference table, he seemed to list to the right, as though he 
might fall from his chair. His daughter was a string-of-pearls mom, doting on 
her dad and the law in equal mea sure. Like an old married couple, they would 
fi nish each other’s sentences until they reached some point in the discussion 
when he would inevitably cut her off with: “As I was saying sometime 
back . . .”

What the daughter called “Nathan Lewin’s Novel Legal Theory” sprang 
from her father’s distress after a chance meeting in Israel with Joyce and Stan-
ley Boim, whose seventeen-year-old, Brooklyn-born son  David had died in a 
hail of Hamas fi re as he waited at a crowded bus stop north of Je ru salem in 
1996. Lewin decided he would take the case as a civil matter after he had 
been told of the Boim parents’ inability to get U.S. authorities to launch a 
criminal case against their son’s killers, who had been arrested by Palestinian 
police.

Back in the United States, the Polish-born Lewin stared at a blank legal 
pad. In 1941, he had landed in America as the fi ve-year-old grandson of the 
rabbi of Rzeszow, east of the city of Krakow. The family was part of the Jew-
ish fl ight from the German horrors in Europe. Opting for a career in law, he 
had worked in government, for both the Kennedy and Johnson administra-
tions. He had taught law at Columbia, the University of Chicago, and Har-
vard. He had clerked in the U.S. Supreme Court and had later gone back to 
argue dozens of cases before the highest court in the land. Along the way, he 
had bagged his share of celebrity clients—Richard Nixon, Jodie Foster, and 
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John Lennon. But much of Nathan Lewin’s more recent caseload had to do 
with what he described as “Jewish public interest work.”

Frustrated by the reluctance of U.S. authorities to pursue Boim’s killers, 
Lewin ventured legally where others had not dared, cherry-picking statute 
and precedent law to build a case of far greater consequence than nailing a 
couple of lowly Hamas killers on the West Bank. If the justice department 
refused to go after mere foot soldiers, he and his girl would go for the leader-
ship of Hamas and their American bagmen. “I’ll look at the books,” he told 
his daughter before adjourning to his library.

The law that began to exercise Lewin’s mind was a 1992 statute passed in 
response to the brutal kill ing of a sixty-nine-year-old American Jew—the 
wheelchair-bound Leon Klinghoffer. A passenger on the Italian ocean liner 
Achille Lauro, Klinghoffer had been shot and thrown overboard by the merci-
less Palestinian gunmen who commandeered the ship as it cruised the Medi-
terranean in the mid-1980s. The 1992 statute sanctioned action by American 
citizens for injury abroad, and, as Klinghoffer’s revenge, it contained a special 
clause that authorized a presiding judge to multiply whatever damages a jury 
awarded by a factor of three.

But this provision had not been used domestically, possibly because, even 
though it allowed a legal action to be taken, it was oddly silent on just who 
the defendants might be.

Lewin decided that it  didn’t make sense to think just of the men directly 
involved in Boim’s shooting. The individual Hamas operatives in the Boim 
circumstances were hardly relevant anymore. The gunman who had fi red the 
shots that killed  David Boim had gone on to greater notoriety as one of the 
suicide bombers whose attacks in Je ru salem early in September 1997 had 
provoked the botched Mossad attempt on Khalid Mishal’s life. The gunman’s 
 driver had confessed to Palestinian authorities and had been jailed for ten 
years. But he was released early and reportedly had died in a subsequent clash 
with Israeli forces.

Lewin concluded that the 1992 law had to be interpreted as an authoriza-
tion for action against any individuals or groups in the United States who 
might have aided those who had killed an American abroad. But what kind 
of aid would he be required to prove? Did he have to show that the defen-
dants had actually provided a weapon, or had sat in on detailed planning for 
the attack? Lewin found he was repeating himself—“That  doesn’t make 
sense . . .”

Much to the alarm of former legal partners and others he consulted, 
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Lewin began to formulate a belief that Congress had intended a much wider 
meaning in the Klinghoffer law. With that in mind, he settled into fi nding 
support where it mattered most: American case law. His eureka moment 
came as he fused the legal outcome from two very different sets of real-life 
circumstances.

The fi rst was the case of Linda S. Hamilton, who, despite being nowhere 
near the scene of the murder of Dr. Michael L. Halberstam, nonetheless was 
ordered to pay damages because she was a partner in Bernard C. Welch Jr.’s 
criminal enterprise.

Then Lewin turned to the stellar advocacy of Morris Dees, a civil rights 
lawyer in the South, who, in the aftermath of racist lynchings and church 
torchings, had resorted to a strategy of taking civil action against white su-
premacist groups. The effect of these actions by Dees was to bankrupt these 
or ga ni za tions by holding them accountable for the consequences of their in-
citement of the perpetrators of race crimes. Dees’s most recent success had 
been a $37.8 million verdict against the Chris tian Knights of the Ku Klux 
Klan after a church was burned down in South Carolina in 1995.6

The case law, as Lewin read it, was saying that, if Hamilton knew what her 
partner Welch was up to and not only did nothing about it but also lived on 
the proceeds, she  could be held responsible. Equally, if the KKK preached 
hatred and its redneck followers acted accordingly, then the KKK too was 
liable. Lewin asked, “If Hamilton and the KKK are as vulnerable as that, why 
not supporters of Hamas?” Amidst barely suppressed guffaws from his circle 
of old partners, Lewin extrapolated, “Anyone in the U.S. who contributes to 
Hamas, knowing that the movement is involved in acts of terror in the Mid-
dle East, can be held liable.”

 David Boim died in 1996 and the Klinghoffer law under which Lewin 
opted to proceed had a statutory limit of four years. Lewin & Lewin fi led the 
Boim papers in a Chicago court just a day before the limit expired in the 
spring of 2000. When Lewin revealed his slate of defendants, there was an-
other intake of breath in the profession, and further questions about the old 
man’s sanity by the very colleagues he had hoped would help in running what 
he knew would be a huge case.

 David Boim’s two killers were on the list of defendants, and so too was 
Mousa Abu Marzook, the Hamas leader best known to Americans, who by 
then was in Damascus and safely beyond the reach of American justice.

Mohammad Salah, who had enjoyed notoriety as a Hamas bagman and 
“military commander,” would be a defendant. As a resident of Chicago, he 
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reportedly had been working various jobs—car salesman, van  driver, college 
teacher, and storekeeper. Like Linda S. Hamilton, he had not been charged 
with any crime in the United States, but in the Boim case he would become 
the human face of terrorism for the nightly TV news.

But Lewin’s real targets were several Arab or ga ni za tions in America. The 
most prominent of these was the Holy Land Foundation, a highly respected 
and very successful Muslim charity. The other defendants would be the 
Chicago-based Quranic Literacy Institute and the Islamic Association for 
Palestine. Lewin was alleging that they all comprised a network of front 
or ga ni za tions that laundered the funds that fi nanced Hamas’s terrorism. In 
terms of the HLF’s public standing in particular, the Chris tian equivalent 
might have been for Lewin to accuse the St. Vincent de Paul Society of 
terrorism.

“They all thought I was batty,” he said.

The daily scorecard in the Intifada was tallied in death and injury, Palestinian 
houses demolished, and humiliating hours spent queuing at Israeli road-
blocks. But in the back rooms of the respective war machines, it was money 
from all corners of the globe that greased the wheels in this confl ict.

Israel had been the biggest single recipient of U.S. foreign aid since 1976, 
collecting about $3 billion a year in military and economic assistance.7 The 
Arafat-controlled Palestinian Authority, according to the World Bank, col-
lected about $1 billion a year from a range of regimes in the region, plus the 
United States and some European governments. All the Palestinian factions 
drew covert funds and assistance from Arab governments and Iran, and inter-
woven into that money matrix were big donations from diaspora charities 
that were aligned with individual factions, as the Holy Land Foundation was 
with Hamas.

Hamas did not reveal the size or source of funds in its annual budget. But 
there was no shortage of guesstimates; most of these ranged from $20 million 
to $70 million, more than 90 percent of which was dedicated to its social ser-
vices network.8 The U.S. Treasury estimated that Hamas raised “tens of mil-
lions of dollars a year.” Washington acknowledged that a goodly portion of 
the money was spent on “legitimate charitable work,” but, it then argued, 
“this work is a primary recruiting tool for the or ga ni za tion’s militant cause.”9 
In the second year of the Intifada, Sheikh Ahmad Yassin estimated that pay-
ments to families that had been victims of Israeli violence cost Hamas from 
$2 million to $3 million a month.10
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The economic crisis in the Occupied Territories had reached the point 
where Hamas, together with an estimated one hundred affi liated NGOs 
working in the Occupied Territories,11 were bailing out the Arafat-controlled 
Palestinian Authority. A signifi cant challenge for critics of the movement, 
particularly those who believed Hamas’s community work needed to be 
stamped out in order to reduce its popular appeal, was the sheer effi ciency of 
their grassroots community operations. Often, when international aid agen-
cies needed to check the accuracy of their own benefi ciary lists, it was to the 
Hamas-linked zakat committees that they turned for cross-checking, because 
of the local charities’ reputation for professional accuracy.

By January 2003 it was estimated that three-quarters of Palestinians existed 
on less than $2 a day, and the United Nations estimated that 150,000 Pales-
tinian households were being propped up by the four biggest Islamist chari-
ties in the Occupied Territories. Affl icted by its own corruption, or ga ni za tional 
ineffi ciency, and a paucity of donor funds, the Palestinian Authority was in-
capable of responding to the hardship blanketing the Occupied Territories.

Israel did little to alleviate the suffering of those whose land it occupied, 
and few others did either. The key UN agency in the Occupied Territories—
the UN Relief and Works Agency, which regularly fed 11,000 Palestinians 
before the new Intifada and more than 700,000 in the second year of the 
confl ict—pleaded for an emergency cash injection of $94 million. The Swiss 
put up $1.5 million, and the rest of the world put up nothing.12

For many Palestinians, their only respite was the grants that came from Arab 
regimes and Muslim charities. Most generous in the eyes of Palestinians—
and consequently the most controversial for Israel—was Saddam Hussein, 
who paid $10,000 to the families of the dead. Saudi Arabia was next with a 
grant of $5,300 for families of the dead. The Palestinian Authority paid be-
reaved families $2,000; and Qatar and the United Arab Emirates pitched in 
with $500 each for the families of the dead.

The Holy Land Foundation had a full-time staff of thirty-fi ve. At this 
stage in the Intifada, they were pacing themselves in what was expected to be 
an open-ended, ongoing confl ict in the Occupied Territories. But, despite the 
foundation’s essential role in Hamas’s global fund-raising, there were days 
when the recording jacks, which the FBI had attached to the HLF lines at 
their local phone exchange, revealed the enterprise to be as humdrum as the 
headquarters of any other American business.

Behind the austere, gray-brick facade on International Parkway, in north 
suburban Dallas, staff  could be heard grousing about overbearing superiors. 
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They recycled offi ce jokes about how they might be made more amenable or 
dared to raise the forgotten promise of new work contracts and, hopefully, a 
much-needed pay raise.

May 14, 2001, was such a day. When Kamal Tamimi picked up a phone in 
the HLF offi ce in Hebron, a volatile city in the West Bank, it triggered a 
fi fty-four-page FBI transcript.13 Eight foundation staffers on opposite sides 
of the globe came on the line at various times, addressing issues in their own 
lives, or in the lives of Palestinians then living through the seventh month of 
the Intifada. On the day of Tamimi’s call, seven Palestinians would die in the 
Occupied Territories, taking their toll for the fi rst half of the month to 
twenty-three.

In Dallas, the business day had just started. It was 9:30 am. But the West 
Bank was eight hours ahead of Texas, and Hebron was winding down for the 
day at 5:30 pm. In each city colleagues passed the call around as they dealt 
with the minutiae of running a charity that, even before the outbreak of the 
new Intifada, was channeling funds to Hebron at a rate in excess of $1 million 
a year.14 Finally, the outer limits of the HLF’s endeavor were revealed with 
chilling clarity, in an exchange between Sister Mirvat in Hebron and the surly 
Akram Mishal in Dallas—a cousin of Khalid Mishal.

Mirvat had raised the need for HLF to respond to emergency welfare cases 
not linked to the Intifada. “If you mean illnesses that befall  people, such as 
needing surgery or being sick with cancer . . . ,” Akram began uneasily, before 
changing tack. “In the Intifada, we give priority to . . .  to the injured and 
those who are wounded. . . .  As for disease . . .  I mean . . .  we don’t support 
them, based on the fact that we do not have the budget for them . . .  most of 
our budget is . . .  earmarked for the injured of the Intifada or those who were 
shot during the Intifada. These actually have the priority.”

Public gatherings in the Occupied Territories usually were a male affair. But 
given that their men were dead or in jail, widows, mothers, and sisters were 
among the crowd that climbed three fl ights of stairs for a meeting—the fi rst 
of its kind—at the Chamber of Commerce at Tulkarm, about sixty miles 
north of Je ru salem.15

Previously, Saddam Hussein’s representatives went door-to-door to convey 
the Iraqi president’s condolences to the families of Palestinians killed in the 
confl ict, to ease their circumstances with a check for $10,000. He paid lesser 
amounts where a member of the household had been wounded or jailed, or 
where the house had been demolished. But the numbers were getting out of 
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hand. Instead of a separate visit to each home, the men of the Baghdad-
aligned Arab Liberation Front decided to streamline the process by inviting 
the families to meetings such as the gathering in Tulkarm.

As the aroma of shwarma lamb and rotisserie chicken wafted in from cafés 
on the Abdul Nasser traffi c roundabout, members of forty-eight families who 
had suffered a death, detention, or demolition sat patiently through the in-
evitable speeches. Four of the families were to receive martyrs’ checks—two 
men had died as suicide bombers; the others were a nine-year-old boy who 
had been shot by Israeli forces and an ambulance  driver who had died in the 
crossfi re. The at mo sphere was subdued, but there was an audible intake of 
breath by the two hundred or so  people present when it was announced that, 
on top of the usual $10,000 for those who had been killed, two of the checks 
included a new $15,000 bonus, which Saddam would pay to the families of 
suicide bombers, to encourage others to volunteer for martyrdom missions.

By the end of the meeting, checks for about $500,000 had been distributed. 
The silver-haired Rakad Salam, secretary-general of the Arab Liberation 
Front, did the mental arithmetic before confi rming that Saddam had contrib-
uted in excess of $10 million since the Intifada began. For Palestinians, this 
meeting in March 2002 was fi lled with pathos; for the Israelis it was the worst 
provocation.

When a bystander asked Salam how the money in his handy little briefcase 
actually got from Baghdad to Tulkarm, he looked at the man asking the ques-
tion as though he was an idiot. “It’s transferred by the banks, from the Iraqi 
banks to the banks in Palestine,” he explained, as though it was the most 
normal thing in the world.

And it was. On one level the meetings were a calculated exercise in public 
relations—Saddam was looking for support from the Arab Street as the rising 
tempo of Washington’s war drums confi rmed the likelihood of an American-
led invasion of Iraq. But this very public presentation of benefi t payments to 
bereaved Palestinians was exceptional. Tens of millions of dollars from chari-
ties in Saudi Arabia and elsewhere in the region, and from the HLF and its 
counterparts in Europe, had for a long time now been transmitted seamlessly 
through the global banking system, as direct transfers to the bank accounts of 
the recipient families in Palestine. The Amman-based Arab Bank had been 
using its sophisticated monetary software to deposit about $90 million from 
such charities into individual accounts in the West Bank and Gaza.

Israeli and American authorities saw the payments as incentives that en-
couraged Palestinian violence. But it was not just families involved in the 
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Palestinian re sis tance who were offered fi nancial assistance. At the extremi-
ties of this makeshift welfare system, the families of suicide bombers were 
looked after, but so too were the families of those who had been executed by 
the Palestinian factions for collaborating with Israel.

When Operation Defensive Shield was unleashed across the West Bank in 
2002, special orders were issued for Israeli troops to raid the paper and elec-
tronic archives of the Palestinian Authority’s security ser vices and depart-
ments, of local charities and of any of the Palestinians’ factional offi ces. 
Typical of the fi les they brought back was that of thirty-four-year-old Mah-
moud Abu Hanoud, a Hamas militia leader whose family was being assisted 
by the Hamas-controlled Al-Tadhamun Society in Nablus. Israel had assas-
sinated Abu Hanoud, and Hamas had cited this as the provocation for a re-
sumption of suicide attacks in the weeks after the September 11 attacks on 
the United States.

Born in the fi rst weeks of the Israeli occupation of the West Bank in 1967, 
Abu Hanoud was one of a family group of seven surviving on just 1,500 
 shekels (about $400) earned each month by one of his brothers, who was a 
teacher. The number of his family’s account at the Arab Bank in Nablus 
was recorded in the fi le, as was the observation of a social worker who had 
visited their home. “The family is materially well off, resilient, and patient,” 
he reported.

Noting that Abu Hanoud had been unemployed because he was on the 
Israelis’ wanted list, the fi le went on to explain in heroic terms the manner of 
his death: “Bombardment by Israeli Apache helicopter killed the martyr. 
There were two previous attempts on his life some months ago—the fi rst, 
when the Israeli Army destroyed the house he was hiding in. [Abu Hanoud] 
then killed three members of the [IDF] Special Forces, wounded nine others 
[before he] managed to escape.

“He was later arrested by the Palestinian Authority and sentenced to 15 
years in prison. On May 18, 2001, an F-16 bombed the prison in which the 
heroic commander was being kept and killed 13 policemen, but Abu Hanoud 
escaped again. He then renewed his jihad activity until he rose to heaven on 
November 23, 2001. May Allah have mercy on the heroic commander and 
situate him in the broad expanses of paradise.”16

Abu Hanoud’s fi le spoke volumes for the Rashomon-like complexity of the 
Middle East crisis. In death, he was a terrorist to the Israelis and a warrior-
hero to Hamas. Earlier, to the Palestinian Authority, he had been in the 
wrong place at the wrong time and so had to be jailed when Yasser Arafat 
needed to prove to Washington that he  could lock up his own  people.
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All sides were watching one another as intently as they watched their own 
pounds and pennies. In his crumbling compound at Ramallah, Yasser Arafat 
kept a hawklike eye on the funds fl ow.

A key task the PLO leader set for his security ser vices was to monitor 
Hamas and its affi liated charities and community groups, and to report back 
to him on the source of their funds and what they did with them. Little went 
unnoticed. The reports that landed in Arafat’s in-box dealt with a wide range 
of issues.

Early in 2001 there had been trouble over a sizable cash donation from a 
charity in Saudi Arabia for Palestinian prisoners. Arafat’s staff at Bethlehem 
accused Hamas of hoarding the money and not sharing it with inmates from 
the other factions. One of Arafat’s security agents reported to his superiors 
how he had stumbled on the funds because of the circumstances of two broth-
ers who were doing time at Israel’s Megiddo Prison. Ziad Zaud Ahmed Ra-
daidah was a fi ghter with Islamic Jihad and his brother Hisham fought for 
Hamas. Hisham had made the mistake of informing his brother that Hamas 
was distributing the funds among its own prisoner network.

“The money was given to the brothers in the Hamas movement, which 
concealed it,” the agent noted in his report to Arafat. Explaining that the 
prisoners’ cross-factional leadership in the jail had taken control of the funds, 
the agent concluded, “The [Palestinian] prisoner club became involved and 
about one week ago the money was paid to all of the or ga ni za tions in the 
prisons. Each prisoner received 10,000 shekels [$2,922].”17

On another occasion, there were ructions when it was discovered that a 
Muslim charity in Bosnia-Herzegovina had dispatched $50,000 to a Hamas-
controlled welfare group in Nablus. Arafat’s lieutenants issued orders in an 
effort to intercept the payment, and an emissary was dispatched to Gaza to 
heavy the Hamas leadership.

If one of the Hamas charities received a donation of meat to distribute to 
the poor at the end of Ramadan, a report went up the line on the fairness of 
the dis tri bu tion. When word went around that a Ramallah-based Hamas 
activist and businessman, Ahmad Mohammad Abdullah Al-Sharuf, had 
come into $2 million with which he had opened a new furniture store, a re-
port was duly passed along.

It was one thing for ju nior offi cials to handle the prisoners’ squabbles over 
the Saudi donation or to investigate the factional affi liation of whoever ended 
up with the sheep’s hindquarter, but when $33 million apparently went 
 missing, it was Yasser Arafat himself who leapt into action.
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Early in the second Intifada, Arab leaders had agreed to set up a $1 billion 
aid fund, the dividends from which would go to the Palestinians. As a precau-
tion, in December 2000 Arafat had directed his ambassador to Riyadh to 
arrange for a delegation from the Palestinian Authority to be received in the 
Saudi capital, to ensure that the earnings “will reach those who deserve it.” 
Translated, Arafat wanted the money sent to him—not Hamas.

Four weeks later, a second appeal to Riyadh on Arafat’s behalf was more 
plaintive. Signed by the future Palestinian prime minister Mahmoud Abbas, 
it was delivered to the head of a wealthy Saudi charity. Abbas complained 
that Saudi funds were being channelled directly to groups affi liated with 
Hamas. “This has a bad effect on the domestic situation,” he said. “[It] also 
strengthens these [Hamas] brothers [because the Saudi] committee does not 
send money or aid to the Fatah members.”18 Abbas proposed sending com-
puterized data to ensure that the Saudi funds reached the “real benefi ciaries, 
thus ensuring the rule of the PA over its  people . . .  so that there will not be a 
disaster in which the PA loses its honor and leadership.”

A week later, Arafat hit the roof when a summary sheet of the day’s televi-
sion news for January 7 landed on his desk. It included a line in a report car-
ried by the Saudi-owned news channel MBC: “The Saudi Interior Minister 
[says] a sum of 123,750,000 riyals [$33 million] was paid as assistance to the 
families of the Intifada martyrs, its prisoners, wounded and handicapped.”19 
Addressed to Abbas, Arafat’s curt reaction was scrawled in his own hand in 
the margin of the news summary: “Please inform me where did this money 
go and who received it,” he snapped, “since the martyrs and the wounded 
received nothing.”

Presumably Arafat meant Fatah’s martyrs and wounded. In the fi le of let-
ters snatched from the Palestinian Authority by Israeli forces during Opera-
tion Defensive Shield, the fate of the missing $33 million was left hanging.

At the time, regular items in the Arabic-language media in the Middle 
East faithfully reported the dispatch of each installment of Saudi funds to the 
PLO. But about a year after Arafat’s outburst over the missing millions, Kha-
lid Mishal and some of his Hamas colleagues held a long meeting in Riyadh 
with Saudi Arabia’s Crown Prince Abdullah, who, due to the prolonged ill-
ness of King Fahd, was de facto ruler of the oil-rich kingdom.

According to a written report to the Gaza leadership by one of the Hamas 
delegates in Riyadh, Mishal thanked the prince for continuing “to send aid 
through the civilian and popular channels, despite all the pressure America 
exerts on them.”
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“This is indeed a brave posture deserving appreciation,” Mishal told the 
prince, leaving little doubt that whatever offi cial transactions took place be-
tween the Saudi royals and the PLO, Hamas was the benefi ciary of a back-
channel from Riyadh that delivered an estimated $5 million a year.20

In America, civil litigators like the father-and-daughter team Lewin & Lewin 
clearly were well ahead of the Clinton administration’s criminal investigators’ 
efforts to attack the Hamas support network that moved funds through and 
from the United States.

However, in Chicago, Agent Robert Wright of the FBI’s Counterterrorism 
Task Force was put to work on material provided by Israel concerning the 
activities of Mousa Abu Marzook and Chicago bagman Mohammad Salah. 
In 1996, this investigation was expanded under the code name Vulgar Be-
trayal. The task force uncovered a remarkable web of cross-directorships and 
family ties among commercial and charitable entities, in which all the threads 
seemed linked to Hamas.

Three se nior fi gures from the Holy Land Foundation had been present at 
the 1993 Philadelphia conference. One of the or ga ni za tion’s more colorful 
and energetic fund-raisers was discovered to be Khalid Mishal’s brother, Mu-
fi d; a se nior executive based in Dallas was Mishal’s cousin, Akram. Two of the 
key fi gures in the HLF were found to be cousins of Mousa Abu Marzook’s 
wife.

Despite his pleading of meager earnings while he had been in U.S. custody 
from 1995 to 1997, it seemed that Abu Marzook had sprayed serious money 
around in the United States in the early 1990s. Quite apart from being linked 
to the near $1 million that was deposited into Mohammad Salah’s bank ac-
counts in Chicago in 1992, Abu Marzook had deposited checks worth more 
than $200,000 in the accounts of the HLF and a further $125,000 in the ac-
counts of the Islamic Association for Palestine,21 which he was believed to 
have established on instructions from Khalid Mishal.

Abu Marzook had also invested $200,000 in InfoCom Corp., a computer 
sales and Web-hosting company that operated from premises across the road 
from the HLF in Dallas. The FBI concluded that InfoCom was a Hamas 
money laundry. In the same period Abu Marzook invested close to $1 million 
in an oddly funded Maryland property development. His co-investors had 
included members of the wider Bin Laden family and a Saudi businessman 
who would be accused by U.S. offi cials of links to Osama Bin Laden. Just ten 
miles from the White House, those who bought into this smart residential 
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development called it Barnaby Knolls. In time, federal investigators would 
dub it Hamas Heights.22

In 1998, federal authorities in Chicago instituted proceedings to confi scate 
the money that had been in the Salah family’s bank accounts as well as his 
assets. Included among the latter was the house, which had been paid off by 
Salah’s wife with money snatched from Hamas funds.

But suddenly, in 2000, Vulgar Betrayal mysteriously folded. Amidst allega-
tions of institutional turf wars, bureaucratic bungling, sexual harassment 
within the ranks of the FBI teams, and Washington’s reluctance to offend 
Riyadh because of the involvement of a Saudi Arabian bank, the criminal 
investigation of Islamist activities in the United States was put on ice.

“It was a huge investigation, but it went bad because it overreached,” an 
offi cial close to Vulgar Betrayal explained.23 “It failed, partly because the 
 people driv ing it thought they  could bring down Islamic terror in its en-
tirety . . .  instead of pursuing individual targets.”

Elements of the investigation continued, but the scope had been greatly 
narrowed. In the fi rst week of September 2001, a multi-agency federal task 
force raided the Dallas offi ces of InfoCom after its bank records and garbage 
had been sifted.24

Sitting back in Damascus, Mousa Abu Marzook  could afford simply to 
ignore the civil action in which the Lewins had named him as one of the par-
ties responsible for the death of young  David Boim. But the U.S.-based de-
fendants opted for a high-risk strategy. Because Lewin’s theory was so novel, 
the HLF and the others named in the action took the unusual course of 
marching off to the Court of Appeals in Chicago, seeking to test its legal 
validity, even before any of the facts of the case had been argued.

Then the world changed. Two weeks before the defendants’ appeal was to 
have been heard, almost three thousand  people died in the September 11 at-
tacks on New York and Washington. Suddenly, what many in the profession 
regarded as Lewin’s legal whimsy ceased to be just about the Boims and the 
friends of Hamas in the United States. In as long as it took for four hijacked 
airplanes to crash into the Twin Towers in Manhattan, the Pentagon in 
Washington, and a fi eld in Pennsylvania, the import of the Boim case shifted 
from a single shooting at a bus stop in Je ru salem to the rights of the families 
of the thousands who had died in the 9/11 attacks.

In these dramatically altered circumstanced, the Chicago appeal bench de-
cided it needed to hear the views of the Bush administration on what other-
wise was likely to have remained an obscure case. Given the anguished mood 
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of America in the aftermath of September 11, the Department of Justice 
backed in behind Lewin and his novel theory. It argued that, far from being 
confi ned to action against Boim’s actual killers, the Klinghoffer law indeed 
was intended to go after anyone in the causal chain of an act of terrorism.

When Lewin’s phone rang in December 2001, the caller was a friend who 
urged him to switch on CNN immediately. George W. Bush was in the Rose 
Garden, announcing overnight raids on the Holy Land Foundation in four 
states. At midnight, all HLF offi ces had been sealed; its multimillion-dollar 
funds and assets frozen; its bank accounts blocked; its phone lines cut. “The 
net is closing,” Bush intoned. “Today it just got tighter.”25 Lewin felt vindi-
cated. A stream of calls from well-wishers wrenched him away from the tele-
vision as he declared with satisfaction, “The world is beginning to understand 
what we’ve been saying all along.”26

In this new, post-9/11 environment all bets were off. Hamas had nothing 
to do with Osama Bin Laden, his Al-Qaeda terrorist network, or the attacks 
on New York and Washington. But just the idea of the Islamist movement 
raising funds in the American Muslim community was repugnant to an ad-
ministration that had set the task for itself of “smoking out” terrorists at home 
and abroad.

Suddenly, the Vulgar Betrayal task force was reactivated in Chicago. In 
quick time the fi ve Elashi brothers, who ran InfoCom and who also were 
involved with the HLF, were declared by Attorney General John Ashcroft 
to be “terrorist moneymen.” In December 2002, all fi ve were charged with 
money laundering and with exporting computer components to Libya and 
Syria without the required U.S. licenses.

In August 2003, the U.S. Treasury declared Khalid Mishal to be an SDGT. 
He was formally accused of skimming charitable donations to fund military 
operations, including assassinations, bombings, and the kill ing of Israeli set-
tlers. In July 2004, a slew of criminal charges were levelled against the HLF 
and fi ve of its executives. “Today, a U.S.-based charity that claims to do good 
works is charged with funding works of evil,” Attorney General John Ashcroft 
told reporters.27

And just weeks later, it emerged that the Vulgar Betrayal evidence had 
been knocked into shape with charges against the bagman Mohammad Salah. 
Indicted along with Salah was Abdelhaleem Ashqar, formerly a professor of 
business studies at Howard University in Washington, D.C., who also had 
attended the Philadelphia conference more than a decade earlier. Despite be-
ing granted immunity, Ashqar was twice detained for refusing to cooperate 
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with grand jury investigations into Hamas. He opted instead to go on hunger 
strikes. Eventually he was force-fed on the order of the court, but he declared, 
“I’d rather die than betray my beliefs and commitment to freedom and democ-
racy for Palestine.”28

Ashqar was accused of using his bank accounts in Oxford, Mississippi, as a 
clearinghouse for Hamas funds being moved within the United States and 
abroad, and of running a covert Hamas phone exchange. Instead of two 
Hamas operatives drawing the attention of authorities by calling each other 
directly, an ingenious scheme had been devised by which they were linked 
through Ashqar’s Mississippi phone.

Back in 1991, when Mousa Abu Marzook was on the ground in the Oc-
cupied Territories resurrecting the Hamas leadership structure after it was 
crushed by Israel, a Hamas operative captured by Israel had named Ashqar as 
the go-to man for money when they ran out of the blank checks distributed 
by Abu Marzook. “There was another way to get money,” the captive Said 
Abu Msamah told his interrogators, according to an Israeli-provided transla-
tion of his questioning.29 “It was through a fellow in the U.S. and his name 
was Abdelhaleem Ashqar. He called me [at] my house and told me he was 
the mediator between me and [Abu Marzook].” The captive Abu Msamah 
then explained the response after he had called Ashqar to request that 
$300,000 be deposited in an Egyp tian bank account. “[Ashqar] called me 
twice and told me the fi rst time [that] he [had] deposited $200,000 and the 
second time that he [had] deposited $100,000.”

The FBI claimed that its agents, when they trawled Ashqar’s home in 
1993, had found a trove of incriminating material: minutes of secret Hamas 
meetings, detailed reports on Hamas attacks on Israeli soldiers, and a fax 
from the every where-man Abu Marzook, instructing Ashqar to shift $40,000 
to the account of another activist. Abu Marzook was also named as a defen-
dant in the Chicago case, but given that he was in Damascus, he now was 
deemed to be a fugitive from U.S. law.

The grand jury that sifted the evidence accumulated by the Vulgar Betrayal 
task force threw the book at Salah and Ashqar. Alleging a racketeering op-
eration over fi fteen years, the indictment accused the two men of soliciting; 
conspiring and executing murder in the fi rst degree; kill ing, kidnapping, 
maiming, or injuring  people abroad; laundering money; obstructing justice; 
aiding foreign terrorists; hostage taking; forgery; and traveling to aid their 
racketeering enterprise.

Branding Hamas a criminal enterprise under racketeering law, the Chicago 
prosecutors hoped they might hold the defendants accountable for activities 
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by Hamas before U.S. authorities had declared the movement to be a terrorist 
or ga ni za tion in 1995, a date that would prove crucial in subsequent litigation.

If the Holy Land Foundation lawyers had erred tactically in their pre-9/11 
rush to challenge Nathan Lewin’s theory in the Court of Appeals, their mis-
take was compounded when they opted to go back to court to challenge the 
federal decision to freeze the HLF’s assets and funds.

As was the case for the appeal against Lewin’s theory, this separate action 
to challenge the freeze also was rejected, with a three-judge panel in the 
D.C. Circuit Court of Appeals ruling that there was “ample record evidence” 
that the HLF continued beyond 1995 to maintain its ties with Hamas and 
continued to give money to entities controlled by and associated with 
Hamas.30

By failing in both these legal challenges, the HLF and the other defen-
dants had  driven themselves into a legal dead end. By denying in the latter 
appeal that the HLF had any knowledge of Hamas’s activities, they had 
sprung a legal trap for themselves. American law does not allow defendants 
to run an argument in one court that has already been rejected in another; this 
prohibition now robbed them of any opportunity to run the same we-know-
nothing defense when the facts of the Boim case were argued.

The jury in the Boim case came back in December 2004 with a $52 million 
verdict against the HLF and the others. But because of the congressional 
response to the death of Leon Klinghoffer, which authorized a presiding 
judge to multiply the jury’s damages award by three, the fi nal amount awarded 
to the Boims was $156 million. Of course this was subject to appeal, but Na-
than Lewin liked the idea that in dollar terms, the verdict qualifi ed as one of 
the top ten of 2004.
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Leaden skies cloaked Paris as General Chris tian Estripeau ventured into the 
chilly Thursday dawn. As offi cial spokesman for Percy Military Hospital, he 
was about to deliver the biggest media statement in his career. Throughout 
the night, a media pack had huddled at the entrance to the hospital, located 
in Clamart on the southern outskirts of the French capital. As the balding 
general approached the reporters, his dress uniform was immaculate. His 
notes were brief.

It was 5:15 am when Estripeau announced to the world that Yasser Arafat 
was dead. It was November 11, 2004. An old man had died and the earth had 
moved.

Reduced to a sad caricature of the guerrilla fi ghter who had become a No-
bel Peace laureate but lost his way, Arafat had been airlifted two weeks earlier 
from the bombed-out remnants of his Ramallah compound, where he had 
been pinned down by Israeli forces for much of the past two years. Age 
seventy-fi ve, the PLO leader had been unable to shake off what initially were 
described as fl u-like symptoms. In Paris he developed nausea and stomach 
pain. A week later, he suffered a stroke, which had dropped him into a deep, 
deep coma.1

There was the brief distraction of a soap-opera struggle between the dying 
Arafat’s wife, Suha, and his PLO lieutenants over information on the patient. 
There were unfounded rumors that Arafat in fact had been dead for days, and 
then wild allegations that maybe the Israelis had poisoned him.

But when dignity was needed the French provided it. A military band 
struck a poignant note during a ceremony at the presidential air facility at 
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Villacoublay, not far from Versailles. An honor guard of French soldiers car-
ried the fl ag-draped coffi n on board a French aircraft. As the PLO leader’s 
remains were ferried back to the territory he had always called Palestine, 
French President Jacques Chirac, bid farewell to Arafat as “a man of courage 
and conviction.”

The void left by Arafat was enormous. Despite, or perhaps because of, all 
Arafat’s paranoia and autocracy, he and his  people had endured. “We have 
made the Palestinian cause the biggest problem in the world,” he said just 
weeks before his death. “One hundred and seven years after the [founding of 
the global Zionist movement at the] Basel Conference . . .  Israel has failed to 
wipe us out. We are here, in Palestine, facing them. We are not Red Indians,”2 
he responded when the veteran Middle East correspondent Graham Usher 
asked him to assess his legacy.

The re sis tance careers of the two most powerful Palestinian leaders had 
overlapped for more than twenty years, but Arafat and Khalid Mishal had 
met face-to-face just three times. They spoke, however, by phone, especially 
in Arafat’s last years. “The Israelis and the Americans ganged up on him . . .  
and even some of his own  people,” Mishal recalled later.3 “We [were] Hamas, 
not Fatah. But when we saw what was going on, it was natural and moral for 
us to stand by Arafat.”

Standing by Arafat, however, was not the same as standing by his corrupt 
and broken Fatah or ga ni za tion. The two factions tried dialogue, but they 
 could never bridge a yawning gulf that was about power as much as policies.

There now was a job opening in Fatah for a leader with exceptional skills, 
but the man who fi nally stepped into the outsize shoes of the dead Palestinian 
Authority president was the hapless Mahmoud Abbas, the man who had 
been appointed prime minister in March 2003 on the urging of Washington 
and the Israelis—but had resigned six months later after fi nding that his 
hands were tied. Abbas was one of a dwindling band of survivors from the 
heady days of fi ve decades earlier, when Arafat had founded Fatah. Abbas was 
elected as president and Arafat’s successor in January 2005, sixteen months 
after he had quit as prime minister.

In keeping with its opposition to all that emanated from the Oslo Accords, 
Hamas boycotted the election. Nonetheless, the movement had proved itself 
deft in grassroots politics and had steadily insinuated itself into many areas 
through the electoral process. Since the late 1980s Hamas had fought politi-
cally to control the elected committees of a range of student, professional, and 
community or ga ni za tions across the Occupied Territories. Toward the end of 
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2004, little notice had been taken of the fact that Hamas was standing candi-
dates in the fi rst Palestinian municipal elections allowed in almost thirty 
years.

More than a hundred of these contests would be staggered over several 
months, but included among the fi rst batch to vote—in the last week of De-
cember 2004—was Silwad, the remote mountain village of Khalid Mishal’s 
childhood.

Much had changed in Silwad in the years since the Hamas leader’s family 
had fl ed in 1967. The isolated hamlets of the 1960s had merged to become an 
untidy urban sprawl clinging to a chalky ridgeline at the northern end of the 
Je ru salem Mountains. Intrusive Israeli watchtowers had been foisted among 
the stumpy limestone pinnacles and slender minarets of the high country. 
Like communities across the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, Silwadis com-
piled their own heartfelt catalogue of local land seizures, water supplies com-
mandeered, and olive and other fruit trees uprooted as Jewish settlers, backed 
by the overwhelming power of the IDF, worked tirelessly to create their ver-
sion of Greater Israel on Palestinian land.

Just to get up into the mountains from the coastal plain had become a lo-
gistical lottery. In the gridlock of Israeli checkpoints, cars from Je ru salem, 
Ramallah, or Nablus experienced endless delays or were forced onto circu-
itous backroads. Sometimes they were unable to reach the villages.

A Jewish settlement, Ofra, had been planted hard up against Silwad. In 
the evenings, its harsh security lighting glowed eerily in the soft mountain 
air. Ironically, the fi rst furtive steps to impose Ofra among the Palestinian 
villagers—making it an Israeli fact-on-the-ground without formal govern-
ment approval4—had been taken at about the time that Khalid Mishal had 
last trodden the Silwad soil. It was in 1975 when, as a second-year university 
student, Mishal had been permitted to return to the West Bank for the sum-
mer vacation. Al-Asour, the mountain he had climbed as an eleven-year-old 
to listen to the bombing of Je ru salem during the Six-Day War, was out-of-
bounds to Palestinian locals now. It had been crowned by a high-fenced Is-
raeli military base.

In Ras Ali, at the northern end of the ridge, the fl at-roofed stone building 
that the Hamas leader’s family had shared with another branch of the clan 
was shuttered and somewhat run-down.

Over sweet black tea spiked with wild sage, which their children fetched 
from nearby Wadi Zaitun, villagers liked to boast that for its size Silwad had 
given more than most communities to the Palestinian struggle. A calendar 
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published in the lead-up to the municipal election celebrated the memory of 
sixteen locals who had died in clashes with Israeli forces. A pamphlet adorned 
with red roses and bent prison bars commemorated another seventy-odd who 
had been jailed.

But in the local pantheon of re sis tance heroes there was a fi ne balance be-
tween the two dominant and rival or ga ni za tions. Hamas and Fatah had two 
local heroes each. Astonishingly, all four came from different lines of the 
same extended family: Khalid Mishal’s own Hamed clan.

Apart from Mishal, who operated from exile in Damascus, there was also 
Ibrahim Hamed, who at the time of the 2004 elections had been on the run 
from the Israelis for almost six years. Hamed was celebrated as the leader of 
Hamas’s military wing in the West Bank. Israel had accused him of master-
minding a series of car bombs and suicide missions that had claimed more 
than sixty Israelis’ lives and wounded hundreds. Age thirty-nine, Hamed had 
been a toddler when Mishal, who lived just a stone’s throw away at the Ras 
Ali end of the ridge, left Silwad.

On the Fatah side, the feisty Qadura Fares was emerging as an infl uential 
member of a frustrated younger Fatah generation positioning itself to wrest 
control of the faction from the Arafat old guard.

The other Fatah hero was known simply as “the Sniper.”
Most in the village had wondered about his identity since the day in the 

spring of 2002 when a mystery marksman had secreted himself behind an 
olive tree on a hillside terrace, high in a nearby gorge known as the Valley of 
Thieves. The importance of Nablus Road, running through the narrow gorge, 
demanded the presence of Israeli security forces, which often ran a check-
point at an old British police post that  could be seen from near Mishal’s 
house.

A fi rst shot rang out at about 6:30 am on March 3. With a hunter’s expert 
eye, the shooter fi rst picked off soldiers on the checkpoint; then reinforce-
ments as they arrived; and next, stunned Jewish settlers as they slowed their 
vehicles on approaching the checkpoint. Incredibly, the marksman’s twenty-
fi ve single shots, fi red over twenty-fi ve minutes, killed seven Israeli reservists 
and three settlers.5 Four others also suffered direct hits, but they survived.

He shot so precisely and got away so cleanly that settlers and investiga-
tors alike wondered if the killer was from the Irish Republican Army or 
perhaps had been trained as a marksman by the IRA.6 Later there were un-
confi rmed reports that he had died while making a bomb. But when IDF and 
Shin Bet units fi nally moved into Silwad to arrest the Sniper in the weeks 
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preceding the local election at the end of 2004,7 the man who was thought to 
have been an IRA mercenary was revealed as Thaer Hamed, just another 
twenty-something Palestinian desperate to avenge the death of a much-loved 
uncle who had died in a clash with Israeli forces during the fi rst Intifada.

Mayoral candidate Taleb Hamed, who described himself as a “former” 
Hamas activist, was another from the clan of the same name. He ran on a 
modest platform of needing to complete a half-built hospital, to improve lo-
cal schools, and to lure a bank to Silwad.8 But these contests across the Oc-
cupied Territories were about more than fi lling local potholes or whether 
Silwad might get an ATM.

Historically Silwad had been a Fatah fortress where, especially in the 1960s 
and 1970s, young men grew up in the thrall of Yasser Arafat. More recently, 
however, Hamas held sway. The Islamist movement had swallowed the local 
branch of the Muslim Brotherhood, which Khalid Mishal’s father had joined 
briefl y in the 1940s. Hamas also had won control of many of Silwad’s institu-
tions and associations. When votes were counted in the local poll, Silwad’s 
Fatah loyalists were slack-jawed as Hamas edged ahead, capturing seven of 
the thirteen council seats to take control of the municipality.

These town and village polls were the curtain-raiser to a more defi ning test 
of popular support for the two factions claiming to be the true guardians of 
the Palestinian dream. With an election for members of the Palestinian Au-
thority scheduled for mid-2005, under the leadership of new president Mah-
moud Abbas, Fatah saw the local ballots as an important fi rst step in hauling 
its legitimacy back from the Arafat grave.

In the circumstances, Hamas—and particularly Khalid Mishal—had de-
cided the time had come for a comprehensive review of the movement’s odd 
policy on PA elections: it had consistently refused to stand candidates, but it 
did not interfere with the conduct of the elections. Hamas tossed and turned 
for months. As the intense debate unfolded, the movement made promising 
gains in the fi rst two rounds of local voting. The fi nal decision to participate 
in the Palestinian Authority elections was taken in the easy knowledge that 
Hamas had already made a strong preliminary showing—taking control of 
sixteen local councils against Fatah’s twenty.

The decision to stand candidates was announced in March 2005. Finally, 
Hamas would put its money where its mouth was. The movement had  driven 
the Fatah cadres demented with its oft-stated claims that it represented any-
where up to a half of the popular vote. Now, all its barking would be put to 
the test.
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Mishal was cagey when he explained later how he had vaulted from his 
doctrinaire opposition to standing candidates in the 1996 PA polls to whole-
hearted endorsement a decade later. He had previously been sensitive to the 
perception that the PA was a creature of the Oslo Accords and that Islamist 
participation would be seen as ac cep tance by Hamas of that shaky edifi ce. 
“1996 was not the right time,” he elaborated.9

Insisting that the death of  “Mr. Palestine” at the end of 2004 had had 
nothing to do with his ideological U-turn, Mishal argued that by early 2005 
it was well understood locally and internationally that Oslo had failed. The 
second Intifada had introduced a new, post-Oslo dynamic to the confl ict. 
And Palestinian voters deserved an alternative after suffering more than a 
decade of Fatah’s abuse of the hard-won funds and resources of the Palestin-
ian Authority. Eventually, Hamas would go all the way, following its partici-
pation in the local elections in 2004 and 2005 with full participation in the 
2006 elections for a government for all of the Occupied Territories.

“We had to run if we were to be in a position to fi ght corruption and to 
reform the PA,” Mishal claimed. But, rather than ending armed re sis tance, 
the Hamas leader saw the decision as broad protection for the violent option. 
“It would make the  people more steadfast as they opposed Israeli aggression,” 
he argued. Mishal insisted that electoral participation was a decision by the 
movement—not an imposition by Khalid Mishal. “A majority of the cadres 
wanted to take part,” he said, acknowledging that there had been some op-
position. “So did I. It was the leadership that decided no in 1996; and it was 
the leadership that decided yes in 2006.”

Mishal saw participation as a calculated two-way bet—Hamas seemingly 
entering the system in order to stand apart from it. The formal peace process 
might well have been in a state of collapse but, away from the battlefi eld, it 
was the only forum in which the parties to the crisis interacted. All needed to 
understand—and to have it demonstrated to them—that Hamas was too big 
a player to be left on the sidelines. “To some, that might seem like de facto 
recognition of Oslo,” he later acknowledged. “But [if we  could win], Hamas 
would play a much bigger role in Palestinian politics—without being dragged 
into the peace process.”

There was an awkward bump on the road after Hamas revealed its inten-
tions. In a third round of municipal voting in May 2005, Fatah managed to 
pull itself together suffi ciently to win in fi fty communities, taking control of 
almost two councils for each of the twenty-eight contests in which Hamas 
had prevailed.
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As it maneuvered to gain the upper hand over Fatah, Hamas tempered its 
rhetoric and continued to honor a cease-fi re on attacks against Israel agreed 
during a conference of the Palestinian factions in Cairo, in March 2005. The 
cease-fi re was a helpful break for the colorless new President Abbas. But in 
return, Hamas had extracted an unambiguous endorsement by Abbas and 
Fatah of two bedrock objectives: the Palestinian right to resist the Israeli oc-
cupation and the right of refugees to return to their homes.

As the local elections played out in the Occupied Territories, there were 
renewed violent clashes between Fatah and Hamas loyalists in Gaza. It was 
against this background that Hamas had moved to come in from the cold. 
Curiously, though, Hamas seemed to believe either that it  could not or should 
not win outright control of the PA.

Instead of making a pushy claim for Hamas to rule in its own right, Mishal 
urged at the start of the elections that the factions should jointly appoint a 
collective leadership for the post-Arafat era.10 In Hebron, a se nior fi gure in 
the movement argued that Hamas wanted to be in a position merely to “in-
fl uence” the Palestinian leadership, rather than to assume leadership itself.11 
In Gaza, Ismail Haniyah, who had been a se nior aide to Sheikh Yassin, also 
seemed to suggest a preferred role for Hamas as the political opposition when 
he envisaged that the movement would be better placed to confront corrup-
tion from inside the parliament.

There were ominous warnings from Israel that Hamas, as a designated ter-
rorist or ga ni za tion, should not be allowed to participate in the elections—at 
least not without laying down its arms. Israel argued that there was a “funda-
mental contradiction” in violent re sis tance and Hamas’s pursuit of parliamen-
tary representation, and ordinarily Washington might have been expected to 
sympathize. But there were two problems here: President Bush was now in 
full cry in his grand push for democ racy in the Middle East, and Abbas sim-
ply did not have the personal authority to enforce disarmament ahead of the 
election. However, Abbas did fi gure that having won the election, he would 
be better placed to co-opt Hamas. Washington wanted the election, so it 
backed Abbas—just as it had in 2003 when it sought to reorganize the Pales-
tinian Authority around Yasser Arafat. But in agreeing to the Islamist re sis-
tance movement’s participation, Abbas was steering all parties into uncharted 
waters. Armed re sis tance movements did not usually contest fully dem o cratic 
elections.

Like angry bulls pawing the earth before locking horns, Hamas and Fatah 
stomped around the electorate, campaigning in all parts of the Occupied 
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 Territories. The Intifada was running out of steam as a result of the Cairo 
cease-fi re and the death toll had fallen dramatically on both sides. Almost 
260 Palestinians died in the twelve months after the calling of the cease-fi re, 
which was less than a third of the toll in the preceding year. At 53, the Israeli 
toll was about half that of the previous period.

Abbas needed this relative calm if he was to have any chance of making 
progress in negotiations with Israel. But amid widespread anxiety in the ranks 
of Fatah that his faction was so ill prepared it dared not risk a campaign 
showdown with Hamas, the president announced in August 2005 that he 
intended to defer the election for six months.

In the meantime, Israeli prime minister Ariel Sharon pressed ahead with 
his own plans for a unilateral separation of Israelis and Palestinians. He com-
mandeered another substantial slice of the West Bank by pushing the route 
for the wall and fence he was building well into the Palestinian side of the 
1967 Green Line. In September 2005, he ordered the leveling of many of the 
Israeli settlements in Gaza before completing his so-called disengagement 
plan.

The plan did away with the need for Israeli security forces to be deployed 
inside Gaza and, by claiming they no longer occupied the Strip, some Israelis 
argued that they had increased the proportional Jewish head count in their 
Jewish state by effectively uncoupling 1.4 million Arabs from the demo-
graphic mix. But the evacuation of the settlers, amidst angry protests by the 
Greater Israel lobby, and the withdrawal of Israeli military forces to the pe-
rimeter of the Strip did little to alter the reality that Gaza was still the world’s 
biggest, meanest prison.

Despite all the disengagement talk, the Jewish free-for-all had continued 
on the West Bank. As urged by Sharon in the past, settlers had seized the 
hilltops and now enjoyed water allocations that greatly exceeded the trickle 
allowed to Palestinians. Arguing that they needed greater security, they had 
uprooted Palestinian olive groves and orchards, and they had carved out a 
network of roads through Palestinian land for their own exclusive use. They 
went armed in public.

Cowering defi antly behind high walls and sharp fences on an exquisite 
biblical landscape, the settlements were slices of America and Europe, dormi-
tory suburbs that looked utterly out of place in the sunbaked Middle East. 
The sight of the huge hydraulic arms of concrete pumps, or of the lumbering 
crosses of construction cranes demonstrated Israel’s contempt for Palestinian 
pleas for a halt to settlement expansion on what was their land—all of it in 
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defi ance of both UN resolutions and the occasional censure from foreign 
capitals, on which there was little or no follow-through.

In mid-December 2005, Ariel Sharon was suddenly admitted to Je ru salem’s 
Hadassah Hospital after a minor stroke. Israelis heaved a collective sigh of 
relief when Sharon was discharged within days. But three weeks later, at the 
start of the new year, the heavily built prime minister suffered what his doc-
tors described as a massive brain hemorrage while at his Sycamor Ranch, in 
the southern Negev region.12 He was rushed back to the hospital, where, 
amid grim prognostications by doctors, he fell into a long-term coma.

Sharon’s illness was another of history’s thunderclaps. First Arafat, and 
now, just fourteen months later, his archrival had exited the regional stage. 
Gnarled old men, they had been authors of the script for much of the crisis 
that had locked their respective  peoples in an ugly, decades-long embrace. 
Just as the irascible Yasser Arafat had been unable to escape the clutches of 
the headstrong Ariel Sharon, the Israeli prime minister  could not be rid of 
the seventy-fi ve-year-old PLO leader until he was fi rmly in his grave.

By comparison, the men who replaced them  could not have been more 
lackluster or more uncertain as they grasped the levers of power. Palestinian 
Authority president Mahmoud Abbas and Ehud Olmert—Sharon’s deputy, 
who became prime minister of Israel—were relative novices who would need 
to stretch  every leadership fi ber in their beings if they were to meet the expec-
tations of their respective  peoples.

As the Palestinian election loomed in the West Bank and in Gaza, the end-
less politicking sorely tested one of the constants of Palestinian life—a tradi-
tion of family unity that was based on respect for the parents as much as it 
was for older siblings, especially brothers.

The family of Ahmad Yousef, a se nior Hamas fi gure whose family was 
based in Khan Younis, on the southern edge of the Gaza Strip, was split 
down the middle. “Three in Hamas and three in Fatah,” he would explain.13 
But Yousef ’s colleague, the German-trained surgeon Bassam Naim,  could 
easily up the ante, outlining the dinner-table dilemma that confronted one of 
his aunts. “She has seven sons,” he recounted later. “Two are in Hamas,” he 
would begin, pausing for an imaginary bugle blow to mark the absurdity of 
what was to come, “two in Fatah, and two are in Islamic Jihad. The last is 
agnostic.”14

But the election drama that truly laid bare the explosive intersections of 
mod ern Palestinian life—Hamas vs. Fatah, religious vs. secular, glitzy foreign vs. 
hokey local, brother vs. brother—was the story of the Rajoub family.
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This was played out in Hebron, a West Bank city with its own built-in 
volatility due to the insistent presence of 500 Jewish settlers who were pro-
tected by a heavily armed, 2,000-strong IDF force. A mea sure of the resent-
ment and bitterness of the 150,000-strong Palestinian community was 
provided by the off-fi eld per for mance of the local soccer team, who were 
sponsored by a Hebron mosque and called themselves the “Jihads.” Eight 
members of the team had died in successive suicide bombings, in which they 
had killed more than 20 Israelis and injured dozens more.15

Despite the traditional notion of respect due an eldest son, in the Rajoub 
family fi fty-three-year-old Jibril had to mask his embarrassment in the face 
of stiff early competition from Nayef, his younger brother by eight years.

The el der brother was considered to be one of the toughest characters to 
walk the West Bank. He was celebrated in song as “the lion of the south.” 
And while some referred to him as “the King,” others who claimed to have 
worked closely with him acknowledged Jibril’s reputation as a thug.

But he was Fatah’s thug and, up to the time of Arafat’s death, he had been 
the PLO leader’s thug. As a mainstay of the fi rst Intifada, Jibril had been 
jailed several times by Israel before he was deported in 1988. On returning to 
Gaza with Arafat in the mid-1990s, Jibril had been appointed security chief 
for the Occupied Territories. In that role he had even jailed the younger 
brother who now had the cheek to stand against him in the general election—
as a candidate for Hamas.

Jibril wore a scowl and a mustache—tightly clipped, like a smudge of steel 
wool on his upper lip. Nayef had that look of serenity that came with spiritual 
certainty, and he wore a beard—the full, fundamentalist fuzz, from one ear to 
the other. A beekeeper in his spare time, Nayef also was a professor of Islamic 
theology at Hebron’s Al-Quds University.

Jibril campaigned from behind the tinted windows of an armored Chevy 
Suburban, invariably accompanied by gun-toting Fatah bodyguards. He pre-
ferred to wear a Western suit as he handed out glossy brochures and spoke 
through a proper amplifi er. His style was to summon local businessmen and 
other power brokers to a meeting room in one of Hebron’s fi ner hotels, where 
he would introduce himself as “an obedient servant of Fatah.”16

Jibril had honed a pitch that, in the circumstances, failed to match the 
potency of his younger brother’s spiel. “We’ve nothing to learn from Hamas,” 
he would explain in a voice that sounded like a spade in gravel. “Hamas be-
lieves armed struggle is the only way to confront Israel. . . .  [But] they should 
learn from us—we’ve led the revolution, we’ve led the Palestinian  people for 
forty-one years.”17
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Campaigning against the corrupt ways of Fatah, the younger Rajoub 
brother dodged Israeli checkpoints as he tooled around the district in a 
banged-up Hyundai sedan. Green Hamas bunting fl ew from the radio an-
tenna, and there was always a gaggle of Hamas helpers, who wore baseball 
caps in Hamas green and scarves embroidered with snippets from the Qur’an. 
Nayef ’s most sophisticated campaign technique was to chat with groups on 
the mosque steps, declaring Hamas to be “the ears, eyes, and heart of the 
 people.”18

Opinion polls in the early days of campaigning indicated that support for 
Hamas in Hebron was running as high as 40 percent. With nine regional 
seats up for grabs, there was a good chance that the Rajoub family’s honor 
would be redeemed with both brothers being elected to the 132-member Pal-
estinian Legislative Council.

As the Islamists rolled out a highly professional and disciplined campaign, 
voters were given a more nuanced sense of what Hamas stood for. The move-
ment’s candidates went heavy on rights for women; they played down the 
whole religious side of their platform and succeeded in making corruption 
and law and order the focus of the campaign debate. Opinion polls revealed 
that issues that Fatah might have bent to its advantage—the economy and 
the peace process—were of little interest to voters.

Ironically it was not Hamas’s but Fatah’s campaign literature that put 
greater emphasis on struggle and violence. While it was a badge of honor for 
Fatah candidates to brag about their time spent in Israeli prisons, it became 
mandatory for Hamas candidates to boast about the time they had spent in 
Israeli and Palestinian prisons.

Hamas packaged its campaign in the romanticized notion of  “re sis tance,” 
rather than the brutal reality of suicide bombs—but the subtext was under-
stood. And while it was understated, there were hints of a pragmatism that 
Israel and the West might have picked up on. In the previous year, Hamas 
had not mounted a single suicide mission inside Israel. In the last days of 
campaigning, Mahmoud Al-Zahar, a leader in Gaza, made clear that Hamas 
was prepared to talk to Israel through intermediaries, be they from the region 
or from Europe. On one level the door was opening, not closing.

But there was little change in how Hamas was perceived in Israel, Wash-
ington, and other capitals: this was a terrorist or ga ni za tion, and should its 
members be elected, both they and the voters—the Palestinian community—
would be punished. The Israelis and Abbas loudly demanded that Hamas 
renounce violence and recognize the state of Israel. Washington warned that 
a promised $350 million aid package would be reviewed if any Hamas MPs 
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were appointed to the PA ministry.19 Senior Fatah fi gures swore they would 
not join Hamas in a government of national unity.

Khalid Mishal campaigned as “the invisible man,” speaking to rallies up 
and down the Occupied Territories through a mobile phone held to the mi-
crophone of a loudspeaker system. He did not dare to contemplate outright 
victory, but in Damascus he received a fl ood of reports from colleagues in 
Gaza and the West Bank that became increasingly more confi dent. The most 
likely result anticipated by Mishal was a neck-and-neck fi nish between Hamas 
and Fatah.20 Given that other secular parties and in de pen dents  could be re-
lied upon to prop up Fatah, his expectation was that Hamas would wind up 
in the relative safety of the opposition benches.

Even this would be an extraordinary development for an or ga ni za tion that 
had cut its teeth on jihad and had remained in the extreme reaches of violent 
re sis tance for two decades. But a handful of foreign correspondents began to 
sense a tectonic shift in Palestinian affairs and in their last reports for the 
campaign indicated that change was afoot. While late opinion polls found 
that as much as 30 percent of the electorate was undecided, the consensus was 
that Hamas would poll respectably but would capture signifi cantly less than 
half the seats in the legislative council.

The fi nal result was slow in revealing itself. More than one million voters 
had been to the ballot box and Hamas was doing well. But exit polls predicted  
that Fatah would win, and early counting suggested that they were well on 
track. As Palestinians went to sleep on the night of January 25, the election 
results seemed much as they had anticipated.

In Ramallah, presumed to be a Fatah heartland, groups of rowdy young 
Fatah supporters took to the streets. Impatient for a result, they allowed 
themselves to be convinced by the exit polls and so spent the night partying, 
noisily cruising the city by car and letting off volleys of celebratory gunfi re. 
In the morning they woke to fi nd that their world had changed.

In Hebron, nothing  could save Fatah and the eldest son of the house of 
Rajoub. The tough-talking Jibril was swamped as Hamas romped home, tak-
ing all nine seats in the district. Seven seats went to activists, including Jibril’s 
beekeeper younger brother Nayef, who had been among the mass deporta-
tions to southern Lebanon when Israel had attempted to crush the Islamists 
in the pre-Oslo years. Nayef topped the ballot.

Somewhat to its embarrassment, Hamas had won convincingly in its own 
right—with 74 seats in a parliament of 132 members. “We  didn’t expect to be 
in government,” said the astonished new Hamas MP Riyad Mustafa. “We 
thought we’d be a strong opposition. We’re stunned!”21
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Nine of Hamas’s winning candidates would not be attending parliament, as 
they were locked up already in Israeli prisons. One who would be there was 
Miriam Farhat, otherwise known as the Mother of Martyrs. She had seen off 
three of her sons as suicide bombers and had produced a campaign video of 
herself helping her seventeen-year-old boy into his bomb vest before he went 
off to kill fi ve Israelis.

Fatah, the party with so much history, won just a paltry forty-three seats. 
Worse, Abbas’s secular faction might have saved itself from this humiliation 
had the leadership contained the brawling between the returned exiles of the 
Arafat old guard and the angry young Turks who believed, reasonably enough, 
that their time had come. The refusal of the two camps in Fatah to agree on 
who should stand had resulted in Fatah-aligned candidates standing against 
each other for some seats. By splitting the non-Hamas vote, they had helped 
pave the way for the Islamists to capture 56 percent of the seats with just 44 
percent of the popular vote.

Recriminations inside Fatah were immediate. “The  people punished us be-
cause of mismanagement and the corruption by the mafi a that came from Tu-
nis,” Ramallah activist Nasser Abdel Hakim said, complaining of the excesses 
of the Arafat old guard.22 Days would pass before Hakim and others became 
aware that Abbas himself had ordered the suppression, until after the vote, of a 
report that identifi ed $700 million of corrupt deals inside the PA and suggested 
that possibly billions in public funds had been lost in the same fashion.23

There were angry calls for Abbas’s head—from within Fatah. In fear for his 
life, the president canceled a planned meeting that required him to travel to 
Gaza. His supporters went on a rampage—torching cars, shooting up public 
buildings, and threatening the lives of some of Fatah’s failed candidates. 
Hundreds of Fatah loyalists gathered in the presidential compound at Ra-
mallah, seeking forgiveness at the grave of Yasser Arafat.24

Instead of coming to terms with its new opposition role, many se nior fi g-
ures in Fatah immediately began plotting the overthrow of the newly elected 
government. They spoke in terms of being at war with Hamas, and they 
urged the United States and other foreign donors not to bail it out.25 Pri-
vately, even Abbas supported the tough quarantining of a government that 
had just been elected by his own  people.26

The vote had upended the peace process: Hamas, the outsider, had been 
legitimized; Fatah and the PLO had been cast out. Any lingering doubt that 
Hamas held a veto over Palestinian decision making evaporated. The move-
ment that had always claimed to have the support of about 40 percent of 
Palestinians had captured 44 percent of the vote.
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Less than fi ve years after September 11 and the launch of the war on terror, 
Israel and Washington found themselves reluctant midwives at the birth of 
an Islamist government. More dramatically, an armed re sis tance movement 
that was as disciplined as it  could be brutal and that had been declared a ter-
rorist or ga ni za tion in America and in Europe had won. And it had prevailed 
under a repressive occupation, while running on a platform to oppose the oc-
cupation by all means—including what it called military operations, which 
others classifi ed as terrorism.

This was a geopolitical earthquake. In a stunning turnaround for a move-
ment that had fl agged its desire to be a parliamentary watchdog, Hamas now 
held the whip hand in the Occupied Territories. Both the Americans and the 
Israelis were wrong-footed by a vote that had been given a clean bill of dem o-
cratic health by an army of international observers. Compared with other 
elections in the region—by Saddam Hussein in Iraq, by the mullahs in Iran, 
and by Washington’s friends and aid recipients, Hosni Mubarak in Egypt and 
King Abdullah in Jordan—the Palestinian election had been a model of dem-
o cratic fairness, despite being held under occupation and siege.

Abbas complained bitterly that he had been abandoned by both Israel and 
Washington. He had urged peace negotiations, but Israel had left him look-
ing impotent as a negotiator. It had refused to make the kinds of concessions 
on settlement expansion, checkpoints, and economic development that Ab-
bas needed if he was to be seen as a strongman by his  people. Rightly or 
wrongly, Hamas had been lionized by voters for driv ing Israel out of Gaza. 
Palestinians had been entitled to conclude that the gun and the bomb had 
worked, and that talk had failed.

Four days after the vote, U.S. secretary of state Condoleezza Rice was still 
trying to get her head around the outcome as she spoke to reporters who ac-
companied her on a fl ight to Europe. “I’ve asked why nobody saw it coming,” 
she said in a frank revelation of Washington’s failure to even consider the pos-
sibility of Hamas winning. “I don’t know anyone who  wasn’t caught off-guard. 
It does say something about us not having a good enough pulse.”27

When Rice visited the Middle East just weeks later, her calls for democ-
racy had lost much of their previous urgency and enthusiasm. Abbas’s Fatah 
regime was the fi rst Arab government ever to lose offi ce through the dem o-
cratic expression of the will of its  people. It would not be a good look for 
the United States to openly seek the overthrow of the newly elected govern-
ment. But if Hamas was allowed to succeed, it would transform not only the 
Palestinian internal dynamic but also the confl ict with Israel. At the same 
time, it would embolden Islamists chaffi ng under Arab regimes that, even 
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though they were allied with America, had little interest in Washington’s gift 
of democ racy.28

In the region, the American stand on Hamas drew scorn. There were ac-
cusations of hypocrisy and barbs from media interviewers demanding to 
know why Washington now refused to accept the outcome of the very same 
election it had insisted be held in the Occupied Territories. “Is this some kind 
of designer’s democ racy then, Dr. Rice?” she was asked pointedly on Egyp-
tian television.29

Back in 2003, Washington had insisted that key powers be stripped from 
the offi ce of the Palestinian Authority president in a bid to break Yasser Ara-
fat’s grip on Palestinian affairs. As prime minister at the time, Mahmoud 
Abbas had been the benefi ciary. He had needed to weaken the presidency of 
Arafat so that he might be a strong prime minister. Now Abbas moved with 
indecent haste to strip power from the same prime-ministerial offi ce he had 
once held.

Showing neither embarrassment nor shame, Abbas set out to emasculate 
the incoming prime minister by robbing his offi ce of control over key sectors 
of government. Those powers were to be re-vested in the presidency, to bol-
ster Abbas and to allow Fatah to protect a system of patronage that for years 
had put the interests and the fi nancial security of the faction’s members be-
fore those of ordinary Palestinians.

The security forces, which were quickly quarantined from Hamas, were a 
Fatah enclave. Just months earlier they had been described by a U.S. general 
attempting to advise on reform as a “social-welfare net.” Almost 60,000 men 
were on the payroll of these paramilitary ser vices, but only 22,000 even both-
ered to show up for work.30

The Palestinian Monetary Authority and the broadcasting ser vice were 
roped into the president’s orbit. Fatah loyalists were put in charge of the 
government’s anticorruption watchdog. They were installed in the agency 
that managed the salaries and pensions of government employees. All these 
were posts in which they were expected to look out for Fatah’s interests. This 
orgy of vested interest climaxed on the last sitting day of the outgoing Fatah-
dominated parliament, when it set up a new court with the power to cancel 
any decision by the incoming Hamas-controlled parliament—and it gave 
Abbas the power to appoint all of its nine judges. This was a recipe for chaos.

Hamas did, however, offer the vanquished an olive branch. In a speech 
relayed to a victory rally in Khan Younis, Khalid Mishal appealed to Fatah to 
share power with the Islamists. “We are one  people,” his disembodied 
voice boomed across a fl ag-draped crowd that, by some estimates, was fi fty 
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thousand strong. “We lived together in the re sis tance trenches, so let us stay 
together in the trenches of politics.”31

Hamas leaders on the ground in the Occupied Territories made the same 
offer, over and over. It was rejected. Days after the Khan Younis rally, Mishal 
seemed to have accepted that Hamas would be on its own in this new Pales-
tinian era. “We talked to the brothers in Fatah, [but] they tied themselves to 
a premature and hasty stand of an unwillingness to join Hamas in the new 
government,” he said.32

Fatah was utterly humiliated. Faced with the collapse of political power, 
Mohammad Dahlan, the former Arafat lieutenant and a hardman in Gaza, 
took to taunting Hamas on the daunting challenges it faced. “You are about 
to enter the [Palestinian] Authority—we warmly greet you,” said the man 
who would play a critical role in crises to come. “It’s time for you to become 
acquainted with the suffering of being in government,” he said, almost leering 
through the television screen during a broadcast panel discussion.33

The level of anger in Fatah prompted fears of renewed street violence and, 
while Mishal played them down, he felt a need to appeal to Hamas support-
ers during a news conference beamed into the Occupied Territories from 
Damascus. Pleading for his supporters to be “modest at this time of glory,” he 
urged them not to provoke others.

Votes were still being counted when the fi rst of a barrage of demands 
landed at Hamas’s door. Israel, the United States, and the European Union 
quickly put the new government in the deep freeze, refusing to fund it or 
even to talk to its members until three critical demands were met. Hamas was 
ordered to renounce violence, to formally recognize Israel, and to abide by 
all agreements previously signed in the name of the Palestinian  people. Pre-
dictably enough, Hamas refused. When it did, Washington and Brussels 
promptly blocked the fl ow of aid, leaving observers with a feeling that their 
real objective had been to bring about the swift collapse of the Hamas gov-
ernment34 and that the conditions had been deliberately framed to provoke 
Hamas to respond as it did.35

Israel blocked the transfer of tens of millions of dollars in tax revenue it had 
collected on behalf of the Palestinian Authority. The fi rst monthly transfer 
put on hold was for $50 million of revenue that rightfully was Palestinian, but 
which had been collected by Israel as an occupation exigency. Hamas re-
sponded with its own regional roadshow—an appeal for funds led by Khalid 
Mishal. Provocatively, Mishal’s itinerary included Tehran, where the Iranian 
leadership undertook to help the new government fi nancially.36

Benjamin Netanyahu, who, as Israeli prime minister in 1997, had hoped to 
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cripple Hamas by assassinating Mishal, lunged at what he deemed to be the 
failed policies of the Israeli government. These he said had contributed to the 
frightening election outcome. “Before our eyes, ‘Hamastan’ has been estab-
lished,” he said in his role as leader of the opposition Likud Party. “It is the 
stepchild of Iran and the Taliban.”37

Within the Israeli establishment, the fi nger of blame was quickly pointed 
at the IDF’s intelligence wing for its “total failure” to detect what critics 
claimed, with the benefi t of hindsight, had been blindingly obvious.38

Hamas had survived against the most incredible odds. Since the early 
days of the fi rst Intifada in 1987, the movement had withstood a relentless 
American-backed onslaught by the combined forces of Israel and Arafat’s 
Palestinian Authority. It had withstood deportations and mass arrests. Leader 
after leader had been the victim of Israel’s systematic campaign of assassina-
tion; Mishal himself had almost been killed. Hamas’s institutions had been 
shut down; its fund-raising operations across America and Europe had been 
intercepted by the FBI and its sister agencies and dragged into the courts; its 
publications had been banned. And yet, as Islamists, its leaders had won the 
trust of an electorate that was devout but that had previously not embraced 
Hamas’s religious-nationalist recipe for dealing with the occupation. In the 
political pressure cooker of Palestine, Fatah had become the faction that ate 
itself through greed and corruption and its own internecine wars.

With the governments of the world, the region, and Israel breathing down 
their necks, the Palestinian factions were like coiled springs. Confl ict between 
them was inevitable. Hamas rightly claimed it had a mandate even if Fatah 
asserted that its platform had been legitimately endorsed by the electorate 
when Abbas was elected president just a year earlier. “The two programs were 
put to the Palestinian  people, who in turn chose Hamas,” Mishal argued, re-
jecting a reporter’s suggestion that the two platforms be “harmonized.”39

Sensing confrontation, Abbas made it known that he still commanded the 
loyalty of the sixty-thousand-strong Palestinian security forces, which, in the 
aftermath of the election, were eager for revenge against Hamas. As Hamas 
began to establish its own security forces, both factions were moving closer to 
the confrontation they professed to abhor.

Fatah had failed politically, but, as it wrestled internally with its own de-
mons, its leadership became convinced that Hamas  could not survive in gov-
ernment. Built around a near-delusional belief in power for power’s sake, this 
was the Fatah reckoning: if Hamas refused to compromise with Israel and 
Washington, it would be punished by the world; if it did compromise, 
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 Palestinians would condemn the Islamists as hypocrites. For Fatah, that was 
a win-win ticket back to the power and control over Palestinian society, which 
it saw as its birthright.

The initial Israeli reaction to the election result was predictable. There 
were dire warnings that the Hamas government on Israel’s doorstep would 
serve as a terrorist Trojan horse. There were warnings that all seventy-four 
Hamas MPs  could be thrown into jail, and threats by trigger-happy Israeli 
offi cials that if there was a single terrorist strike, the names of all the MPs 
would be added to the hitlist for targeted assassination.

But a few Israelis wanted to see where the Bush democ racy experiment 
might lead. Shalom Harari, who had been on the ground in Gaza as a mem-
ber of the Israeli administration team in the days when the late Sheikh Yassin 
was establishing his grassroots Islamist network in the 1980s, argued that 
Israel had nothing to lose. “Israel must take a chance with Hamas inside the 
system,” he ventured. “We’re already faced with a failing peace process that 
has them on the outside. They’re already here. Let’s try to tame them.”40

Refusing to bow to unconditional demands, Hamas gave mixed signals on 
how easy Harari’s taming process might be. “The Europeans and Americans 
are telling Hamas to choose between having weapons and being in govern-
ment,” said an indignant Ismail Haniyah, the man who would be appointed 
the fi rst Hamas prime minister. “But we say we’ll go for arms—and parlia-
ment.”41 At the same time he revealed a touch of pragmatism. “Israel exists 
and is a state recognized by many—and I have to deal with this,” he offered 
in what might have appeared to be a statement of the obvious.42

In a media blitz, Khalid Mishal adopted strikingly different tones as he 
lectured Palestinians and Israelis on the new realities in their separate and 
collective lives. “We are partners with our brothers in Fatah and the other 
factions,” he said, before turning to his point—which was that he saw no 
contradiction between democ racy and re sis tance. “Israel, like any occupier, 
only respects the logic of force,” he argued. “[But] history confi rms that if a 
party opts for the political solution and has no [force] to back it, it’ll make no 
progress, it will regain nothing.”43 For the time, Mishal said, Hamas would 
not demean itself by repeating past offers to Israel. “We say that Israel must 
recognize our rights fi rst,” he insisted. “The killer must fi rst admit that there 
is a victim.”44

In a commentary in the Palestinian newspaper Al-Hayat Al-Jadidah, Mishal 
told Israelis that Hamas would not be recognizing their state. “However, if 
you’re ready to accept a long-term truce, we’re ready to negotiate with you on 
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the conditions for it,” he added, in what read almost like a throwaway line 
from the lips of a man who rarely wasted a word.45

It seemed that Hamas did understand its electorate. In an opinion poll 
taken shortly after the vote, just 1 percent of those polled wanted Hamas to 
make a priority of introducing Islamic law. By contrast, more than 70 percent 
supported a two-state peace deal with Israel.

With this in mind, the Islamists sent a range of signals that might have 
been interpreted as nods to the kind of moderation around which dialogue 
might have begun. Thieves would not have their hands chopped off, as re-
quired under Sharia law. The Hamas charter, with its crude anti-Semitism 
that so offended Jews, was to be rewritten. There was acknowledgment that 
“just the crazies”—who, by implication, were seen by the movement as a 
fringe minority—would demand that Hamas hold out for the liberation of 
Palestinian land beyond the West Bank and Gaza.46 The cease-fi re  could be 
extended. If Abbas negotiated a deal with Israel that was approved by the 
Palestinian  people, Hamas would accept it too. And when Al-Qaeda Number 
Two, Ayman Al-Zawahiri, urged Hamas to stay with violent jihad, he was 
promptly pushed back into his cave. “Hamas believes that Islam is completely 
different [from] the ideology of Mr. Al-Zawahiri,” a statement by the Is-
lamist movement said.47

These tentative offerings by Hamas were ignored or rejected. Two days 
before the poll, Israel’s acting prime minister, Ehud Olmert, had spoken of 
resolving differences by negotiation “between the two countries” and had 
urged his country to hand back more of the territory it currently controlled. 
But later he did a backfl ip. “Israel will conduct no negotiations with a Pales-
tinian Government of which even a part is a terrorist or ga ni za tion that calls 
for Israel’s destruction,” he hectored.48

Given that in the last fi ve years there had been no substantive talks, Pales-
tinians hardly received these Israeli warnings as the fearsome threat intended 
by Olmert. “Israel already refused to deal with the governments of Mahmoud 
Abbas and Yasser Arafat” was Khalid Mishal’s “so-what” riposte.49

When Ismail Haniyah was challenged on Hamas’s refusal to recognize Is-
rael, he retaliated with an easy demand for reciprocity by Israel. “Has Israel 
respected agreements?” he began. “Which Israel should we recognize—the 
Israel of 1917; the Israel of 1936; the Israel of 1948; the Israel of 1956; or the 
Israel of 1967?”50

Haniyah had a point. As Sharon’s successor, Ehud Olmert had lunged 
for the same “bottle of formaldehyde,” committing to the closure of just a 
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handful of West Bank settlements. But he also was insisting on Israel’s right 
to retain substantial existing settlement blocs, and control of the Jordan  Valley 
and all of the disputed capital, Je ru salem. Even Bush’s sacrosanct road map 
had been effectively rejected by Israel. When it was published, Sharon had 
insisted on fourteen signifi cant conditions, and up to the time of his collapse, 
he had rarely referred to the document without adding a signifi cant rider: “as 
accepted by Israel’s government.”51

“Given that no one [else] is abiding by the provisions of the road map, the 
Palestinians do not see fi t to abide by it either,” Mishal told the Rus sian 
newspaper Nezavisimaya Gazeta ahead of a high-profi le visit to Moscow in 
the weeks after the election. Elaborating during the Tehran stopover for his 
fund-raising roadshow, Mishal was more strident in playing to his audience: 
“Israel has obstructed, disregarded and torn up the agreements that it has 
signed . . .  [so] it is inconceivable for the Palestinian  people to remain com-
mitted to agreements that have been . . .  disregarded by the other side.”52

Under pressure from Washington and other capitals, the world’s banks re-
fused to process the electronic movement of funds to Gaza. By the middle of 
the year, Hamas complained that various Arab banks had frozen more than 
$300 million that had been donated by Iran and several Arab regimes.53

Hamas ministers and offi cials had to become inventive. Whenever they 
returned from abroad, they hauled back suitcases fi lled with cash. The last 
hurdle in getting the money into the Occupied Territories was at the Rafah 
border crossing between Egypt and Gaza, which was under the control of 
the Israelis and Palestinian security forces loyal to Abbas. In mid-May, 
Hamas spokesman Sami Abu Zuhri was discovered to have stuffed the equiva-
lent of more than $800,000 in euros inside his clothing as he returned to 
Gaza from Qatar, where, over the years, Hamas had tapped a plentiful stream 
of donations.

Weeks later, Foreign Minister Mahmoud al-Zahar was luckier. After a trek 
through Iran, China, Indonesia, and Pakistan, Al-Zahar managed to lug four 
suitcases containing an estimated $20 million through the Rafah crossing.54 
But all this was petty cash, given the new government’s accumulated debt. 
Already, unpaid government salaries had reached $300 million. Individual 
workers were handed two or three $100 bills from Al-Zahar’s kitty. But at an 
average of $10 million a month, Hamas’s currency smuggling could never 
catch up with its galloping wages bill, on which one-third of the population 
depended.55

Fatah had lost the government, but it still was refusing to relinquish power. 
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Within the PA public ser vice there were more than fi ve thousand directors 
general who, for the most part, were Fatah loyalists. Hamas accused them of 
obstructionism. In some ministries absenteeism rocketed beyond 50 percent. 
In the absence of funding, there was little to do for those who did attend their 
workplaces. When small caches of funds became available, it was not possible 
to devise a payroll dis tri bu tion that all agreed was fair—and some demanded 
their due at the end of a gun. The funds fl ow to the PA was more tightly 
crimped when Abbas argued that, if there was to be any emergency foreign 
aid, it had to be channeled through his presidential offi ce.

The election had introduced a fraught new dynamic to the Middle East 
confl ict. And yet events on the ground seemed to prove the adage that the 
more things change, the more they stay the same.

There was a promise that February’s government salaries would be paid in 
mid-March, but March came and went without relief. And as tens of thou-
sands of Palestinians came to terms with the reality of no paycheck in April 
either, Khalid Mishal exploded. It was three months after the election, it was 
in public, and he had a microphone in his hand.

The venue was a rally in a camp for Palestinian refugees in Damascus, to 
mark the anniversary of the Israeli assassinations of Sheikh Ahmad Yassin 
and of Abdel Azziz Al-Rantisi. Mishal’s vitriolic speech marked a dangerous 
new low in relations between Hamas and Fatah.

Mishal taunted Israel and the United States as would have been expected 
by his audience. “We prefer starvation to going down on our knees,” he jeered, 
reiterating Hamas’s refusal to abide by the three conditions for ac cep tance set 
by Israel and Washington. He mocked the Israelis. “[They are losing confi -
dence] and need Hamas’s recognition!”

But if all that might have been dismissed as crisis-time rhetoric, Mishal’s 
jibes at Fatah and Abbas seemed calculated to provoke and offend. It was 
one thing for the Hamas leader to insult long-standing enemies like the 
Americans and the Israelis. It was quite another to publicly take potshots at a 
fellow Palestinian, a fellow Arab. “Why do some of our own  people conspire 
against us and draw up a thought-out plan to render [the Hamas govern-
ment] unsuccessful?” he demanded.56 “Today, it is high time to unmask . . .  
these traitors.”

Mishal coyly stopped short of naming the “traitors,” but there was no doubt 
about whom he spoke. “They sacrifi ce the interests of the homeland . . .  in 
order to serve the interests of the enemy,” he railed. “They contribute to 
the starvation of their  people and the state of lawlessness.” Drawing a line 
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 between the activities of a loyal opposition and what he suggested was Fatah’s 
support for a U.S.-Israeli-backed coup, Mishal declared, “The Palestinian 
 people will thwart the conspiracy!”

A few days before the Damascus rally at which Mishal spoke, the success-
ful candidates in Israel’s March 28 national election had been sworn in as 
members of the Knesset, Israel’s parliament. But just hours after this ceremo-
nial swearing in, a suicide bomber detonated twenty-one pounds of explo-
sives at the entrance to a restaurant in Tel Aviv, kill ing eleven  people and 
wounding seventy others. This was the fi rst such attack since Hamas’s elec-
tion victory and was claimed by Islamic Jihad, the Islamist faction that had 
shunned the political process. Abbas roundly condemned the bombing, but 
spokesmen for Hamas justifi ed it as a logical response to Israeli oppression. 
Coincidentally, the swearing in of the new Knesset had occurred on the same 
day that Palestinians customarily commemorated Prisoners’ Day—their an-
nual protest against Israel holding thousands of Palestinians in its jails.

Targeting the Palestinian Authority president and his Fatah colleagues in 
his Damascus speech, Mishal drove home his attack. “[The new Hamas] 
ministers told me that they have entered their ministries to fi nd that their 
[Fatah predecessors] have stolen the couches, desks, tea, coffee, and note-
books,” he charged. “Can shame be on the one who blew himself up in Tel 
Aviv? Is disgrace for the one who blows himself up in Tel Aviv, or the one 
who dines and drinks in Tel Aviv?”

The speech was ignored by virtually the entire En glish-language media, 
but it electrifi ed the Arab world. Apart from reiterating the standard Hamas 
charge of corruption against Fatah, Mishal was now accusing the secularists 
of theft and treachery, collaboration and fraternizing with the enemy.

In Ramallah, gunshots were fi red in anger. In Gaza, stone throwing and 
fi stfi ghts broke out among hundreds of students from the rival Islamic and 
Al-Azhar universities. Fatah’s central committee denounced the Damascus 
speech as “sick” and “idiotic.”

Apologies were demanded. Mishal was accused of fomenting civil war, of 
sedition, and of suffering his own personal crisis. Mohammad Dahlan, now 
Abbas’s security chief and long a thorn in the side of Hamas in Gaza, lectured 
Mishal on a need for pragmatism. Abbas’s spokesman Ahmad Abd El-Rahman 
spoke directly at Mishal in an interview for Al-Jazeera: “We want you to 
let us solve our problems . . .  without your interference and without your 
speeches!” But it was Jibril Rajoub who nailed the point of this particular 
wrangle. “That speech lasted more than fi fty-fi ve minutes,” Rajoub grumbled. 
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“It included insults to Fatah, its history, leaders, and symbols. It was not a slip 
of the tongue.”57

Hamas had more or less abided by the cease-fi re agreed in Cairo in March 
2005. The movement’s suicide attacks had been put on hold. But since the 
Israeli military pullback and the settlers’ evacuation from Gaza in September 
2005, about three hundred crude, homemade missiles had been launched on 
wild, erratic trajectories from just inside Gaza. Fueled by a mixture of sugar 
and common fertilizer, the missiles were fi red by the other Palestinian militia 
groups, but Israel claimed that these attacks were orchestrated by Hamas.58

As a psychological weapon they packed a punch. But as artillery pieces, 
they bordered on the ineffectual. Israel estimated that almost 200,000 of its 
population lived within range of the Gaza rockets. Disparaged by some Is-
raeli analysts as “fl ying stovepipes,” the rockets had killed an average of three 
Israelis a year since the fi rst such death in June 2004.59 In the eight months 
since the so-called disengagement, injuries to Israelis caused by the rockets 
numbered in the dozens and just a single Israeli death had been recorded.60

Israel’s powerful return fi re, which on one count included as many as fi ve 
thousand artillery shells between January and May 2006,61 exacted a far 
heavier toll. More than seventy Gazans were killed, almost forty of whom 
were identifi ed as combatants, twenty-six as civilians, and sixteen as victims 
of Israel’s ongoing assassination program.62

With fi repower of that intensity, it would be only a matter of time before 
the pressure became unbearable. That happened early in June 2006.

Hamas formally abandoned its cease-fi re amidst outpourings of Palestin-
ian rage, after the death on June 9 of seven members of a single Palestinian 
family picnicking on one of Gaza’s northern beaches. Two years earlier, 
four members of the same family had died when an Israeli shell hit their 
farm at the northern end of the Gaza Strip. On both occasions Israel offered 
the same explanation—it was attempting to stop Palestinian rocket fi re into 
Israel.63

Heartrending pictures fl ashed around the world of a distraught Huda 
Ghalia, a ten-year-old member of the family who had survived, as she fell 
weeping beside the body of her dead father on the beach. Nearby lay the 
mangled remains of the girl’s stepmother and fi ve of the girl’s brothers and 
sisters.

The Israeli army admitted that its tanks were in action at the time and at 
fi rst it apologized, expressing sorrow for the beach kill ings. But after its own 
internal investigation, it then denied fi ring the killer shell. Backtracking, the 
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IDF absolved itself with a claim that the beachside carnage more likely was 
caused by a device planted by Palestinian militants.64

The night before the beach deaths, Israeli aircraft had attacked a re sis tance 
training camp in southern Gaza. Among the four Palestinians killed was the 
high-profi le Jamal Abu Samhadana, the leader of a cross-factional militia 
group known as the Popular Resistance Committees. Israel claimed that Abu 
Samhadana was not the intended target, but the Hamas government had 
just appointed Abu Samhadana to head its Executive Force, the paramilitary 
force it was setting up in opposition to President Abbas’s security forces.

For Israeli offi cials, it was a provocative appointment because they held 
Abu Samhadana responsible for much of the rocket fi re into Israel. Hamas 
marked the end of its sixteen-month-long cease-fi re with a barrage of fi fteen 
of its signature Qassam rockets.

Brutal as it was, all this might have been seen to be within the highly elas-
tic bounds of action and anger, reaction and resentment, in a never-ending 
crisis. But on June 24, Israeli forces mounted a cross-border raid, enraging 
Hamas. Penetrating about eight hundred yards into southern Gaza, the Is-
raelis’ objective was Umm Al-Nasser Village, where they captured the broth-
ers Mustafa and Osama Abu Muammar, who they claimed were Hamas 
operatives in the throes of planning an attack.

The snatch-and-grab was the fi rst raid of its kind since the Israeli retreat 
from the Gaza Strip. Now Hamas snapped.
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Kerem Shalom had the air of an improvised holiday camp. Date palms and 
other greenery cast gentle shadows for a community of just thirty adults and 
twenty-fi ve children. Tucked deep into a corner of Israel, where its borders 
met those of Egypt and Gaza, the kibbutz potato fi elds sprawled  toward the 
fence separating Palestinians from Israelis.

Despite the fence and the leaden symbolism of the local lookout towers, 
members of the kibbutz hoped one day to run a fruit-and-vegetable export 
venture with their Palestinian neighbors. Negotiations had been under way, 
but by late June 2006 it all seemed like a pipe dream. The border crossing, 
through which they had hoped to bring Palestinian produce into Israel and 
then to the kitchens of Europe, had been closed several times in recent weeks, 
after intelligence alerts of likely militia attacks in the grassy fl atlands of the 
south.

Israeli surveillance over Gaza was so sophisticated that the IDF  could al-
most do a house-by-house catalogue of who was in and who was out for din-
ner on any given night. But the famed electronic eyes had failed to detect 
what had to have been weeks, perhaps even months, of unusual activity 
around a nondescript building close to the crossing.

The source of the warning of an attack was Israel’s domestic intelligence 
ser vice, Shin Bet. Alerted by its network of Palestinian collaborators that 
“something” was going on, Shin Bet passed the information on. It even men-
tioned a tunnel, but inexplicably the message had lost its urgency by the time 
it was transmitted to some of Israel’s frontline army units.1

Since well before the kill ing of Jamal Abu Samhadana and the mass deaths 
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of the Ghalia family on the beach in Gaza, Hamas had been digging a 
tunnel—a very serious tunnel. In a joint venture with Abu Samhadana’s Pop-
ular Resistance Committees and another smaller militia group, Hamas had 
brought in a team of specialist tunnelers who ordinarily opened passages for 
military and commercial contraband coming into Gaza from Egypt.

This time their task had been to dig and burrow deep under Israeli terri-
tory. At depths of up to twenty-fi ve feet below the surface, they had to dig for 
400 yards just to reach the border fence. Then they kept going, for another 
300 yards, all the way to the edge of Kibbutz Kerem Shalom.

The tunnel had to be wide enough for men and weapons.
Apart from Israel’s failure to detect the movement of diggers going to and 

from the building that Hamas had rented, there was also a small mountain of 
earth that had to be spirited away from the site. All of this Israel’s renowned 
surveillance apparatus had missed.

The day after the Palestinian Abu Muammar brothers were abducted by 
Israeli commandos in Gaza, Hamas activated its own audacious raid. This 
time, the Islamists were in the  driver’s seat.

In the predawn darkness of June 25, eight Palestinian militants slithered 
through the tunnel. Wearing what passed for Israeli uniforms, they dragged a 
cache of weapons with them. By punching out the last clods of earth at about 
5:30 am, they were able to surface inside Israel under cover of darkness. They 
were right beside an IDF forward post.

Four Israeli soldiers were in a tank. Several others manned a seventy-fi ve-
foot-high observation tower. An unmanned armored personnel carrier had 
been deliberately parked off to one side as a decoy in the event of such an 
attack.

Emerging from the tunnel to the rear of the Israeli tank, the Palestinians 
silently split into three teams. Then, guns blazing, two of them tried to storm 
the observation tower. Two others attacked the decoy armored personnel car-
rier, and the last four went for the tank with hand grenades, while militia 
units operating from the Gaza side of the border fence opened up with anti-
tank fi re and hand weapons.2

Two Israeli soldiers were killed and a third was wounded when the hand 
grenades exploded inside the tank. A fourth member of the crew, nineteen-
year-old Corporal Gilad Shalit, was captured.3 Two of the Palestinians were 
killed by Israeli fi re. But the rest quickly started manuevering Shalit  toward 
the border fence. During the assault on the tank, the corporal had been 
wounded in the left shoulder and hand, but he was able to walk to where the 
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Palestinians used explosives to blow a hole in the fence. They then melted 
back into Gaza.4 They had been in Israel for precisely six minutes.

By the cruel calculus of confl ict, Shalit was doubly burdened. Quite apart 
from his wounds and the shock of the attack and his capture, he had just 
become the Palestinians’ fi rst prisoner of war in more than a decade. Israel, at 
the time, held more than nine thousand Palestinians in its jails. Shalit was a 
prize bargaining chip and Hamas was ready to trade.5

Israelis were horrifi ed, even outraged. Senior offi cials warned there would 
be no forgiveness unless Shalit was safely returned. By the time Israel 
was done with it, the new Hamas government would cease to exist, they 
threatened.6

From the Palestinian perspective, this Israeli response was quite hysterical. 
If Israelis were to believe that a military and diplomatic onslaught was a jus-
tifi able response to the capture of a single Israeli soldier, what kind of Pales-
tinian response was warranted by Israel’s imprisonment of thousands of 
Palestinians?

Israeli anger was stoked even more by the grim satisfaction the Palestinians—
and Hamas in particular—took from the abduction of Shalit.

While Hamas had been holding its fi re through the last sixteen months, 
Israeli analysts had accused it of taking advantage of the cease-fi re to stock-
pile more and better-quality rockets. That may have been so. But when 
Hamas had sprung back into action, it was with a daring display of all the 
military fi nesse that most presumed to be the exclusive preserve of the “invin-
cible”7 Israeli security forces. Palestinians knew they  could not redress the 
imbalance of military power. But Hamas celebrated this stunning foray into 
Israel as a substantial tweaking of the balance of fear.

Khalid Mishal went underground in the immediate aftermath of Shalit’s 
capture. Senior Israeli offi cials repeatedly named him as the mastermind be-
hind the operation, prompting claims within Hamas that Israel was attempt-
ing to create the pretext for another attempt on Mishal’s life. “Indeed, we 
have received threats to liquidate Brother Khalid, and we take that very seri-
ously,” declared the movement’s representative in Beirut, Osama Hamdan.8 
Mishal later pronounced himself proud to be “a bone in the enemy’s throat.”9

Hamas offi cials, in Gaza, Damascus, and Beirut, worked hard to convince 
the world that only the clandestine leadership of the movement’s military 
wing, the Qassam Brigade, had prior knowledge of the mission. That defi ed 
belief. The brains capable of attending to the meticulous planning and execu-
tion of Shalit’s abduction  could not have ignored the diplomatic and political 
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sensitivities of the time. The elected Hamas government was fi ghting for 
survival against a U.S.-led campaign to deprive it of oxygen. At the same time 
it was engaged in a faltering dialogue with Abbas’s Fatah, which might have 
led to a respite for all the Palestinian factions with the establishment of a 
government of national unity.

In the fog of these wars, it was diffi cult to be certain about who was lying. 
Was it the Islamist spokesmen, who insisted that members of the elected 
Hamas government had no prior knowledge of the mission, because those 
offi cials needed to be distanced from it? Or was it the Israeli offi cials briefi ng 
reporters on Mishal’s central planning role, simply because any excuse to go 
after Mishal was a good excuse? “Khalid Mishal, as someone who is oversee-
ing, actually commanding the terror acts, is defi nitely a target [for assassina-
tion],” Israeli justice minister Haim Ramon warned.10

The thrust of the Israeli argument, which was amplifi ed by Fatah, was that 
Mishal had hijacked the Gaza-based government to his own demonic ends. 
But the artistry of leadership in Hamas was more complex than that. Mishal 
certainly was the movement’s supreme leader, but its deep-rooted system of 
shura, or consensus consultation, made it diffi cult for him to unilaterally hi-
jack the Palestinian government.

Far more likely, as the man who knew what all elements of the movement 
were doing at any given time, Mishal was sending multiple messages. One 
was about buying time, and it was directed to Fatah. In reigniting the confl ict 
with Israel so spectacularly, Hamas was pushing for the interfactional brawl 
to be put on a back burner. At the same time, Mishal was articulating for local 
and foreign consumption articles of faith that were well understood and ac-
cepted within Hamas—this was a movement that  could “do” government and 
“do” re sis tance. More important, it  could do both better than Fatah  could, 
and it  could do both without Fatah.

At fi rst, Hamas demanded the release of fi ve hundred Palestinian women 
and minors from Israeli detention in exchange for Corporal Shalit. But then 
the movement insisted on the release of one thousand Palestinian prisoners as 
the price of freedom for the Israeli soldier who, they had confi rmed to the 
world, was still alive.

After four days, during which Hamas refused to buckle to threats and de-
mands, Israel retaliated with a vengeance. In an operation code-named Sum-
mer Rain, it raided Palestinian communities in the West Bank, snatching 
sixty-four Hamas offi cials—including eight cabinet ministers and twenty 
members of the newly elected parliament. As Israeli tanks and ground troops 
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powered into Gaza, airstrikes knocked out the main Gaza power station, several 
bridges, and a series of government buildings, including Hamas prime minister 
Ismail Haniyah’s offi ce and the Palestinian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

In a stab at Syria for harboring Khalid Mishal, four Israeli fi ghter aircraft 
penetrated Syrian airspace, drawing ground fi re as they buzzed President 
Bashar Assad’s summer palace, on the Mediterranean coast, near the ancient 
port city of Latakia.11

A full two weeks elapsed after the capture of Shalit before Mishal re-
emerged. The setting was a press conference in Damascus, where his aides 
so ratcheted up their customarily intense security procedures that they felt 
obliged to apologize to those attending. Mishal capitalized on the opportu-
nity provided by the Shalit drama to launch a propaganda campaign boasting 
of Hamas’s success.

“The world has panicked and has been fl abbergasted because an Israeli 
soldier was ‘abducted,’ as they say,” a defi ant Mishal told reporters.12 “We say 
he was captured in a clean military operation. They speak about [one] soldier 
and we have 10,000 who are prisoners with them. They claim that 200,000 
Israelis around the Gaza Strip are threatened by the simple and primitive 
missiles of the Palestinian heroes. We have almost four million Palestinians 
who are captives, besieged and threatened, in one big jail in the Gaza Strip 
and the West Bank.”

Mishal argued that the “heroic operation” had been intended to dispel the 
new Israeli prime minister Ehud Olmert’s illusion that Palestinians would 
capitulate. “Our  people in Gaza say that in order to protect our dignity, and 
for the sake of our sons and daughters and the 10,000 in enemy jails, we’ll not 
hand over the soldier except in exchange for Palestinian prisoners,” he said, 
making clear there would be no stepping back. “They say that [a prisoner] 
exchange is a must.”

Almost daring the Israeli leadership, Mishal warned that Israel’s campaign 
“to break our will” would not succeed. “I say that you are liars,” he charged, 
dismissing Israeli claims that Israel would work with a “moderate” Palestinian 
leadership. “Take a shortcut,” Mishal urged—the whole crisis  could be ended 
if Israel recognized the rights of Palestinians.

And so the summer continued, with the kind of Middle East madness that 
passed for normal in the region. As if the inexperienced new Israeli govern-
ment did not have enough on its plate, Israel opted to invade Lebanon on 
July 12, 2006, after Hezbollah, an ally of Hamas, had mounted its own daring 
cross-border incursion on Israel’s northern fl ank.
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Hezbollah’s capture of two Israeli soldiers drove the Israeli leadership to 
levels of anger that seemed to cloud their decision making. They unleashed 
the full force of Israel’s military machine in merciless attacks on southern 
Lebanon and major infrastructure across Lebanon. But when the shooting 
stopped, Corporal Shalit remained a prisoner, as did the two Israelis taken by 
Hezbollah. And rockets still fl ew out of Gaza.

Under near-constant Israeli gunfi re, it was virtually impossible for the Pal-
estinian leadership to deal with the immediate internal political challenge: 
the shape of a unity government. Hamas and Fatah had fi nally been edging 
 toward common ground, but the interfactional diplomacy evaporated in the 
face of Israel’s ongoing attacks on Gaza, which coincided with the disastrous, 
month-long war in Lebanon, in turn leaving Israeli prime minister Olmert 
fi ghting for his own political survival.

Palestinian Authority president Mahmoud Abbas was also proving inef-
fectual in his stop-start efforts to establish himself as a genuine leader of his 
 people, as opposed to merely being a factional leader  driven by an overween-
ing sense of entitlement. In a bid to pressure Hamas to play by his rules, he 
threatened to hold a referendum on a peace plan drafted by a group of cross-
factional leaders among Palestinian prisoners held in Israeli jails—and then 
he balked. He warned that he would call new elections, but this came to 
nothing. And his orders for the Hamas government to disband the Executive 
Force provoked a defi ant Hamas announcement that, actually, it was planning 
to increase the size of the new force. It was already being deployed in the 
streets of Gaza.

Constantly at war with Abbas and Fatah, Hamas in government initially 
tended to perform as the opposition it had expected to be. Besieged by the 
world and inexperienced in managing the day-to-day burden of a bankrupt 
government, it was also hostage to its own interminable processes of internal 
consultation, which dictated that any policy shift would be more gradual than 
what crisis management demanded. For all its strength and rhetoric, Hamas 
was struggling to capitalize on Fatah’s weakness.

Under American pressure, Fatah closed ranks against any power-sharing 
deal with Hamas. At various meetings of envoys to the Middle East Quartet—
a body that comprised representatives of the United States, the European 
Union, Russia, and the United Nations, and was intended to coordinate dip-
lomatic efforts to resolve the crisis—Washington’s message was that Hamas 
must be kept isolated. “We were told that the U.S. was against any ‘blurring’ 
of the lines dividing Hamas from those Palestinian political forces committed 
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to the two-state solution,” Alvaro de Soto, the UN envoy to the Quartet, re-
called later.13

In Gaza the Americans’ isolation tactic was wholly embraced by the Fatah 
strongman Mohammad Dahlan, who warned that he would rough up and 
humiliate any Fatah members tempted to help Hamas by joining a unity 
government. Unaware that he was speaking within earshot of an open micro-
phone during a visit to a Gaza radio station in June, Dahlan suggested that it 
was he who was masterminding a campaign of incitement and disruption in 
Gaza. “The march will go on and if our brothers [in Fatah] seek to stop it, 
 they’ll be roughed up,” he threatened.14 Boasting that he had learned from 
Yasser Arafat that “the rod” was the most effective means of political persua-
sion, he made quite clear what he thought of Hamas: “I told [Hamas] that 
they would eat shit if they recognized Israel and would eat shit if they  didn’t 
recognize Israel. They would eat shit if they recognized the Arab [govern-
ments’ Beiruit peace] initiative and they would eat shit if they did not.”15

Dahlan vowed to hunt Hamas through to the end of its four-year term in 
government as he alluded to his own role in creating the lawlessness on the 
streets. “I just deploy two Jeeps and  people would say Gaza is on fi re,” he 
bragged.

There was no real need to signpost the way to Gaza. Israeli citizens were not 
allowed to go there; Gazans for the most part were not allowed to leave; and 
the Israeli military used high-resolution maps to fi nd their own way around 
in the dark. But for the keen-eyed, a distance marker near the Israeli port city 
of Ashkelon—or Al-Majdal, as Palestinians knew it—indicated that Gaza 
was another fi fteen miles to the south.

Sanctions had forced a halt to diplomatic traffi c to Gaza and, in the face of 
rising violence and fears of abduction, foreign journalists and aid workers 
were increasingly reluctant to make the trek. For those who did, the taxi ride 
from central Je ru salem ended in a windswept wasteland, where they were let 
out in the forecourt of the otherworldly $35 million Erez Terminal.

On the Israeli side, Erez had the look of a modern airport complex: soar-
ing glass and polished aluminum fi nishes. Young Israeli passport-control 
offi cers—sometimes an ebony-skinned Ethiopian or maybe a straw-blond 
Rus sian émigré—manned discreetly fortifi ed booths that maintained the 
sense of this being a conventional transit facility.

But these offi cers were a last point of human contact on the Israeli side. At 
the press of a button, a security offi cer activated a door that opened into a 
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world of soulless science fi ction. Here were narrow interconnected voids of 
steel mesh and blank concrete. Monitored by a network of unseen cameras 
and guided by instructions from a disembodied and distorted voice blaring 
from tinny loudspeakers, travelers were directed through cages and turnstiles, 
sliding blast doors and metal detectors. It had the ambience of a state-of-the-
art abattoir.

When the last steel door slid open, travelers were almost in Gaza. Here 
they might chance upon the odd northbound traveler, waiting to enter Israel 
through an adjacent, parallel channel that was even more sophisticated.

On exiting the steel door, travelers found themselves at the mouth of a 
caged tunnel, perhaps three hundred yards long, that doglegged over dunes 
and drains, fi nally opening onto a bleak landscape where many buildings had 
been demolished and trees uprooted. Occasionally there was a Palestinian 
offi cial waiting to check travelers’ documents. Taxi  drivers who hoped to bag 
a fare risked being pushed back by warning gunfi re from the Israeli side if 
they dared to drive too close to the tunnel’s exit.

If it was tough traveling from Israel to Gaza, the journey in the other direc-
tion was far more diffi cult. Anyone attempting to enter Israel would fi rst be 
processed through an electronic body scanner, which generated a holographic 
image said to be so sensitive that even a tissue in a traveler’s pocket  could be 
checked. And yet some still were ordered to strip to the waist for another 
examination by unseen eyes. One journalist carefully counted almost two 
dozen gates, scanners, doors, and turnstiles as he left Gaza.16

The new Erez terminal was another monument to the failed peace process. 
It was built around the time of disengagement, in the expectation that it 
would process thousands of travelers a day. Instead, only dozens, or maybe 
hundreds, were allowed through. Often the crossing was shut for security 
reasons. The area to the immediate south was prime Palestinian rocket-
launching territory, and often enough the terminal came under direct attack. 
Israel had logged nine major attacks over the years, including a female suicide 
bomber who had killed four Israeli soldiers in 2004.

Fifteen minutes south of the crossing, the main road tumbled into the 
dusty maze of Gaza City, where the Mediterranean beaches were a rare but 
limited escape from siege and war.

At the end of August 2006, late on a hot, humid day, there were colorful 
umbrellas, fl ags in the breeze, and a lifeguard’s shrill whistle beckoning from 
the city’s main beach. School holidays were almost done, and small boys 
squealed in delight as they darted away from family picnics and into the surf. 
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Aloof from the games on the sand, two young men stood out. One, bronzed 
and bare chested, reined in a prancing horse. The other sipped a minted lem-
onade and pulled deeply on a narghile, or water pipe, which enveloped him in 
clouds of apple-scented tobacco smoke. In the fading light, fi shing boats and 
paddleboards hugged the curved breakwater as they darkened to silhouettes 
against the sun. A group tried to coax a reluctant donkey into the water as 
children raced to meet incoming fi shermen.

It looked like a postcard, but this was Gaza City seven months after its 
 people had, in the eyes of the world, elected the wrong government. It was six 
months into their collective punishment for refusing to turn on Hamas, as 
Israel, Fatah, and the U.S.-led Quartet had anticipated. It was also a little 
over two months since the explosion that killed so many members of the 
Ghalia family at another beach farther north and closer to the Israeli shelling 
from the border. Small crowds  could usually be found the length of Gaza’s 
beaches. But the fate of the Ghalia family had forced most beachgoers back 
to the city beach, where they felt safer somehow, as though they were beyond 
the reach of weapons.

But there was no escape. Heads on the beach turned as an Israeli navy de-
stroyer heaved into view, the thump of its turbines pulsing through the water 
as it carved a southerly course. A series of heavy thuds signalled incoming 
artillery exploding in the north. And overhead there were twin sounds—the 
lawnmower squawk of an unmanned surveillance drone and, much higher, a 
growling jet fi ghter.17

Even fi shermen were not spared the hardship of life in Gaza. Casting in 
barren shallows, they were forced to stay well inside an Israeli navy blockade. 
Boats venturing into the deep risked being shot at. When half a dozen fi sher-
men tied up in the afternoon, their catch was so miserably small that one of 
them was able to haul his own catch and that of two others to market on the 
back of his bicycle. After fi ve hours netting in the shallows, another man had 
less than a bucketful of sardines, which he sold on the dockside for thirty 
shekels (about $8). It was the same story right across Gaza, with economic 
privation spread deeply and evenly.

Gazans of a certain age  could remember a time in the 1950s and 1960s 
when women wore bikinis on the city beachfront. Now, as the impact of the 
Islamic regime was felt, there was not even a one-piece swimsuit to be seen.

Some women moved their plastic chairs to the water’s edge—revealing na-
ked toes. On a day of 104°F heat, there was great hilarity when a few dared to 
plunge in, dressed head to foot in swaths of black cloth that ballooned on all 
sides as foam washed over them. Some also revealed their hands and the pale, 
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skinny reminders on their bare fi ngers of wedding bands that they had sold 
during furtive visits to the gold market, either to feed their families or to buy 
clothes and books for children about to start the new school year.

Plying their trade against the stone walls of the seventh-century Great 
Omari Mosque, Gaza’s gold traders had grown idle. Five months earlier, 
when families fi rst began to feel the pinch of fi nancial cutbacks, some of the 
twenty or so dealers were buying as much as twenty-four pounds of gold in a 
single day.

Traditionally, Arab women held as much solid gold as they  could afford, 
keeping it in reserve to sell down in bad times. Summer was a time for wed-
dings, and there was much excitement when young brides bought their fi rst 
gold. But when women came to the market to sell their wedding rings, trad-
ers knew that another family had reached the end. “I can tell from the numb-
ness in their faces that there was a battle at home about when to sell the gold, 
about how much they would lose and how the money I pay them will be spent 
immediately,” the dealer Hamdi Basal explained. “There are no gold bars left 
in Gaza . . .  just a few more wedding rings.”18

For some in Gaza, commercial suffocation came in a fl ash. At Beit Ha-
noun, a few miles north of the city, sixty-fi ve-year-old Mohammad Hussein 
sat amidst a dusty pile of rubble. He had spent almost thirty years as a re sis-
tance agnostic, he said. But now he was committed to Hamas.

The new fi re in his belly was the result of an Israeli airstrike that had pul-
verized a four-story building in which his children and their families lived, 
and from which he had run one of the bigger supermarkets in the neighbor-
hood.

“I worked for twenty-two years in Saudi Arabia for the money to build it. 
The Israelis called at one o’clock in the morning on my son Hussein’s mobile, 
saying  everyone must be out of the building in fi fteen minutes. ‘You must 
leave immediately,’ they told him.” The son had asked for proof that the call 
was genuine. “The voice told him to go outside, to look up and he would see 
the F-16 circling,” the old man said. Although two missiles hit the house 
minutes later, much of it still remained standing. Neighbors rushed in to help 
the family move their belongings from the building. “But the Israelis called 
again,” Hussein said. “They said to get  people away, because there will be 
another strike. Six minutes later, two more missiles knocked the rest of the 
building down.”19

On a rise overlooking the fl at blue of the Mediterranean, north of Gaza 
City, a more palatial residence was still standing.

This was the home of Dr. Nabil Shaath, foreign minister in the former 
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Fatah-led government. Here the swimming pool, the manicured gardens, and 
the Asian household staff were seen by ordinary Palestinians as proof of the 
rampant corruption that had caused voters to turn against Fatah.

A pistol-packing bodyguard hovered as Shaath canvassed some of his par-
ty’s options as it struggled to regain its political footing. “We’ve made many 
mistakes,” he began, in what might have been a declaration of contrition. 
Shaath acknowledged that the loss of face at the January election had initially 
enraged many in Fatah. “So we refused to be a part of a Hamas government,” 
he said. “But they need partners. Maybe we can help them now.”

As a former minister, Shaath acknowledged but denied allegations that 
Fatah was a driv ing force behind U.S.-Israeli pressure to bring down Hamas. 
“Not true,” he insisted, seemingly of two minds about which was the better 
side to be on.

“Hamas  doesn’t suffer one bit—it gets funds from Iran and the Arab world, 
and they make sure that their own  people don’t suffer,” he observed. Com-
plaining that international sanctions and Israel’s arrest of Hamas leaders gave 
the Islamists a plausible excuse for their failure in government, he added, 
“The U.S. dictated that we had to have elections, but it can’t dictate the out-
come. That’s not how democ racy works.”

By now, most shops were remaining closed all day. Smoldering garbage was 
piling up in the streets. Traffi c steadily thinned as fewer Palestinians  could 
afford to fi ll their cars with gas. Some ran their vehicles on cooking oil. By 
late 2006, men and women wept as they stood in ATM queues, waiting to 
withdraw the last funds from their bank accounts. Most of the government’s 
160,000 employees had received just two paychecks since the election at the 
start of the year. The Gazan economy was being crushed.

Since the West had cut funding, as many as 170,000 families were without 
an income, and there was little else to prime the local economy. About 90 
percent of Gazans lived below the poverty line; as many as 85 percent were 
said to be jobless, and more than one million individuals had come to depend 
on United Nations agencies for their household supplies of oil, fl our, beans, 
rice, sugar, and milk. It was a mea sure of the intractable nature of the confl ict 
that the United Nations Relief and Works Agency was in its fi fty-sixth year 
of caring for Palestinians who fi rst became refugees when the state of Israel 
was established in 1948.

Government workers who had gone for months without pay took to stag-
ing wildcat protests, shutting down whole sections of Gaza City with stone 
throwing and gunfi re. The Israeli airstrikes on Gaza’s main power station had 
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reduced it to a few erratic hours of power each day. Housewives complained 
they  could no longer save by cooking in bulk because they  could not rely on 
refrigeration. No power also meant no domestic pumps, which meant no wa-
ter either. But so long as the Hamas government existed and Gilad Shalit 
remained a prisoner, Israel was not going to wind back the pressure.

As the summer of 2006 trailed into autumn, the increasingly bitter contest 
between Islamists and political secularists was developing a dynamic that 
mirrored all the intractable shortcomings of the Palestinian-Israeli struggle. 
In the fi rst Intifada, which had erupted almost twenty years earlier, Hamas 
and Fatah  could agree to quarantine schools from the struggle. Now their 
gunmen fought running battles in the corridors of Gaza’s hospitals. After 
decades of nurturing the fl ame of Palestinian national unity under the weight 
of a foreign occupation, Palestinians now had their own sectarian civil war.

Gunmen from both sides, usually in the garb of the respective security ser-
vices, clashed at street corners or mounted tit-for-tat attacks on buildings and 
institutions associated with “the enemy.” The enemy had become Fatah or 
Hamas more often than it was the Israelis. Two  people died when Hamas 
launched a rocket attack on the Rafah headquarters of Abbas’s Preventive 
Security Service (PSS). Fatah loyalists retaliated in Ramallah, setting fi re to a 
PA cabinet building seen as a Hamas base, and then tried to block the fi re-
men racing to the blaze. Dr. Shaath lost his shiny green BMW to carjackers 
who struck in broad daylight. And in his efforts to travel to the parliament in 
Gaza City, Hamas’s prime minister Ismail Haniyah was thwarted by protest-
ers who mobbed his convoy.

As the violence escalated, the numbers killed or wounded and the se niority 
of those targeted on both sides ratcheted up. A se nior PSS man in Jabaliyah 
was dragged from his home and executed. Another died when a hand grenade 
was dropped into the elevator taking him up to his offi ce at the military intel-
ligence headquarters. Gunmen opened fi re on Wasfi  Kabha, Hamas’s minis-
ter for prisoners’ affairs, as he drove through Ramallah. A security offi cer in 
Gaza was abducted; three children of one of his Fatah-aligned colleagues 
were murdered.

By the end of the year, the two factions were on a semiconstant war foot-
ing. Dozens were wounded in daily clashes as the black-market price for 
weapons went through the ceiling. An M16 that cost $5,400 in 2005 sold for 
more than $13,000 in 2006. Bullets sold at a dollar apiece.20

There were ructions at the Rafah crossing on the Gazan-Egyp tian border 
when Israeli and Fatah-aligned security ser vices joined forces to block Prime 



348 kill khalid

d P P

Minister Haniyah’s return from overseas, with more than $35 million stashed 
in his luggage. As Hamas gunmen rushed to Rafah to defend Haniyah, a hole 
was blown in the border wall and eigh teen  people were wounded in a shoot-
out that paralyzed the crossing terminal. The injured included one of Hani-
yah’s sons and a prime ministerial adviser.

As the fi rst year of Hamas’s term in offi ce neared its close, it seemed that 
Khalid Mishal no longer felt it necessary to maintain even a veneer of civility 
for President Abbas. “Have you not yet grasped the fact that he counts for 
nothing?” Mishal snapped at an Italian reporter who had mentioned that 
Rome supported Abbas. “Nothing when he was Arafat’s second-in-command 
and nothing when he was prime minister in 2003.”21

With that sort of fallout at leadership level and in the streets, Gazans 
had taken to cowering in their homes, ordering their children to sit in their 
baths or to play in concrete stairwells, in the hope that they  could dodge the 
bullets.
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When the battle-scarred British secret ser vice agent Alastair Crooke arrived 
in Beirut in late 2004, the Lebanese capital was on an upswing. Striking 
modern architecture sat cheek by jowl with jewels from its Ottoman and 
French-mandate past, many of which were still bruised and broken from the 
civil war that raged until 1990. But now designer stores fought with interna-
tional hotel chains for space downtown. The Corniche again was the place to 
be seen in the late afternoon, and the cafés and bars of Achrafi ya pumped into 
the night. Beirut’s reputation as a crossroads for intellectuals in the Arab 
world had been restored, even against the background of rising Islamist senti-
ment and the emerging dominance of Hezbollah in Lebanese affairs.

It seemed like a good fi t for the fi fty-eight-year-old Crooke. Beirut nursed 
old war wounds but looked ahead, and Crooke needed somewhere to start the 
rest of his life. The abrupt halt to Crooke’s career in British intelligence and 
European diplomacy had left him feeling the future had vanished.1

He had spent thirty years with Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service, more 
commonly known as MI6. He had years of experience in Northern Ireland, 
South Africa, Namibia, Afghanistan, Cambodia, and Colombia. He had been 
a hostage negotiator; he had pursued cease-fi res; and his last, fateful posting 
had been as a special adviser to the European Union in the Middle East. 
Northern Ireland had shaped Crooke’s opinions on the link between security 
and politics. Afghanistan had given him an insider’s appreciation of the sig-
nifi cant differences between Islamist groups.

On arriving in Je ru salem in 1997, he had viewed Hamas less as a terrorist 
or ga ni za tion and more as what he called a “political insurgency.” In Gaza and 
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the West Bank, Crooke often went by local taxi, alone and unarmed, to meet-
ings with Sheikh Yassin and se nior fi gures in Hamas and the other Palestin-
ian militias. He attempted to engage them in the art of politics as a tactic that 
one day might supplant raw re sis tance. He wanted to get past simplistic de-
bates about good and evil, to go beyond isolation and demonization, to en-
gage Islam on behalf of Europe. He was fi red when a Palestinian cease-fi re he 
had encouraged collapsed in 2003. “I was told talking to groups like Hamas 
was not the way to fi ght the war on terror,” he explained.2

But Crooke was not a man to give up easily. Bounced out of offi cial diplo-
macy, he set up a parallel channel, establishing the in de pen dent Confl icts 
Forum in Lebanon. He had contacts from Beirut to Pakistan, and he wanted 
to challenge what he saw as Western misconceptions and misrepresentations 
of Islamist movements. He still hoped to bridge the widening gulf between 
Islam and the West.

Crooke set up his new venture on Lebanon’s Green Line—the unkempt 
strip that had divided mainly Muslim West Beirut from the predominantly 
Chris tian East during fi fteen cruel years of civil war. He found an old build-
ing located next to the ruins of an abandoned snipers’ post on a historic east-
west demarcation. It seemed an appropriate location for what he had in 
mind.

Israel’s invasion of Lebanon in the summer of 2006, and the reemergence 
of rivalries that had underpinned the old Lebanese confl ict, knocked the 
shine off Beirut’s multibillion-dollar recovery. But it drew Crooke and his 
Confl icts Forum to the heart of a regional showdown, in a way he  could never 
have imagined just two years before.

Crooke prided himself on having no offi cial contact with Washington, and 
he was reluctant even to acknowledge that thirty years as a British agent 
might have fi lled his Filofax with useful names and numbers. But on January 
7, 2007, Crooke posted a report on the Confl icts Forum Web site that sug-
gested he had eyes and ears at the most se nior levels of the three arms of U.S. 
foreign policy—the White House, the Pentagon, and the State Department.  
The report, written in conjunction with a colleague, was carefully stitched 
together. Crooke had been told of an odd encounter a year before, involving 
a Palestinian business delegation to Washington shortly after the Palestinian 
elections in January 2006. The group had been received at the White House 
by the deputy national security advisor, Elliott Abrams.

 Abrams was the president’s policy point man on the Middle East. He had 
been dubbed the “democracy czar” when he was appointed in 2005,3 but his 
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background suggested he was more an “ends justify the means” kind of op-
erator. Once billed as a “Rea ganite villain,” Abrams was seen in some quarters 
as an apologist for brutal dictators in El Salvador and Guatemala in the 1980s. 
He had pleaded guilty to lying to Congress in the Iran-Contra scandal.

The visiting Palestinian businessmen were taken aback when Abrams can-
vassed the need for the United States to provide guns, ammunition, and train-
ing to enable Mahmoud Abbas’s Fatah forces to wrest control of the Occupied 
Territories from the elected government of Hamas. There had previously 
been indications of a campaign by Washington and Israel to “destabilize” 
Hamas, but it had been interpreted to mean bleeding the new government of 
funds—not armed revolt.4

 Crooke’s report on the Confl icts Forum Web site suggested that the 
Abrams strategy was already in play. The rising street violence in Gaza—
which had been perceived as Fatah’s frustration over its loss of power—was in 
fact deliberate and or ga nized provocation. Moreover, it was being “seeded” by 
Elliott Abrams’s push for a Palestinian civil war, Crooke reported.

Alastair Crooke’s attribution of the word “coup” to Abrams in his Janu-
ary 7 Web post was the fi rst time it had been used to seriously describe Wash-
ington’s policy objective in the Occupied Territories. Previously it had been 
used more as a rhetorical fl ourish.

Crooke quoted anonymous administration offi cials said to be deeply trou-
bled by the plan. He analyzed it in the context of regional anxieties. And he 
included an account of then defense secretary Donald Rumsfeld’s objection 
to it all, and the reluctance of the Central Intelligence Agency even to having 
the plan parked on the CIA’s docket.

President Bush, according to Crooke’s sources, had warned Rumsfeld that 
the Palestinian brief was not within the purview of the Defense Department; 
it remained the responsibility of Condoleezza Rice, as part of the State De-
partment’s program for democ racy in the Middle East.

Crooke’s report was sensational. It put meat on the bones of regional theo-
ries that had, until then, been shot down as overblown anti-U.S. sentiment in 
paranoid diplomatic and news-media circles. But there was another develop-
ment that strengthened the hands of those looking for proof that the United 
States was actively fomenting an insurrection against the elected government 
of the Occupied Territories. Forty-eight hours before Crooke posted his ex-
traordinary report on the Confl icts Forum Web site, it emerged that the U.S. 
administration was seeking congressional approval for a security allocation of 
$86.4 million for the coffers of the Fatah leader and Palestinian Authority 
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president, Mahmoud Abbas.5 Compared with Washington’s past aid offer-
ings to the Palestinians, this was a staggering amount of money.

Two weeks elapsed between Crooke’s fi rst posting and an interview he gave 
to Al-Jazeera, where he acknowledged for the fi rst time that he had relied on 
a leaked document. “Actually, it was a series of documents,” he revealed later.6 
Describing two sets of papers he had received, he explained that one had laid 
out U.S.-backed deals to boost Abbas’s security forces while another laid the 
ground for Abbas to simply dismiss the Hamas government later in the year. 
“This  wasn’t just speculation on my part, you know.”

In some quarters, the effect of Crooke’s report was to force a reappraisal of 
recent action and comment by U.S. offi cials. What was the real point of 
American and European offi cials inspecting a Jordan base at which Fatah 
loyalists were in training in the previous month?7 Was the use of an old crisis 
cliché—“dismantle the infrastructure of terrorism”—in documentation on 
the $86.4 million security allocation for Abbas just a coded reference to 
Hamas?

Likewise, a rare interview given back in November to the Hebrew-language 
daily Yedioth Ahronoth by the publicity-shy Lieutenant-General Keith Day-
ton, who was Washington’s security coordinator in the Middle East, seemed 
to warrant reexamination. Why had Dayton seemingly contradicted himself 
when, in acknowledging that he was beefi ng up Abbas’s forces, he had in-
sisted they were not being prepared for confrontation with Hamas? Yet, to 
justify his own program, the American general had argued that Iran, and pos-
sibly Syria, were funding and arming Hamas. “We must make sure that the 
moderate forces will not be erased,” he had said.8

Dayton’s appointment as security coordinator between Israel and the 
Palestinians in November 2005 was a thankless challenge for a man with 
little history in the region. He had joined the U.S. military in 1970 but, 
apart from his leadership of the failed search for Saddam Hussein’s weap-
ons of mass destruction in the aftermath of the April 2003 fall of Baghdad, 
this was the fi fty-six-year-old offi cer’s fi rst Middle East assignment. For-
mally, his brief was to ensure that both sides lived up to their various security 
commitments.

Alastair Crooke’s analysis might have been dismissed as fl awed or partisan 
lobbying had not other developments run in tandem. At the regular meetings 
of the Middle East Quartet, Washington’s envoy was Assistant Secretary of 
State for Near  Eastern Affairs  David Welch, but at times Elliott Abrams also 
attended. The Peruvian diplomat who served as the UN envoy, Alvaro de 
Soto, often found himself under pressure from the Americans to fall into line 
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with their preferred strategy. De Soto was shocked by what he described as 
Washington “clearly pushing” for confrontation between Fatah and Hamas, 
and he detailed his concerns in a report that was later leaked to the media.

 De Soto was doubly taken aback when, during an envoys’ meeting in 
Washington in late January 2007, the American envoy Welch twice referred 
with great enthusiasm to the deadly friction in Gaza. “I like this violence,” the 
U.S. envoy told his colleagues. “It means that other Palestinians are resisting 
Hamas.”9

As the tailor Assad Abu Dan roused his household, deep inside Jabaliyah 
refugee camp, the fi rst rays of pale light turned dawn into day over the cin-
derblock warrens at the northern end of Gaza.

The eldest of Assad’s seven boys, Mazen, stumbled bleary-eyed to the 
kitchen. The twenty-one-year-old was a member of the Executive Force, 
Hamas’s controversial new security arm. His brothers Ahmad, eigh teen, and 
Mohammad, seventeen—both still students—soon joined him for a breakfast 
of bread and tea. The boy’s uncle, Ismail, had stayed with them overnight. It 
was January 26, 2007, and they were up early to go to a nearby cemetery, to 
build a tombstone on the grave of the boys’ recently deceased grandmother.10

Piling tools and materials into Ismail’s small van, they set out. But as they 
slowed at an intersection near the entrance to the graveyard, they were set 
upon by masked gunmen, who forced Ismail to bring the van to a sliding halt 
by shooting out all four tires. Ismail and the boys were ordered to get out and 
then bundled into a fl eet of pickups and whisked away.

Left behind, Abu Dan was shattered. As he sat in the van, wondering what 
to do next, another vehicle pulled up alongside. Its front passenger seat was 
fi lled with the angry bulk of a man he recognized. It was Samih Al-Madhun, 
a local enforcer who was a se nior offi cer in the Preventive Security Service 
run by the Fatah heavy Mohammad Dahlan. Al-Madhun also doubled as a 
much-feared commander in the Al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade, a militia that 
sprang from the ranks of Fatah during the second Intifada. He was one of the 
most powerful fi gures in the northern end of the Gaza Strip.

It was a bad day for the family to honor the boys’ grandmother. They had 
planned their mission during a relative lull in the violence some weeks earlier, 
but in the last twenty-four hours the Strip had become a cauldron, with re-
newed clashes in Gaza City and here at the northern end. Nineteen  people, 
eight of whom were civilian bystanders, had died. More than seventy had 
been injured.

The road where the family’s van came to a halt was a factional fl ashpoint. 
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The previous day, an Executive Force truck had been blown up nearby, with 
two Hamas fi ghters dying and six others wounded. Overnight, Hamas had 
mounted retaliatory attacks on the homes of Fatah fi ghters, for which the 
thirty-two-year-old Al-Madhun now wanted his revenge. Riled by the latest 
clashes, he had been on local radio, reiterating the grim threats he had been 
issuing since unidentifi ed gunmen had tried to kill him some weeks earlier.

In nearby Beit Lahiya, he had made a fortress of the apartment block he 
shared with members of his extended family. Dozens of gunmen were sta-
tioned on the rooftop terrace. Approach roads were barricaded with piles of 
cement blocks and mounds of earth. Now, when Al-Madhun wanted prison-
ers, Abu Dan and his family had chanced to be in the wrong place at the 
wrong time.

Abu Dan was taken to the Al-Madhun fortress, where he was marched up 
fi ve fl ights of concrete steps to the top fl oor, which served as a makeshift 
torture chamber. About a dozen blindfolded prisoners, including his sons 
and his brother-in-law, were being forced to squat for long periods, at the 
same time as they were struck with batons and lengths of water pipe.11 Oc-
casionally, they were ordered to chant banal slogans in praise of local Fatah 
leaders—and Mohammad Dahlan in particular.

Abu Dan’s torture was to be given no blindfold. He was forced to witness 
the abuse of his family. They were kicked and stamped upon; they were abused 
for their religious devotion and forced to mimic the sounds of animals—dogs, 
cats, and donkeys. One of Al-Madhun’s men fi red several shots at close range 
into twenty-one-year-old Mazen’s lower legs.

Nearby, they  could hear Samih Al-Madhun barking into his mobile phone. 
The Jabaliyah home of another Fatah militia commander was coming under 
heavy gunfi re from Hamas. Al-Madhun warned that if anything un toward 
befell his colleague, he would shoot his captives and throw their bodies from 
the sixth-fl oor terrace.

 All seemed lost. But then help came from two quarters—one family, the 
other factional.

When Abu Dan, his boys, and their uncle failed to return from the ceme-
tery, others in the family had alerted Hamas. A posse was dispatched. But the 
even more powerful intervening force was a wild card. Samih Al-Madhun’s 
sister was married to a cousin of Abu Dan. Suddenly she was on the phone, 
giving Al-Madhun a fi erce tongue-lashing.

Al-Madhun was trapped. He was ready to fi ght Hamas, but not his 
sister. He agreed to separate the Abu Dan group from the other prisoners, 
and their abuse came to an abrupt end. At about the same time another shaky 
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Hamas-Fatah cease-fi re came into force, requiring an exchange of prisoners. In 
return for the release of eigh teen of its men held by Hamas, Fatah released 
twenty Hamas hostages, including the three boys, their father, and their uncle.

The Abu Dan group was abducted during a week when Hamas should 
have been celebrating the fi rst anniversary of its stunning election victory. 
Instead, the level of violence was growing at an alarming rate—in the days 
before this abduction, more than thirty Palestinians had been killed at the 
hands of other Palestinians. A preacher who had criticized the killers of a 
Fatah security chief and seven of his bodyguards died later in a drive-by 
shooting as he arrived home from the mosque. The Islamic University had 
come under attack by Fatah forces, which set fi re to three buildings. Hamas 
forces retaliated, overrunning three Fatah-controlled police posts in the north 
of Gaza.

After the cease-fi re had been in place for just forty-eight hours, fi erce fi ght-
ing broke out at the Kerem Shalom border crossing, near where Hamas had 
tunneled into Israel to capture the Israeli corporal Gilad Shalit. This new 
fi ghting was sparked by the arrival from Egypt of four trucks, which, Hamas 
had discovered, carried American-sponsored supplies of guns, including a 
batch of new M14 automatic rifl es, and ammunition for the Abbas forces. 
Fatah offi cials protested, claiming the convoy carried only tents, generators, 
and medical supplies. As Hamas’s Executive Force impounded all four vehi-
cles, one of their commanders assured Fatah it  could have the “tents and pills” 
in due course, but not the weapons.

It was not the fi rst such shipment. Israel was always anxious that any weap-
ons delivered into Palestinian hands would inevitably be turned on its own 
forces and citizens. But at the end of December 2006, it had allowed a similar 
convoy from Egypt to deliver more than two thousand automatic rifl es and 
two million bullets to the Fatah forces in Gaza. By some accounts, there had 
been three other such deliveries already.

Abbas’s aides had tried to deny the December shipment. But they were 
undercut by Israeli offi cials who confi rmed it to reporters. Previously Israel 
had remained silent about its aid to Abbas, on the grounds that strategically 
it needed to avoid diminishing him in the eyes of Palestinians, who would be 
furious to fi nd their leader hand in glove with the enemy. But the strategy had 
changed. Information on the weapons’ delivery was the sort of good news 
Palestinians needed to hear about their president. An Israeli spokesman had 
declared publicly that the arms were to reinforce Abbas against “the forces of 
darkness.”12

The Palestinian president was torn. Within the Middle East Quartet, some 
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saw him as a decent enough man who found it diffi cult to stand apart from a 
Fatah clique that encircled his offi ce and a Washington team that drove it. 
During a dinner with Condoleezza Rice at his Muqata compound in Ramal-
lah in October, nine months after the election of Hamas, Abbas had under-
taken to call new elections as soon as possible, in a bid to dislodge Hamas 
through the same electoral process that had brought the Islamists to power.13 
But despite Rice urging him on, the Palestinian president did not have the 
power to call early elections, just as he did not have the power to sack the 
parliament.14 Abbas’s hands were tied.

Washington, however, kept up the pressure. The American consul general 
in Je ru salem, Jacob Walles, was dispatched to Ramallah. Armed with a sheet 
of talking points, which he inadvertently left behind, Walles reiterated Rice’s 
warning: if Hamas refused to buckle to Washington’s demands, the govern-
ment would have to go.

 Walles advised Abbas to strengthen his team with “credible fi gures” like 
Dahlan. Conscious of the deep anxiety within Fatah about a shortage of 
weapons and funds, Walles padded his offers of support with renewed assur-
ances from the State Department. “If you act along these lines, we’ll support 
you both materially and politically.”15

Israeli intelligence analysts doubted that the expedient of more weapons 
 could make the broken Fatah faction any more appealing to Palestinians. But 
they saw no alternative to bolstering Abbas. “If I have to choose between 
confrontation [between the Palestinian factions] and the dominance of 
Hamas, I choose confrontation,” a se nior Israeli defense offi cial said.16

In mid-January, Abbas made a conciliatory gesture by traveling to Damas-
cus to see Khalid Mishal. But the olive branch he carried had been made in 
the USA. The meeting was brittle, ending in deadlock after Abbas pointedly 
held out for recognition of the state of Israel as well as for new, early elections 
for the Palestinians.17

Dahlan, meantime, was stirring his own forces, issuing threats to Mishal 
and the entire Hamas leadership. Dahlan had moved into a pivotal position 
in Abbas’s circle of power, where his uncompromising stance made him an 
attractive ally for the Americans. “If the leaders of Hamas think they are 
out of reach of our forces, they are wrong,” Dahlan warned in a speech to 
a huge rally to mark the anniversary of the founding in 1965 of Fatah’s 
Al-Asifa military wing.18 When a Fatah security cordon moved in behind 
him, Dahlan waved them away, winning great applause as he bellowed, “Let 
Hamas shoot me!”19
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In the year since the election, Egypt, Syria, Qatar, and Jordan had at-
tempted to mediate between the factions, but with no lasting success. Now it 
was the turn of the regional heavyweight. Saudi Arabia managed simultane-
ously to be an ally of the United States, a cosmopolitan power broker by dint 
of its phenomenal oil wealth, and a closed society of Sunni Wahhabi funda-
mentalists. It was time to put its credibility on the line. Troubled by Muslim-
on-Muslim bloodletting and the risk of being seen to have done nothing 
about it, Riyadh’s King Abdullah opted to insert the Saudis’ considerable 
diplomatic bulk between Washington and the squabbling Palestinians. He 
summoned the leadership of both Fatah and Hamas to the holy city of Mecca 
for a meeting on February 7.

Mahmoud Abbas, accustomed to saying yes to Washington, had great dif-
fi culty saying no to the Riyadh royals. There was a Saudi check for $1 billion 
in aid on the table and it was badly needed by both factions. To get their 
hands on it, they needed to reach a new agreement. Mishal held his nerve, 
and it was Abbas who blinked—so readily that the Israeli newspaper Yedioth 
Ahronoth headlined one of its subsequent reports on the summit, hamas won 
the jackpot.20

When Abbas returned to the Occupied Territories, his aides complained 
that he had been bullied by the Saudis. In a deal that was less advantageous 
to Fatah than any of the previous unity packages offered by Hamas, the Is-
lamists’ Ismail Haniyah would remain prime minister. The Executive Force, 
which Abbas had denounced as “murderers and gangsters,” would be folded 
into Abbas’s security forces, prompting wry speculation that the Hamas fi ght-
ers would then become eligible for American paychecks.

 Hamas agreed to shed control of key portfolios—including the interior, 
foreign, and fi nance ministries. The Islamists would be allowed to select an 
“in de pen dent” nominee for the bitterly contested interior ministry, but Abbas 
was given a right to vet Hamas’s choice.

 On the crucial Israeli and American demand that Hamas “abide” by earlier 
agreements, including Oslo, the language of the Mecca Accord required the 
new government merely to “respect” these past pacts. The accord called for an 
end to Palestinian-on-Palestinian violence, but neither the speeches nor the 
documentation made mention of Israel, the peace process, or a halt to re sis-
tance, including Palestinian rocket fi re into Israel.

Abbas declared that Palestinians had arrived on the shores of peace, to 
which Mishal responded cheerfully, “We’ll rebuild our Palestinian house on 
strong foundations.” The deal created a unity government and presented real 
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possibilities that were welcomed in the Arab world and drew positive com-
ments from Moscow and Paris—if not Washington. Hamas, with just nine of 
the twenty-four ministries, would now manage the Palestinians’ domestic 
agenda, while Abbas and the Fatah-aligned or in de pen dent ministers would 
deal with the international brief—in particular, negotiations with Israel and 
the international community. Any agreement reached between Abbas and 
Israel was to be put to a referendum of Palestinians, and Hamas acknowl-
edged in advance that it would accept the outcome of such a vote.

 Despite the policy gulf, Mecca had found an interfactional accommoda-
tion by which both might live. As explained by Mahmoud Abbas, ministers 
of the new PA government would be obliged to honor the positions it took, 
but their factions would not.21

For his part, Mishal explained that Hamas would retain its overarching 
opposition to the state of Israel, but had accepted negotiations on a two-state 
solution based on the 1967 borders. He acknowledged a pragmatic reposi-
tioning of his hard-line rhetoric. “Hamas is adopting a new political lan-
guage,” he said. “The Mecca agreement is a new political language [spoken 
by] Hamas, and honoring the agreements is [also] a new language, because 
there is a national need and we must speak a language appropriate to the 
time.”

Despite rejection by Israel and Washington, the unity government was 
sworn in on Saturday, March 17, 2007. Abbas’s circle had complained about 
the president being jerked one way in Mecca, but at home he quickly demon-
strated that he  could be pulled the other way too. The day after the ministry 
was sworn in, Abbas appointed his new national security adviser: Moham-
mad Dahlan, the man George W. Bush reputedly referred to as “our guy.”22

If Abbas had searched the globe for an appointee who would most dis-
please Hamas, he  could have found few more loathsome to the Islamists than 
Dahlan, who, at age forty-six, was a confi rmed prisoner of factional tribalism. 
“I belong to Fatah and my country is Palestine—not Hamas,” he said in an 
interview three weeks after his appointment.23 “It is my duty to defend the 
country’s interests . . .  but I belong to Fatah and it is my duty to defend the 
Fatah  people. This is the way I understand my membership of Fatah.”

 As the head of Arafat’s partisan Preventive Security Service in the mid-
1990s, it was Dahlan who led a heavy-handed crackdown on Hamas, round-
ing up activists by the thousand. Often they were held without trial. Sometimes 
they were tortured. But as Islamists, the humiliation for which they always 
held a grudge against Dahlan was the ritual shaving of their heads and 
beards.
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 In giving Dahlan control of the security forces, Abbas revealed the fl aw in 
the Mecca hoopla: the Saudis had failed to extract a workable agreement on 
the most burning issue in the fractured relationship between the factions. 
Abbas might have nodded yes to the Saudi king but, in handing the security 
brief to Dahlan, the president was shaking his head no to Hamas. Abbas had 
been a reluctant starter, but in his passive-aggressive way the president was 
spoiling for a fi ght.

 The university-educated Dahlan was an elected member of the parlia-
ment. But his extraordinary infl uence in Gaza came in part from his control 
in the 1990s of the security apparatus, a force that he built from the ground 
up—under the tutelage of Yasser Arafat and with help from the CIA.24 A 
second pillar of his power was his control of Fatah in Gaza. The Israelis had 
jailed him eleven times by the time he was twenty-fi ve. They had deported 
him and nearly assassinated him. Abbas had twice appointed him to the PA 
ministry, but more recently Dahlan had come to be seen as a challenge to 
Abbas, who was almost thirty years his se nior.

 For months Dahlan had been using Fatah loyalists to goad Hamas—
kill ing its fi ghters or capturing and abusing them. Now Abbas had put the 
fi fty-thousand-plus men of his security ser vices at Dahlan’s disposal. Within 
Fatah, some of Dahlan’s colleagues were disturbed by his “one-man show” 
obsessiveness. Others were troubled by the extent of the “violations” he toler-
ated by his followers as they went after Hamas.

Confronted in the recent past by Khalid Mishal’s claim that he was a pro-
vocateur bent on fi tna, or civil war, Dahlan responded with derision, rather 
than a clear-cut denial. “What coup are they talking about?” he demanded. 
“Is there a government we can rebel against?”25

In the eyes of some Palestinians, Dahlan had been given the kiss of death 
by President Bush when they had met at a Middle East summit in Aqaba, 
Jordan, in 2003. In response to a request from Bush, Dahlan had just begun 
to explain an aspect of security in the Occupied Territories. “Don’t say any 
more,” the president said, stopping Dahlan in his tracks. “All I wanted was to 
look into your eyes, and I trust you. It’s exactly the way I trusted Mr. [Ariel] 
Sharon.”26

It was the last thing Palestinians wanted to hear.

In Amman, no newspaper was too small to escape the net of state censorship. 
With a circulation of sixteen thousand copies and a small staff, Fahd Al-
Rimawi’s Arabic-language weekly, Al-Majd, indeed was small. But Al-Rimawi 
was an editor who knew a big story when he saw one. And, as a publisher 
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under a repressive regime, he knew from his own bitter experience the lengths 
to which the Amman authorities would go to bully an editor with a big story. 
In April 2007, he had chanced upon an explosive document setting out a 
detailed plan to topple Hamas. He knew it would pit him against the au-
thorities once again. But this was a story he planned to run.

The log of Al-Rimawi’s personal run-ins with the law was a testament to 
courageous editing. At different times, Al-Rimawi had been forced to halt 
publication. He had been jailed because he had written, or was set to publish, 
reports that were deemed to have insulted the dignity of the king, or to have 
criticized the national intelligence agency, or to have offended Jordan’s re-
gional neighbors.

 In 2002, Al-Rimawi was threatened with prosecution if he published re-
ports of a rare corruption trial then being conducted under a regime-imposed 
media blackout. It was the trial of Samih Batikhi, formerly the all-powerful 
Jordanian intelligence chief from the period when Israel’s Mossad had at-
tempted to assassinate Khalid Mishal.

In 2004, Al-Rimawi’s weekly made subversive use of Plan of Attack, a book 
on the Iraq war by Bob Woodward of the Washington Post, to support his 
editorial criticism of neighboring Saudi Arabia’s relationship with Washing-
ton. When this was published, Al-Rimawi himself was visiting his son in 
America. But on his return to Amman, he was arrested as he stepped from 
an aircraft at Queen Alia Airport. He was jailed and his publisher’s license 
suspended until he agreed to print an editorial that might mollify the ever-
sensitive Saudis, who, after the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in 2003, had fi lled 
the breach as Jordan’s only supplier of oil.

The printing of Al-Majd was contracted out to a major Amman publish-
ing house, the Jordan Press Foundation, on the capital’s Queen Ranya Al-
Abdullah Street. The weekly print run was too small and Al-Rimawi too 
poor to own his own presses. As required under the censorship regime, 
Al-Rimawi informed the authorities of the stories he had prepared for his 
April 30, 2007, edition, including his account of the plan to topple Hamas, 
which was scheduled to go to the presses overnight on April 29.

The page plates were ready and the presses set to roll when an agent of 
the General Intelligence Department phoned the pressroom, yelling that the 
presses were not to be started. Al-Rimawi was ordered to remove the Hamas 
lead story from the front page of the edition and to spike a second, much 
smaller item that he had placed on page two.

When Al-Rimawi refused, the security ser vice threatened to ban the whole 
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edition. The haggling went on for hours. When Al-Rimawi demanded an 
explanation, the reason proffered by the agents was an unintended compli-
ment to his journalism. It was not that he was wrong; it was that too many of 
his reports were based on information from intelligence sources.

The editor held his ground. Getting nowhere, he tried to barter. If he 
pulled the small item on page two, reporting a visit by U.S. offi cials to military 
warehouses in the southern port city of Aqaba, might the agents allow him to 
keep his page-one splash? Apparently not.

 They were getting nowhere. The GID men ordered the printers to remove 
the plates from the presses and confi scated them.

That might have been the end of the edition and the successful burial of 
Al-Rimawi’s sensational page-one report were it not for the failure of the 
GID agents to grasp the wider possibilities of publishing in a modern era 
and, curiously, if it were not for the alertness of an anonymous Internet blog-
ger on the other side of the world who signed himself simply as “Badger.”

Badger’s blog was called Missing Links, and the blogger himself was reluc-
tant to reveal much of his biographical background. His blog featured a post-
card image of two striped badgers from the Weirfi eld Wildlife Hospital in 
Lincoln, En gland, but information in the “about me” corner of the blog was 
scant. It appeared that Badger was an accountant who lived in Canada, but 
there was not much more. His cryptic mission statement was a one-line quote 
from the ancient Chinese philosopher Mencius: “I know words, and I nourish 
the great fl owing spirit.”

Badger was bilingual. His self-appointed task was to trawl Arabic news 
Web sites, translating into En glish a selection that he thought, according to 
a banner across the top of his spartan yet stylishly designed blog, would help 
“to fi ll in the gaps.”27 Given the effort that went into Missing Links, his 
readership numbers were disappointing. A dozen hits in a day was an average 
day.

But on May 2, 2007, when Badger uploaded his seven-page summary and 
En glish translation of Al-Rimawi’s Al-Majd story, which the Jordanian au-
thorities believed they had suppressed, it was the fi rst substantive corrobora-
tion of the original Alastair Crooke report, which, since its publication in 
January, had gained little traction in the Western news media.

Badger’s report was based on Al-Rimawi’s Web site reproduction of sec-
tions of a sixteen-page document that he had acquired from one of his intel-
ligence contacts. The fi rst version of the document had been written in 
En glish. By the time it fell into Al-Rimawi’s hands it had been translated 
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into Arabic. Now, Badger’s translation had reversed it back into En glish. In 
all that, it had lost none of its punch.

The document was a detailed set of plans for a rapid makeover of Abbas 
and his Fatah movement in the hope that they  could be made irresistible to 
Palestinian voters at a new—and early—election. If the Saudis had pulled the 
rug from under Washington and its Quartet allies by browbeating Abbas into 
a unity-ticket deal with Mishal, then this was the fi ght-back program. The 
authors of the document were said by Al-Rimawi to be “Arab and American 
parties.” It had been produced after the Mecca summit and it suggested that the 
Palestinians would be allowed to go through the motions of establishing their 
government of national unity—at least at face value. But it would be a farce.

If Elliott Abrams’s talk of a “hard coup” had shocked Palestinian business-
men meeting him in Washington, this was the blueprint for a “softer” 
coup. It  could have been presented as a well-meant aid package for a long-
oppressed population, but its unambiguously stated objective made it a parti-
san attack on a popularly elected government. It was a declaration of war 
against Hamas.

Every element of the plan canvassed in the document leaked to Al-Rimawi 
was geared to enhancing Abbas’s standing and to ensuring that his Fatah or-
ga ni za tion would win a new poll. Nothing was to be left to chance—the 
document envisaged an early election to be called by Abbas in the autumn of 
2007, less than halfway through the Hamas government’s term in offi ce.

According to the document, the key problem in the Palestinian mix was 
Abbas himself. By falling under the spell of the Saudis, he had lost credibility 
internationally. And by not insisting on the inclusion of the Middle East 
Quartet’s conditions in the Mecca Accord, Abbas had failed to protect his 
own offi ce as the center of gravity in Palestinian affairs. As a result, the docu-
ment argued, international support for Abbas—and for Fatah—would be 
further diminished. It followed that Hamas would become stronger and all 
the more diffi cult to dislodge in the proposed early elections, the legality of 
which was not even addressed.

The document’s authors were in a hurry. “This means avoiding the wasting 
of valuable time trying to alter the ideology of Hamas,” they wrote. In urging 
fi nancial and political support for Abbas, the objective was less about helping 
Palestinians generally than about striking a blow at Hamas by catering to 
Palestinians’ needs “through the presidency and Fatah.”

If Abbas and Fatah controlled security, the documents reasoned, Hamas 
would be deterred from any attempt at escalation. But in the place of a  
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detailed examination of security issues, there was only a cryptic reference 
to earlier agreements between the American general Keith Dayton and 
 Mohammad Dahlan.

The plan called for the World Bank and the European Union to be wheeled 
in behind a series of development projects that had to be guaranteed to show 
results that would lift Abbas’s standing in the space of no more than six to 
nine months. All Palestinian Authority wages had to be paid through Abbas’s 
offi ce, to ensure that money did not fall into Hamas’s hands.

Even the Israelis would be harnessed. Palestinians would be more optimis-
tic if Abbas and Israel resumed negotiations and a schedule was set for Israeli 
troop withdrawals, the elimination of Israeli roadblocks and checkpoints, and 
the release of Palestinian prisoners.

Finally, after the plan was passed to Abbas by the head of a friendly Arab 
intelligence agency, the Palestinian president would be required to embrace it 
as his own, before going through the pretense of seeking support from the 
Americans and their Quartet partners, as a device to demonstrate to the Is-
raelis and the skittish Europeans that Abbas did indeed have a concrete pro-
posal for the future of Palestine.

Within just forty-eight hours of Badger’s post at Missing Links, there was 
another dramatic leak. This time it was in Tel Aviv, where the Israeli daily 
Haaretz had acquired what appeared to be a companion plan to the blueprint 
being prepared for Abbas that had fallen into Al-Rimawi’s hands. According 
to the Haaretz document, Israel would be required to approve the shipment 
of more weapons and ammunition to Abbas’s forces. Israel also would be ex-
pected to agree to a timetable by which it would ease the checkpoint gridlock 
in the West Bank and allow a controlled bus ser vice to run between Gaza and 
the West Bank.

It was denounced in the Israeli media as a recipe for a “terrorist blood-
bath.”28 Drafted by General Dayton and reportedly approved by Secretary of 
State Rice, the plan was dead in the water in less than a week.

If the Israelis had been fearful, Khalid Mishal was derisory about the Day-
ton proposal. Swearing it was a joke, the Hamas leader wondered if the 
United States seriously believed that Palestinian militias would halt their 
rocket fi re in return for the removal of just a handful of an estimated 500 Is-
raeli roadblocks in the West Bank. “What will Washington demand in return 
for the removal of the other 480 roadblocks, for Israeli withdrawal and the 
establishment of a Palestinian state?”29 he snorted.

Coming as it did amidst an unrelenting crisis for Ehud Olmert’s  
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government over the mismanagement of its invasion of Lebanon in the 
 previous summer, the timing of Haaretz’s acquisition of the document 
prompted speculation that the “leak” had been orchestrated. Perhaps the 
 deliberate intention had been to kill the plan at the same time as it allowed 
Washington to be portrayed in a positive light for having attempted to get a 
breakthrough for the Palestinians.

Abbas’s aides later confi rmed that American offi cials had been involved in 
the development and presentation of the plan uncovered by Alastair Crooke 
and by Al-Majd. But offi cials at the U.S. State Department distanced them-
selves from the plan, which was priced at $1.2 billion; they claimed it had 
been “a Jordanian initiative.”30

When an explanation was needed, Elliott Abrams was hosting yet another 
delegation to the White House—this time a group of “Jewish Republicans,” 
as the Je ru salem Post described them. In the same way that he had talked up 
the need for a “hard coup” when he had received the Palestinian businessmen 
a year before, Abrams reassured his latest guests that much of the administra-
tion’s frenetic diplomatic activity was “process for the sake of process,” merely 
to appease the Arabs and the Europeans.31

When his visitors expressed a wariness that pressure from European and 
Arab governments  could result in Israel being boxed in, Abrams sent them 
away reassured. “Ultimately, the United States provides an emergency brake,” 
members of the delegation said Abrams had told them.

The extraordinary news leaks in the fi rst half of 2007 had revealed just how 
this emergency brake was to be applied. The work by Alastair Crooke in 
Beirut, the reports by Fahd Al-Rimawi in Amman and Badger the blogger in 
Canada, and then Haaretz’s fi ne scoop had sketched the substance of Wash-
ington’s plan to set Fatah and Hamas on a path to civil war. On the ground, 
this grand design was about to become reality.
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Sixteen years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, benighted Gaza had become 
the setting for one of the most complex global proxy wars since the end of the 
Cold War.

At the very heart of the matter, beyond the unceasing struggle between the 
Palestinians and Israel, was the wider contest between America and the Is-
lamic theocracy in Iran. Tehran had used the decades since the ousting of the 
U.S.-backed shah from his Peacock Throne to build itself as a proven agent 
provocateur and an aspiring regional superpower.

Washington and the other powers in the area were fearful of Tehran’s nu-
clear adventurism. Its relentless drumbeat of apocalypse for Israel had made 
it the wildcard in the region. The United States was desperate to neutralize 
Iran’s proxies in the confl icts in Iraq and Lebanon, along with Hamas in the 
Palestinian Occupied Territories. The upshot was that Hamas, which had 
never struck beyond the borders of its disputed land, had been elevated to the 
status of a global enemy of the United States.

Regional crosscurrents imposed confusing contradictions. Riyadh’s King 
Abdullah was exceptionally close to Washington, and yet he had thrown a 
lifeline to Hamas at the Mecca conference. Hamas, like the Saudi regime, 
was Sunni. But Hamas had its own entente cordiale with the powerful Shiite 
mullahs in Tehran, to say nothing of its pragmatic engagement with Syria’s 
Al-Assad regime, which hosted the Hamas leader-in-exile, Khalid Mishal, 
based on their common enmity with Israel.

Washington regarded the Hamas-Fatah confl ict as a clear example of 
the division between “moderates” and “extremists” in the region. It was by 
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employing this simplistic dichotomy that Washington was able to put the U.
S.-sponsored Fatah movement in the Occupied Territories—which had once 
been its sworn terrorist enemy—in the same so-called moderate camp as the 
U.S.-sponsored Shiite government of Iraq, which also gave Washington 
heartburn because of its solid relations with Tehran.

But if it was a matter of describing the various groups as “us” and “them,” 
Riyadh’s “us” were the Sunni  people of Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan, and the 
Occupied Territories. For Riyadh, the Shiite regimes in Iran and Iraq, along 
with Lebanon, were “them” or, as it had been dubbed by Sunni Jordan’s King 
Abdullah II, the “Shiite Crescent.” In the face of Iran’s regional superpower 
ambitions, the Saudis wanted to pull Hamas from Iran’s embrace.

From the Saudi perspective, Hamas were not Bush’s extremists—they were 
Sunnis welcome in the Saudi capital. And for that Hamas was grateful. “The 
brotherhood will never be closer to Tehran than it is to Riyadh,” a se nior 
Hamas fi gure in Gaza explained, referring to his movement as the Palestinian 
branch of the Muslim Brotherhood. “Our policy is to keep a safe distance 
from all.”1

Hamas made no effort to conceal its links to Tehran, one of the triumvirate 
of nations dubbed the “Axis of Evil” by President Bush. It was a relationship 
that had begun shakily enough in the aftermath of the 1979 Iranian Revolu-
tion. The ousting of the shah from Tehran had given political inspiration to 
Palestinians—Islamic and secular alike. But, as a Palestinian Islamist move-
ment, Hamas was Arab and Sunni; Iran, by contrast, was Persian and Shiite.

As one of Sheikh Ahmad Yassin’s older contemporaries explained, these 
were differences that caused initial mistrust and suspicion in the relationship. 
“We sent many delegations to Tehran, but we were not well received,” he re-
called. “We were inspired by the revolution, but there was a wall between us. 
We were scared of them wanting to exploit us—they wanted to export a Shi-
ite revolution, not simply a revolution.”2

But in time—especially in the grip of a tightening U.S.-led freeze on the 
transfer of funds to Hamas through the global banking system—Tehran be-
came a vital source of fi nancial and material support for the Palestinian move-
ment. In the late 1980s, Washington estimated that as little as 10 percent of 
Hamas’s funding came from Iran.3 When aid and funds to Hamas were fro-
zen on its election victory in January 2006, Tehran publicly pledged $250 
million. After the Mecca agreement, Israel estimated the funds fl ow from 
Tehran to be about $15 million a month, all of which was directed to Hamas’s 
fi ghting forces, according to Israeli and American offi cials.4
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The Palestinian crisis was a central platform in Tehran’s efforts to project 
itself over the heads of Arab leaders to their  people, the so-called Arab 
Street—and that made Hamas an instrument of Iranian foreign policy. The 
Iranian leadership railed against the Jewish state and, the argument went, by 
encouraging violent attacks by Hamas it controlled the confl ict to its own 
advantage.

The direct or implied charge that Hamas was a puppet of the Iranian regime 
made great political rhetoric in Israel and America, but the more considered 
view of old intelligence hands like former Mossad chief Efraim Halevy re-
jected this interpretation. “Hamas receives funds, support, equipment and 
training from Iran,” he argued, “but it is not subservient to Tehran.”5

A former se nior Israeli offi cial, who argued that Israel needed to engage 
Hamas, ran the same argument: “Hamas is not an Iranian tool,  they’re not 
part of the global jihad— they’re nationalists; they are not Al-Qaeda—they 
are Palestinian patriots.”

Others who still served at se nior levels of the Israeli intelligence establish-
ment agreed. There was no doubt that Khalid Mishal was the linchpin in 
Hamas’s diplomacy and fund-raising, one of them explained, but—in con-
trast to the other Palestinian Islamist faction, Palestinian Islamic Jihad, which 
was perceived to have sold its soul to Tehran—his view was that Mishal had 
mastered the art of balancing the in de pen dence of Sunni Hamas with the 
demands of Syria and Shiite Iran.

“Islamic Jihad fell under the total control of Tehran,” he said. “Hamas 
 doesn’t want that for itself. Hamas needs Tehran and Damascus, but it’s a 
balance that Mishal manages well. He stays close to these strategic allies, but 
he manages to ensure that Hamas does not become an Iranian or Syrian sur-
rogate. Sure, he consults, but Khalid Mishal makes the decisions.”6

Mishal added fl esh to this argument when he was challenged on Hamas’s 
ties to Iran in the aftermath of the Mecca Accord. The relationship was part 
of Hamas’s diplomacy in the Arabic and Islamic worlds, he said, producing 
Exhibits A and B. “We are in de pen dent, politically and or ga ni za tionally,” he 
said. “We went to Mecca—had we been part of the Iranian axis, we would not 
have listened to Saudi Arabia, which stands for the opposite axis.” Mishal 
then turned to the question of Iraq, where Hamas supported the Sunni insur-
gency against the Iran-friendly Shiite majority. “We clearly support the [Sun-
nis],” he explained. “This clearly confl icts with Iranian policies. We condemned 
the assassination of Saddam Hussein; Iran welcomed it.”7

Mishal and his Hamas colleagues rarely conceded any information about 
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military aid received by Hamas from Iran. Mishal admitted to having under-
gone military training,8 but he refused to disclose in which country. Iran, 
however, was one of a very short list of countries in which he was likely 
to have trained. “I can’t reveal the location,” he would insist later. “It was 
training—that’s enough.”

Diplomatically the Hamas leadership was like a Bedouin clan in the Arab 
deserts, constantly on the move. Pushed out of Kuwait, they had moved to 
Jordan; when time ran out in Jordan, they had regrouped in Qatar briefl y, 
before settling in Syria. It was a precarious exis tence, suspended between Da-
mascus and Tehran, which  could collapse in the event of either U.S. military 
strikes on Iran or a breakthrough in efforts to strike a peace deal between 
Syria and Israel.

Mishal gave the impression that he was relaxed about the ability of his 
movement to read the lay of the land. “Hamas  doesn’t take the regional and 
international players at face value,” he explained. “We know them quite well; 
we have a sense of their motives and objectives—so it’s a bit hard to trick us.”9 
It might have been bravado, but it had worked for many years.

Hamas had much to digest. As offi cials factored in the disclosures by Fahd 
Al-Rimawi’s Al-Majd in Jordan and Badger’s Canada-based Missing Links 
blog, some in the movement saw their options narrowing as they confronted 
a genuine identity crisis.

A halt to suicide attacks on Israel had been holding since November 2006, 
which meant that Hamas had ceased to function as a re sis tance movement. 
Bankrupt, under international siege and robbed of control of security in the 
Occupied Territories, there was little it  could do as a government. For a move-
ment like Hamas, this was double jeopardy—unable to deliver, it saw its 
popular support slide as Mohammad Dahlan’s associates stirred the lawless-
ness that was to be the pretext for Dahlan and Fatah to elbow Hamas from 
offi ce.

Analysts close to the Israeli defense and intelligence establishment claimed 
that Hamas spent much of spring 2007 copying the tactics of the highly suc-
cessful Shiite Hezbollah militia of southern Lebanon. Hamas was smuggling 
more advanced weapons into Gaza. It was investing in efforts to improve the 
per for mance and shelf life of its rockets.10 And it was also digging an exten-
sive network of combat tunnels, in addition to the underground supply routes 
it used to bypass border crossings that were under Israeli control.

Hamas had an estimated twenty thousand men under arms in the  Executive 
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Force and in its Qassam Brigade. Mass training took place in Gaza. But since 
the Israeli pullout from Gaza in 2005, handpicked recruits had been smug-
gled out by the dozen and sent to the Iranian Revolutionary Guard in Tehran 
for training periods that lasted from forty-fi ve days to six months.11 There 
were other courses in Syria and Lebanon. These activities increased the 
movement’s capacity for mass-casualty attacks on Israel, in the full expecta-
tion that the cease-fi re would collapse, while also equipping them to hold the 
streets of Gaza—against both Fatah and Israeli forces.

The Mecca deal between Hamas and Fatah lasted just six weeks. Hani 
Qawasmeh, the “in de pen dent” interior minister, quit in mid-May complain-
ing loudly that a phalanx of Fatah offi cers in the security agencies continually 
thwarted his efforts to tackle lawlessness. Each faction had attempted to by-
pass his offi ce or had sought to dictate the terms by which their forces were 
deployed. On May 17, Dahlan made his own move to retake the streets of 
Gaza, deploying thousands of his men without consulting Hamas. Clashes 
fl ared as opposing forces faced off in the streets—there were twenty deaths on 
the fi rst day alone.

On May 21, Israel resumed airstrikes on Hamas targets. It was responding 
to intensifi ed rocket fi re directed at Israeli communities on the perimeter of 
Gaza by Islamic Jihad. These attacks on Israel were a deliberate bid by the 
lesser Islamist faction to draw Israeli fi re, in the hope of uniting Hamas and 
Fatah against their common foe. When the Israeli Air Force mounted an air 
strike on the Gaza home of Khalil Al-Hayya, one of Hamas’s se nior political 
leaders, he was out for the evening—but seven members of his family were 
killed.

The Israeli strikes forced the Hamas leadership to scatter. They were or-
dered to refrain from using mobile phones, which  could be easily tracked, and 
to stay away from all Hamas buildings, which were obvious targets for Israeli 
aircraft. Israel’s minister for public security, Avi Dichter, expressly warned 
Hamas’s Damascus-based leadership that they were targets too. “Khalid 
Mishal is not immune—and he’s well aware of this,” Dichter said. Israel was 
doing Fatah a favor here, because it became more diffi cult for the Hamas 
leadership to confront Fatah when it needed to be on the run from Israeli 
strikes.

By Hamas’s reckoning, a coup was in the making. “Fatah is following or-
ders from the US and Israel to escalate violence,” Haniyah’s adviser, Ahmad 
Yousef, concluded.12 For the Islamists, it had reached the point of attack—or 
be attacked.
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Gazans stayed indoors. Gunmen were back in their rooftop nests around 
the city. Doctors were being singled out for attack, while education offi cials 
pleaded for a cease-fi re so that seventy-thousand-plus teenagers might take 
their matriculation exams in peace. Leading identities on both sides were being 
abducted mysteriously, but each faction denied any role in the disappearances.

As the daily dead were counted, locals lost track of false-dawn cease-fi res. 
Already there had been more than a dozen in fi fteen months, some of which 
had lasted for just hours. Fatah claimed it was defending itself. Hamas argued 
it was being provoked. There were days when it became impossible to tell.

Fatah became increasingly confi dent as Israel and the Americans pitched 
in to help. About half of the $84.6 million that the Bush administration had 
tried to steer through Congress for training Abbas’s forces earlier in the year 
had been approved. Training camps already operated at Jericho, in the West 
Bank, and in Gaza; a new facility was about to open in Jordan.13 Egypt and 
Jordan had been prevailed upon to supply weapons and ammunition to Fatah. 
Israel again had cooperated with Abbas when it allowed fi ve hundred Fatah 
fi ghters trained under American supervision in Egypt to enter the Strip.14

In the fi rst days of June, Israel revealed that it was under pressure from 
Fatah to allow a fi fth arms shipment to Gaza in less than eight months. This 
time Dahlan wanted approval for the delivery to Gaza of dozens of armored 
cars, hundreds of armor-piercing rockets, thousands of hand grenades, and 
millions of rounds of low-caliber ammunition.15 Some Israeli offi cials seri-
ously talked up the prospect of a Dahlan-led force of Fatah loyalists taking 
control of the northern end of the Gaza Strip, to protect Israel from rockets 
launched by Hamas and other Palestinian militias. They called them “Day-
ton’s guys.”16

Israeli intelligence was split in their estimations of Fatah’s strength. The 
domestic agency, Shin Bet, concluded that Abbas’s faction was on the verge 
of collapse and that a confrontation with Hamas would fi nish it off. Israeli 
military intelligence, on the other hand, believed that Fatah still might have 
some fi ght left in it.17

Keith Dayton had always observed a strict below-the-radar media policy, 
only ever agreeing to a few select interviews, which were tightly controlled. 
The result had been a very two-dimensional public profi le. But a more robust 
character suddenly burst forth when the general was called to Washington to 
appear before the Middle East and South Asia subcommittee of the Com-
mittee on House Foreign Affairs on May 23.

There was a surreal, fl ashback quality to Dayton’s appearance. It was like a 
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return to the depths of the Cold War—as though the general had just stepped 
from a grainy, black-and-white Movietone newsreel to bring the news from 
Armageddon. President Abbas’s “legally constituted” forces were engaged in 
a “battle for law and order, like never before,” Dayton advised the committee. 
The “Fatah-loyal forces of law and order” faced “outright aggression” from 
Hamas militias. The paramount goal of the latter, he ventured, was the de-
struction of Israel, but for now they were bent on eliminating the Palestinian 
president’s “legitimate security forces” and on creating an “extremist statelet” 
on Israel’s border. The murkiest gray circumstances were confi dently pre-
sented in black-and-white certainty.

Dayton told the subcommittee that the latest violence in Gaza  could well 
be the start of a sustained effort by Hamas to reassert its dominance. But he 
intimated that Fatah was now ready to strike back hard. “There’s a point 
where inaction—a wait-and-see attitude—is not an option.” Hamas might 
have scored easy victories in clashes early in 2007, he asserted, but more re-
cently the Islamist movement was being undermined and had lost the good-
will of the  people.

A unit of Abbas’s Presidential Guard, whose training had been supervised 
by the United States and funded by Europe, had fought off a determined 
Hamas attack in the previous week, he said. Another Abbas-loyal unit had 
acquitted itself well despite limited resources and the death of its battalion 
commander. “I fear Hamas is in this fi ght for keeps. We’re entering a rough 
patch, but all is not lost,”18 General Dayton told the committee.

Back in Gaza, Fatah security chiefs radiated even greater confi dence when 
they were honored by President Abbas’s presence in their midst. In a bid to 
stiffen their resolve and as a nod to Washington’s demands that he “reform” 
his forces, Abbas had committed back in January to clearing out about 150 
commanders.19 Now, as his men crowded around him in a smoke-fi lled room, 
the Palestinian president was meeting some of the new guard who would take 
the fi ght to Hamas.

They applauded loudly as Abbas insisted that they stamp out rocket fi re 
into Israel. “Beat them, kill them, shoot them,” he insisted while at least two 
video cameras rolled, urging his men to pursue Hamas and the other Palestin-
ian militants.20 Resorting to the fl owery speech-making practices of the re-
gion, one of the security chiefs assured Abbas that they were up to the 
challenge. “We have an army that will cover the sun!” he told his president.

Amidst all this self-congratulation, another of the men ventured to put a 
timeframe on Fatah’s inevitable victory over Hamas. “It’ll take no more than 



372 kill khalid

d P P

a ghalwa,” he proclaimed. A local term for the few moments between a Turk-
ish coffee coming to the boil and actually boiling over, a ghalwa was the Gaza 
equivalent of a nanosecond.

June 5, 2007, was the fortieth anniversary of the start of the 1967 Six-Day 
War, in which Israel had seized the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. Mah-
moud Abbas marked the anniversary with a televised speech in which he 
acknowledged that perhaps his  people were on the brink of civil war.

Bassam Abdul Raouf, who lived among orchards on a sandy track in Beit 
Hanoun, had adjusted to the new tempo of the violence. As a Fatah man, he 
fought with the Al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade and on Monday, June 11, he found 
himself with others on rooftop guard duty at the Beit Lahiya home of Jamal 
Abu Jedian, one of the founders of the brigade in Gaza and a close associate 
of Mohammad Dahlan.

Like Samih Al-Madhun, who had abducted the Abu Dan family at 
the end of January, the fi fty-year-old Abu Jedian ruled like a warlord over 
a swathe of the northern end of the Gaza Strip. Both Abu Jedian and 
Al-Madhun had been repeatedly targeted for assassination by hit teams from 
Hamas.

On this particular day, Gaza was exploding. Four days earlier, the kill ing of 
twenty-six-year-old Wael Mahmoud Wahba in the far southern district of 
Rafah had ignited a chain reaction of death.21 Pleas for restraint by Egyp tian 
security agents, who were on the ground attempting to prevent a total break-
down, went unheeded as the mayhem spread northward from Rafah.

While Abdul Raouf cradled his weapon up on Jamal Abu Jedian’s rooftop, 
Hamas threw down the gauntlet. In a dire statement, the Islamists warned 
Fatah and its supporters of a peculiarly Islamic punishment: qassas. Lawyers 
at the Palestine Center for Human Rights juggled tomes on Islamic law and 
En glish dictionaries in their attempts to translate it, before they opted for a 
quaint, nineteenth-century Americanism—comeuppance—to convey the darker, 
deadlier meaning of this new turn in the confl ict.22

Under the heading we vow comeuppance against the killers, the 
Hamas pamphlet began:

Enough is enough. Self-restraint, agreements and convention are no longer 

fruitful with these killers. These wrongful  people insist on continuing their 

wrong deeds and kill ings. Left unpunished, they would drown and make us 

drown with them. So they must be . . .  brought to justice. But which justice? 
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Is it the justice of the Attorney General, the one of the judiciary or that of 

 comeuppance?

Concluding that comeuppance was the only option, the Hamas statement 
argued that the crimes being committed in Gaza warranted the immediate 
eye-for-an-eye retribution of qassas, the spiritually sanctioned kill ing of a 
killer, or the injuring of an injurer, and so on. As an Islamic solution to anar-
chy, it was more menacing than the simpler defi nition of comeuppance found 
in the American Heritage Dictionary: “punishment or retribution that one de-
serves; one’s just deserts.”

In the ferocious fi ghting that followed, more than 160 Palestinians were 
killed and more than 700 wounded—a good portion of them kneecapped in 
calculated acts of revenge by both sides. Amidst a sickening wave of summary 
executions, two fi ghters—one Fatah, one Hamas—were hurled to their deaths 
from high city residential towers that became makeshift shooting platforms. 
Others were abducted and strapped to the top or sides of vehicles as human 
shields when their captors became cornered.

Four Fatah-controlled security compounds became the focus of the most 
sustained fi ghting. But as a fi ghting force, Fatah crumbled in disgrace. The 
weapons and training provided by the United States and its regional allies 
counted for nothing. Researchers from Raji Sourani’s human rights watch-
dog, the Palestinian Center for Human Rights, would later document 
gruesome details from the battlefi eld as Fatah and Hamas exacted brutal 
vengeance, each on the other.

A Fatah-controlled television transmitter on Omar Al-Mukhtar Street 
was bombed. Fatah gained control of Al-Aqsa TV for a short time, during 
which it broadcast Fatah anthems on the Hamas satellite ser vice. Radio sta-
tions were shut down. And the clan armies of Gaza backed in behind the 
faction they thought most likely to win—or the one they owed the most.

At one stage unidentifi ed masked gunmen took over Gaza’s central Shifa 
Hospital. “We don’t know who they are or who they are fi ghting,” Dr. Wes-
sam Awadallah told a reporter by phone. “There will come a moment when 
we’ll not be able to treat anyone, and [we’ll] let them die.”23

Shortly after four pm on Monday, the day Hamas warned of qassas, Bassam 
Abdul Raouf and the other Fatah fi ghters on Jamal Abu Jedian’s rooftop re-
ceived word of clashes between Hamas and members of the powerful Al-Masri 
clan in a nearby marketplace. The Al-Masris’ alignment with Fatah had 
earned them the post of head of the Fatah-controlled Gaza intelligence unit 
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for the clan’s patriarch. The death toll stood at almost thirty in a blood feud 
started in 2005 by an Al-Masri clansman who had pulled a gun and shot a 
roadside fruit vendor from a rival clan when the stall holder was unable to 
break a twenty-shekel note for the purchase of a mango.24

First to die in the market exchange was Basil Daoud Kafarna, a twenty-
three-year-old Hamas fi ghter. But in quick time three of the Al-Masri men 
who fought with Fatah were down too, in pools of their own blood. The Al-
Masris ferried ten of their wounded to the Kamal Edwan Hospital at Beit 
Hanoun. As they were being treated, some of the Al-Masris threw a defen-
sive cordon around the hospital while inside their comrades went ward to 
ward, searching for Hamas fi ghters and loyalists. Hamas fi ghters came after 
them, entering the hospital with all guns blazing.25 “Everyone’s shooting at 
 everybody,” a desperate doctor cried.26

Patients were terrifi ed. Those who were mobile fl ed on foot; those who 
were confi ned to their beds cringed in fear as wards became battlefi elds. 
Doctors treating a badly wounded Al-Masri fi ghter were ordered to aban-
don the patient on an operating table.27 By the time Hamas secured the hos-
pital, three more Al-Masri men were dead—a father, his son, and one of his 
nephews.

On Abu Jedian’s roof, Abdul Raouf and his three Fatah colleagues resisted 
what they believed was probing fi re from another clan in the district, one 
aligned with Hamas. But the fi ghting was shifting around the neighborhood, 
and by eight pm they were taking blanket machine-gun fi re along with the 
occasional rocket and mortar shell, most of it from a nearby residential block 
in which Hamas had made a beachhead.

“Help us,” begged a woman who said she was one of more than fi fty  people 
still inside the block of six apartments, during an on-air phone call to a Fatah 
radio station. “They want to kill us!”28

Looking out from a lower level of the same building, Abdul Raouf ’s 
nineteen-year-old comrade, Thaer Obaid, estimated the Hamas forces be-
sieging them to number in the hundreds. Nearby buildings that had been 
held by Fatah forces were falling to Hamas. Obaid watched in horror as 
Hamas fi ghters emerged on the next-door rooftop, where they grabbed his 
Fatah colleague Mahmoud Jaber Saftwai and hurled him over the parapet.

The warlord Abu Jedian was injured in a direct rocket hit on the main 
building. He stumbled out into the street, barely able to walk. Then a Hamas 
vehicle pulled up and six gunmen tumbled out. A gunshot was heard and the 
fi fty-year-old Abu Jedian dropped to the ground with a bullet in his head. 
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One of the six gunmen stood on his chest, fi ring dozens of close-range shots 
into the warlord’s body as others chanted: “Traitor! Collaborator! Spy!”

Thirty minutes later Abu Jedian’s younger brother Majed suffered a similar 
fate. The battle for the family’s apartment block was virtually over when Ma-
jed attempted to fl ee, but he was snatched back and taken in a white Mitsubi-
shi to the Jabalya district, halfway between Beit Hanoun and Beit Lahiya. 
Local residents watched as he was dumped on the ground by a group of men 
who all wore the signature T-shirt of Hamas’s Qassam Brigade. Four shots 
rang out.29

At eleven pm, Abdul Raouf had no choice but to surrender the rooftop, 
where he was alone and desperate. Of his three companions, one had been 
injured by fl ying shrapnel and the two others had dragged the injured man to 
safety. Abdul Raouf himself was wounded. Making his way down from the 
terrace, he came upon several terrifi ed children huddled in the relative safety 
of the stairwell.

As he responded to calls from the Hamas fi ghters for all in the building to 
surrender, Abdul Raouf continued down the steps, only to collide with a wall 
of black-clad men moving up through the building. The personal enclave of 
the Fatah warlord Jamal Abu Jedian had fallen to Hamas.

Some of the Hamas men rescued the frightened children and hurried them 
away. Others hauled Abdul Raouf and the other three who had been on the 
roof into the street. As they were questioned and checked off against a writ-
ten list of names of Fatah fi ghters, they were beaten with rifl e butts. A short 
distance away Thaer Obaid was among four Fatah men hustled into a black 
pickup that drove off at high speed.

Lying on the ground, handcuffed and blindfolded, Abdul Raouf was fur-
ther humiliated when his captors ordered a bystander to urinate on his head. 
He was manhandled into a car for a short drive, then dragged out and dumped 
on the roadside. Several Hamas gunmen pumped bullets into his lower legs 
before driv ing off.30

When he regained consciousness, he was in the Awda Hospital. But his 
mangled legs demanded more sophisticated treatment than  could be pro-
vided by hard-pressed doctors at this local clinic. He was sent by ambulance 
to Gaza’s central Shifa Hospital, where Fatah loyalists on the staff admitted 
him under a false name to conceal his identity from the Hamas squads patrol-
ling the hospital.

Forty-eight hours later, Abdul Raouf was back in an ambulance, and rushed 
to the Israeli city of Ashkelon. The last he remembered was succumbing to 
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the welcome release of a powerful sedative administered by doctors who 
spoke Hebrew. “I woke up and I can’t fi nd my legs,” he recalled later.31

Late on Thursday, June 14, after eight days of unfettered bloodletting and 
atrocities on both sides, a car was seen driv ing at breakneck speed, heading 
south on the coast road just west of the Nusairat refugee camp. It was 6:30 pm 
when the  driver was directed to pull over as the vehicle approached a Hamas 
checkpoint.

The car slowed, but as it came abreast of the checkpoint, its occupants 
pulled guns and opened fi re. One of the Hamas fi ghters, twenty-three-year-
old Jamal Abu Swaireh, died instantly. Two others were badly wounded. Their 
comrades raked the car with automatic fi re, kill ing the  driver.

Pulling two wounded passengers from the vehicle, they instantly recog-
nized a thickset man in his early thirties. They had captured Samih Al-
Madhun, one of the most violent Fatah strongmen on the Strip, making a 
bolt for the Egyp tian border. But instead of freedom in Cairo, the man who 
had abducted and tortured the Abu Dan family back in January and more 
recently had been on the radio boasting that he had killed several Hamas 
leaders and torched the homes of more than twenty Hamas supporters had 
reached the end of the road.32

He was thrown into the back of one of several Mitsubishi pickups and 
 driven under heavy guard into the teeming Nusairat refugee camp. The con-
voy pulled up outside the family home of Jamal Abu Swaireh.

A crowd gathered as Al-Madhun was dumped in the roadway, where he 
was sprayed with automatic fi re. His body was strapped to the front of a ve-
hicle, which then drove slowly, at the head of a convoy of eight Hamas pick-
ups, through the streets and alleys of the impoverished camp. Bystanders 
hurled abuse and some rushed at the corpse with knives. It was a shocking 
spectacle of revenge, captured by video camera and aired later on Hamas’s 
Al-Aqsa TV channel.33

The foreboding qassas warning issued by Hamas a week before had 
been intended to intimidate Mohammad Dahlan’s Fatah fi ghters, and it 
had done that. But it had also become a license for some in the ranks of 
Hamas to infl ict on their captives the worst of all they had heard and ex-
perienced of Fatah’s methods and means of physical abuse—both real and 
apocryphal.

As the cool of the summer’s night embraced the Nusairat camp on the 
evening of June 14, the battle for Gaza was over. The strange sound that 
settled over the coastal strip was silence.
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In the fi rst fl ush of victory, the green pennant of Hamas replaced the fl ag of 
the Palestinian Authority on government buildings in Gaza. There were 
claims that Gaza had been “liberated for the second time.” Posters of Mah-
moud Abbas and the late Yasser Arafat were trampled under foot as mobs 
invaded their respective Gaza residences, generating news footage that infu-
riated the Fatah leadership in Ramallah.

But it was not just the secular Palestinian leadership that was mocked. 
When Hamas briefl y occupied the offi ce of Abbas, who also was known as 
Abu Mazen, one of the fi ghters picked up a phone, making a mock call. 
“Hello, Condoleezza Rice?” he laughed into the handset. “You have to deal 
with me now—there is no Abu Mazen anymore.”34

Previously the word most often used by Israeli and American offi cials in 
their commentary on Abbas had been “bolster”—much of what they did was 
geared to bolstering him in the eyes of his  people. Now, having failed to bol-
ster him, the word “legitimate” peppered the commentary—Abbas was “le-
gitimate” and by implication Hamas was illegitimate, despite its more recent 
election in a popular vote.

Yet, in the face of so much condemnation, the movement had its unlikely 
defenders. “This is what just happened,” a se nior fi gure in the Israeli intelli-
gence establishment said. “Washington did not want a unity government. It 
wanted Fatah to wreck it and it sent Dayton to create and train a force that 
 could overthrow Hamas. When Hamas preempts it,  everyone cries foul, 
claiming it’s a military putsch by Hamas—but who did the putsch?”35

In Yedioth Ahronoth, the commentator Sever Plocker went out of his way to 
disagree with Hamas, before he defended its most recent per for mance in 
Gaza. The point was not that Hamas was cruel or fi lled with hatred for Israel, 
he said, so much as it had won the election. “Hamas did not ‘seize control’ of 
Gaza,” he wrote. “It took the action it needed . . .  disarming and destroying a 
militia that refused to bow to its [legitimate] authority.”36

Fearing a Hamas uprising in the West Bank, Abbas declared a state of 
emergency. Finally acting on the advice he had been hearing from Washing-
ton for months, the Palestinian president sacked Hamas’s Ismail Haniyah as 
prime minister. His choice of Salam Fayyad as the new, unelected appointee 
to the offi ce of prime minister in a new, unelected regime was not exactly a 
masterstroke in Washington’s democ racy drive. As a former World Bank 
economist, Fayyad was widely respected in the West, but as a Palestinian he 
was barely known to his own  people. As a candidate in the election won by 
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Hamas in January 2006, he had headed a slate of candidates that had gar-
nered just 2.4 percent of the vote. Now he was the new prime minister.

Almost a week passed after the fi ghting stopped before a still-seething 
president spoke in public. Having dissolved the government, Abbas and his 
aides pleaded with the international community to maintain the siege of 
Gaza while he undertook to rule by decree. “No dialogue with those killers,” 
Abbas declared. “These putschist assassins have no future.”37

Abbas then ordered a roundup of key Hamas fi gures on the West Bank, 
driv ing much of the Islamist leadership underground as some of their institu-
tions were torched ahead of formal orders that more than one hundred Hamas 
agencies must fold. “We have information they were preparing to do the same 
thing here as they did in Gaza,” Abed Al-Salam Al-Souqi, one of Abbas’s 
security chiefs in Jenin, claimed.38

The American plan to isolate Hamas had ended in a rout for Fatah and its 
Washington sponsors. There had been two objectives: either to starve Hamas 
into committing itself to the Quartet conditions, or to eject it from power. 
Instead, a movement that Washington had been trying to break for twenty 
years had taken control of 1.4 million Palestinians in a week and a day, hu-
miliating the United States and Israel and their regional allies, Egypt and 
Jordan, on the way through.

As self-anointed keepers of the holy fl ame of Palestinian nationalism, Fa-
tah had been humiliated twice in little more than a year. It had fi rst tasted 
defeat at the ballot box in January 2006, and then again on the battlefi eld in 
Gaza eigh teen months later. On top of all that, Israel now had an Islamist 
statelet on its doorstep.

A large block-like building—known by Gazans as “CIA House”—had 
been used by the Fatah forces to store weapons. It now became a symbol of 
the catastrophic intelligence and security failure that had just unfolded be-
fore the eyes of the world. Behind its huge gated perimeter, the walls were 
scorched, windows broken, and much of the furniture and fi ttings smashed or 
looted. The most serious of the looters were from Hamas. While some fi ght-
ers fell to their knees in prayer, others supervised television crews fi lming 
what they said were phone-tapping and other eavesdropping equipment. 
Dedicated teams were assigned to sift the intelligence fi les, the bulk of which 
Fatah had failed to destroy.

A fl eet of trucks and pickups was backed in to cart away much of the weap-
onry that Washington had or ga nized—the same weapons that Israel had 
feared would end up in Hamas hands. This booty included dozens of mounted 
machine guns, more than seven thousand American M16 assault rifl es, and 
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eight hundred thousand rounds of ammunition. A whole convoy of new 
vehicles—armored personnel carriers, military jeeps, armored civilian cars, 
trucks with mounted water cannons and militarized bulldozers—fell into 
Hamas’s hands.39 Also for the taking were dozens of long-range rockets, anti-
tank missiles, and tons of explosives.40

Hamas military leaders had anticipated a confl ict that might last a month 
or longer. But in the same way that Saddam Hussein’s overrated security edi-
fi ce had collapsed with a sharp jab to the chest by invading American-led 
forces in 2003, Fatah’s house of cards teetered almost at Hamas’s fi rst sortie. 
Israeli analysts had warned of the shortcomings of Dahlan’s forces. But unex-
plained was how Washington’s man on the ground, General Keith Dayton, 
had convinced himself that the weak and undisciplined rabble fi elded by Fa-
tah was a serious army.

Amazingly, Mohammad Dahlan had absented himself from Gaza City 
weeks before the June convulsion, spending his time in Europe instead, hav-
ing surgery on his knees. His mansion-like home, estimated by locals to be 
worth in excess of $1 million, was looted and torched. The fi ghter who won 
the Hamas race to be fi rst into Dahlan’s offi ce fi red a bullet into the absent 
security chief ’s desk. “This is the fate of traitors, like the scumbag Moham-
mad Dahlan,” he cried.41

Many of Dahlan’s lieutenants had melted away before, or very early in the 
fi ghting. Dozens risked the Israeli naval blockade of the coast as they fl ed to 
Egypt in fi shing boats. Hundreds more, who feared for their lives, were 
stranded for days in sweltering summer temperatures at the Erez checkpoint, 
pleading for Israel to reopen the crossing to allow them to get to Fatah head-
quarters at Ramallah.

Dahlan had had as many as fi fty thousand men under his command, but 
many thousands decided to stay at home. “If my role in life was to be a sacri-
fi cial lamb, God would have created me as a sheep,” one of them explained.42 
Others went solo, or with their commanders as they changed sides. One of 
these was Khalid Abu Hilal, who, in the days after the fi ghting,  could be 
found in his new offi ce, dwarfed behind a grand, Italianate desk, which he 
had looted from the offi ce of Dahlan. Abu Hilal drew about one thousand 
fi ghters away from Fatah and proved to be a useful source of intelligence for 
Hamas on the Dahlan operation. “I told them all I knew—how Fatah thinks, 
how it plans its response to events,” he said, revealing a mouthful of fence-
post teeth.43 “This is why I sit behind Dahlan’s desk now—I have his plasma 
TV, his computer, and all his furniture.”44

Insisting that their target had always been Dahlan, Hamas commanders 
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claimed that they had accomplished their mission of  “cleansing Fatah of a 
troublesome group.”45 When the fi ghting was done, Hamas announced that 
all its Fatah captives had been released. When the Hamas fi eld commander 
Abu Obieda promised forgiveness—al-afu—to Fatah offi cials, he made a 
single exception. “[Dahlan] can never return,” he said. “Everyone in Hamas is 
ready for Dahlan to return, and any of his supporters who do anything will be 
met with force.”46 In the end, Mohammad Dahlan had proved to be smaller 
than he thought he was, and not half as big as Washington had needed him 
to be.

Denying that it had been pursuing a political advantage, Hamas insisted it 
had acted in self-defense. “We had to do our own bloodletting to stop their 
bloodletting,” Jamila Ashanti, one of Hamas’s female MPs, explained.47

Hamas’s health minister in Gaza, Bassam Naim, resorted to the same 
“lesser of two evils” terminology. “We were forced to choose,” he insisted. 
Fatah had been ramping the pressure daily—with street clashes, kill ings, and 
kidnappings. “Either we did nothing and surrendered, or we responded 
strongly to break the enemy,” he argued. “We broke the enemy and you see 
the result.”

Refusing to accept that he had ever been deposed, Prime Minister Ismail 
Haniyah seemed mildly shocked, as much by the speed with which Dahlan’s 
forces collapsed as by Hamas’s total control of Gaza. “The [Damascus leader-
ship was] as surprised as we were—there was no warning,” he said some 
weeks later.48 “Fatah simply fl ed all their positions. We  weren’t plotting to 
take over all the military operations and security compounds. But when Dah-
lan’s men killed one of our religious scholars, we were forced to act against 
one of the security compounds.” He described the viciousness of the fi ghting 
as simply “some unfortunate mistakes.”

Isa Al-Najjar, one of the original seven who had launched Hamas from the 
home of Sheikh Ahmed Yassin almost twenty years earlier, explained that the 
in-principle decision for Hamas to retaliate had been taken by the move-
ment’s political leadership and then conveyed to the military wing for execu-
tion. “There was no control after that,” he said. “There was kill ing every where 
and the leaders  could not get to each other because of all the fi ghting. When 
it stopped, we had to take over.”49

In Gaza, Hamas was triumphant. Its militiamen owned the streets again. 
Previously under threat from both Fatah and the Israelis, it had been years 
since they had dared to remove their camoufl age ski masks in public, to visit 
their homes, or to take their ease in cafés. The shooting had stopped because 
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fi nally one side had prevailed over the other. The streets were quiet—and for 
that alone, there was genuine celebration in Gaza.

As the staff of the Palestinian Center for Human Rights reconstructed the 
confl ict, its director, Raji Sourani, laid the blame at the feet of Hamas for 
possibly hundreds of illegal detentions, dozens of abuse or torture cases, and 
a single suspected death in custody. At the same time, he defended the move-
ment’s thwarted right to govern the Occupied Territories.

“Look,” he said, “ideologically or politically, I’m not a big fan of Hamas. 
But  they’re a part of us and we wanted them in the Palestinian political sys-
tem.”50 Likening the Fatah clique that had refused to accept its loss of power 
to “some banana republic offi cials,” he argued that Hamas had political and 
legal legitimacy. “But [Fatah] made life so miserable, Hamas decides to blow 
it up,” he said. “It took them just a few days to fl ush away a 53,000-strong PA 
security apparatus which was a fourteen-year Western investment.”

Sourani put some of the blame for the June atrocities on Hamas’s unskilled 
and untrained security ser vices, and the movement’s deliberate decision to 
assert its authority. But who or what had sparked it all? “Provocation is Fatah’s 
business—twenty-fi ve hours a day,” he said.

In Damascus, however, Khalid Mishal was worried. Treading more care-
fully than his past rhetoric had suggested, he was acutely aware that his mili-
tary victory created daunting political and diplomatic challenges. Just as 
Arafat had discovered, it was diffi cult for a leader in exile to be in full control 
at the height of battle. He issued orders for the provocative Hamas fl ag to be 
removed from government buildings in Gaza and he appealed to both his 
own followers and Fatah not to allow the West Bank to erupt as Gaza had. 
“We are not a hobgoblin to fear,” he declared.51

As much as Mishal wanted to placate Abbas and elements within Fatah—
to avoid fanning further trouble on the ground—the questionable legality of 
Abbas’s decisions, both to dissolve the government and to declare a state of 
emergency, were a new point of difference. Denying that he had just orches-
trated a coup, Mishal blamed the crisis on American interference. It was the 
United States that had imposed what Mishal called the “two-head system” of 
government. When it had been displeased with Yasser Arafat as president, 
Washington had insisted on the creation of the offi ce of prime minister as a 
competing center of power.52

With Hamas isolated in Gaza, it meant that Israel, Washington, and other 
governments were now in a position to bolster Abbas even more, at the same 
time as they punished Hamas, by exempting the West Bank from their  
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regime of collective punishment for all Palestinians for having voted for 
Hamas in the fi rst place. In the face of the imbroglio in Gaza, President Bush 
declared Abbas a “president for all Palestinians,” and Washington and the 
EU promptly pledged to exempt the West Bank from their diplomatic and 
economic embargo.

Dahlan returned from his medical sojourn in time to join Abbas for a visit 
to the American consul general in Je ru salem, at which they were informed 
that the funding boycott had been lifted. The European Union followed suit.

Israel had Gaza sealed as tight as a drum, but Prime Minister Ehud Ol-
mert announced that he would release some of the Palestinians’ frozen tax 
receipts—which by then amounted to several hundred million dollars. Pales-
tinians would be given the choice of carrots in the West Bank and sticks in 
Gaza.

Just days after the Gaza rout, Abbas revealed his appetite for even greater 
humiliation by telling President Bush it was time to restart talks with Israel, 
at the same time as he was refusing to talk to the signifi cant proportion of his 
own  people who were committed to Hamas.

In Ramallah, any realization that there would have to be a dialogue with 
Hamas would come slowly to the defl ated Fatah leadership. In the short term, 
the more se nior fi gures obsessed over the need for Hamas to apologize for 
what it had done.

Despite hints of his early misgivings, Mishal stayed on the front foot. The 
nearest he came to an apology was to concede that individuals on the Hamas 
side had made mistakes. But, he claimed, these did not compare to the ac-
tivities of those who had put Palestinian security in the ser vice of the United 
States and Israel.

Gazans meanwhile reveled in their newfound sense of peace and, after 
what they had been through in the last year, this  could not be dismissed 
lightly. But by any one of a hundred other mea sures, the circumstances of the 
Gaza Strip were untenable.

Isa Al-Najjar volunteered that the rupture in Palestinian unity was “a gift 
for Israel.” The Hamas MP Jamila Ashanti agreed. “This is the worst inter-
nal crisis we’ve had to face since 1948,” she said with a rueful smile. “God 
help us.”53
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The Earle Cabell Federal Building in Dallas evoked American history, old 
and new. When President John F. Kennedy was assassinated on Elm Street in 
Dallas as his motorcade drove through town in 1963, Earle Cabell was city 
mayor. The government building later named in Cabell’s honor was located 
just a few city blocks from where Kennedy was shot. It was not an overly at-
tractive building, but its fl uted facade was reminiscent of the Twin Towers 
that soared over lower Manhattan until September 11, 2001. It was in a 
sprawling hearing room on the fi fteenth fl oor of the Earle Cabell building 
that the next legal confrontation with Hamas began in the summer of 2007.

As an army of lawyers and journalists converged on the court on July 16, 
the country braced for an assault on the Holy Land Foundation, the most 
high-profi le or ga ni za tion that Washington had put in the dock since 9/11. 
This was to be the showcase proof to Americans that, when it came to the 
forces of terror, the Bush administration was looking out for them at home 
just as it was doing abroad. The prosecution had more than one million pages 
of documents and thousands of hours of phone taps with which to build its 
case. In the previous fourteen years, federal agents had been dispatched all 
over the world—to the Middle East, Britain, Germany, and Holland—to 
collect evidence.

Were the men of the Holy Land Foundation, which provided charity to 
Palestinians, humanitarians or terrorists? Did the millions they had trans-
ferred to the Occupied Territories go to orphans and widows or to acquiring 
bombs and bullets? The foundation had raised more than $57 million since 
its founding in Cal i fornia in 1989, of which, according to the prosecution, 
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$36 million had gone to the Occupied Territories. The remainder, according 
to the HLF, had gone to other Muslim communities in crisis, like the victims 
of the war in Kosovo.

The prosecution would argue that in the Occupied Territories, the HLF 
was playing the role of Linda S. Hamilton to Hamas’s Bernard C. Welch Jr., 
the “super thief ” who had murdered Dr. Michael Halberstam in Washington 
back in 1980. Based on the legal precedent created in that case, it  could be 
argued that a passive partner was just as guilty as the partner who wielded the 
gun. Washington hoped that the same legal principle would close the door on 
Muslim charities in America.

“In order for Hamas to achieve its ultimate . . .  goal of annihilating Israel, 
it had to win the broad support of the Palestinian population. [HLF] set out 
to do just that,” the prosecutor’s brief said when it presented Hamas’s welfare 
work as an adjunct to its military campaign.1 In legal terms, it was the equiv-
alent of Hamilton’s paperwork and her fetching and carrying for her husband, 
the thief and murderer Welch.

In taking this approach, the prosecution stepped back from the president’s 
stunning Rose Garden proclamation in 2001 that HLF’s tax-free fund-raising 
in the United States had paid for murder in the Middle East—“blood money,” 
as the chief legal offi cer, Attorney General John Ashcroft, had called it. In-
stead, the prosecution would be more nuanced, arguing that the dis tri bu tion 
of HLF donations through an Occupied Territories network of zakat com-
mittees that were controlled by Hamas freed up the movement’s other re-
sources to be directed to terrorism.

As they worked up the criminal case against the Holy Land Foundation, U.S. 
prosecutors had been determined to improve on their scrappy track record of 
the 1990s. Before 9/11, the authorities had amassed a mountain of material 
on terrorist fund-raising—going all the way back to the secret conference of 
Hamas activists taped by the FBI at the Courtyard Marriot in Philadelphia 
in 1993. This evidence had been well trawled by the legal team that put to-
gether the civil action in the  David Boim case, but it was never clear that the 
authorities had a fully formed idea of what to do with it.

After 9/11, the FBI had set up a powerful new Terrorist Financing Opera-
tions Section to give expert attention to terrorist money trails. One of this 
section’s fi rst major outings was to Texas, where it supervised the prep ara tion 
of the case being held in the same city in which the Holy Land Foundation 
had its headquarters.2
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As head of the Terrorist Financing Operations Section, Denis Lormel 
was acutely aware of the far greater challenge prosecutors would face in seek-
ing to convince a criminal jury of the HLF defendants’ intent, compared with 
the pedestrian ease of selling it to U.S. Treasury offi cials who had formulated 
the proposal for Bush to freeze the charity’s assets and funds way back in 
December 2001.

The prosecutors had literally truckloads of incriminating documents after 
the raids on the HLF offi ces, and more than a decade of investigative depth 
behind them on this case.3 When Lormel’s experts headed to Dallas to set up 
their war room, their anxiety was not about what was in the documents so 
much as how they  could be knitted into a case that a jury of ordinary Ameri-
cans might grasp. “Can they [the prosecutors] get their arms around the most 
signifi cant stuff?” Lormel regularly asked his man on the ground.4 Despite 
the anxiety betrayed by his question, there was rising confi dence as sophisti-
cated new computer systems helped them to burrow into the raw evidence. “I 
felt good about the prospects for this case,” Lormel later professed.5

The outcome of the InfoCom case in October 2006 seemed to be a good 
omen. In that case, a local jury had ultimately shown itself capable of grap-
pling with some of the complex issues that would later be part of the HLF 
case. The El-Ashi brothers, cousins of Mousa Abu Marzook’s wife, Nadia, 
had comprised the InfoCom executive team suspected of a range of crimes 
behind a money-laundering operation. They were jailed for terms of up to 
seven years on charges of conspiracy, money laundering, and dealing with the 
offi cially designated terrorist Abu Marzook.

Meanwhile in Chicago, the hearing of racketeering charges against Mo-
hammad Salah and Abdel Haleem Al-Ashqar—the fi rst man being the for-
mer Hamas bagman from Chicago and the second man being the Hamas 
fi xer and former aca demic from Howard University in Washington—had un-
folded in the court of Judge Amy St. Eve. This had not been without its bi-
zarre moments.

Israel’s Shin Bet had agreed that its agents  could travel to Chicago to tes-
tify about their original interrogation of Salah, who had been arrested in the 
West Bank in 1993 with $97,000 in a bag. “Not only would the courtroom be 
closed, but the Israeli agents would be permitted to testify in disguises and 
with code names,” observed Tom Durkin, a former assistant U.S. attorney in 
Chicago and onetime representative of Al-Ashqar. “Black crepe paper was 
used to cover windows in the courtroom doors and federal agents, along with 
a bomb-sniffi ng dog, barricaded the hall outside . . .  two CIA-looking types 
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in suits and headphones sat in the corner . . .  with a table full of electronic 
equipment, supposedly scrambling any attempt by the participants in the 
hearing to fi lter information out of the courtroom.”6

The Chicago jury went out to consider its verdict in mid-January 2007. 
But this time the omen was bad. After deliberating for fourteen days, the jury 
sent tremors through the team preparing the case against the HLF when they 
cleared Salah and Al-Ashqar of all the substantive charges they faced. On the 
evidence presented after more than a decade of investigation and litigation, 
the Chicago jurors did not share the views of Ashcroft, who had described 
the pair as a “U.S.-based terrorist recruiting and fi nancing cell.”

For all that, both Salah and Al-Ashqar had still ended up in jail—Salah for 
twenty-one months, for lying while being deposed in the  David Boim case; 
Al-Ashqar for more than eleven years, for refusing to talk to the grand juries 
investigating Hamas. But in the hometown of Al Capone—who had fa-
mously beaten the charges relating to the Valentine’s Day Massacre but ulti-
mately went down for short-changing the taxman—the incarceration of 
Salah and the bespectacled Al-Ashqar on such minor charges was cold com-
fort for the authorities.

With two major cases concluded in Chicago—the criminal case against 
Salah and Al-Ashqar and the civil action taken by the Boim family—attention 
turned to Dallas. Hamas was now feeling the full weight of the American 
legal system. The Boim family’s wish that their son’s death not be forgotten 
had sustained the fi rst salvo. But now it would be fourteen years of phone taps 
and surveillance that framed the onslaught on Islamist activism in America, 
especially on the lucrative fund-raising machine that had been set up twenty 
years earlier by the acolytes who had become today’s Hamas leaders.

It was not surprising that the unfolding case against the Holy Land Founda-
tion was watched closely in Damascus. But, as Khalid Mishal received his 
daily briefi ngs on the goings-on in the Texas courtroom, his interest was 
deeply personal too. One of the defendants, the HLF’s star fund-raiser Mufi d 
Abd Al-Qadir, was his brother. Another of the defendants was to have been 
his cousin, Akram Mishal, the HLF’s projects and grants director, but Akram 
Mishal had quietly slipped out of the United States three months before the 
trial began.

In the Damascus bunkers, Abu Marzook had a family interest too—his 
wife was a cousin of Ghassan El-Ashi, the HLF chairman and trea surer; and 
Mohammad El-Mezain, the HLF’s founding chairman, was his cousin. The 
stakes were high, with all of the defendants facing life imprisonment.
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Mufi d Abd Al-Qadir most recently had been employed by day as a works 
supervisor at the Dallas city council. But by night he had a big Islamic follow-
ing as a song-and-dance man. His star turn at community functions in cities 
like Orlando, Toledo, Detroit, and Chicago was a skit in which he acted out 
the kill ing of an Israeli, before donations in cash and even in chunks of gold7 
were collected. Video recordings of the stage per for mances by his troupe were 
dug up in the garden of a residence in Falls Church in northern Virginia, the 
area where Abu Marzook had once lived, when a new owner had attempted 
to landscape the property, which he had purchased from a man who, the Dal-
las court was told, was a Hamas activist. Khalid Mishal’s brother had been 
fi red by the city council when charges were laid in the HLF case.

In August 2007, amid extraordinary secrecy and security during the third 
week of evidence in the trial, reporters and spectators were cleared from the 
court of Judge A. Joe Fish. Washington had produced two more anonymous 
Israeli agents as witnesses for the prosecution. Only lawyers, jurors, and the 
defendants were allowed to see the faces of “Lior” and “Avi.” With great cer-
tainty, the two Israelis testifi ed that HLF was part of a global fund-raising 
network that fi nanced Hamas’s terrorism, and that Hamas activists controlled 
the vital zakat committees.

But “Avi” stumbled under cross-examination. He admitted that he  could 
not  really say who was in charge of any of the zakat committees at the par-
ticular times when HLF funds were transferred from the United States. Later, 
he accepted that none of the committees were among the hundreds of terror-
ist groups outlawed by American authorities. “Avi” was unable to tell the 
court how anyone, perhaps other than an Israeli intelligence offi cial, might 
have been informed that specifi c zakat committees or any of their members 
had ties to Hamas. Likewise, he conceded, investigations in Britain and in 
Holland had cleared HLF-like or ga ni za tions of any wrongdoing. “Clearly 
they  didn’t have my evidence,” he parried lamely.

The defense countered the Shin Bet testimony with that of Edward Abing-
ton, a former number two intelligence offi cial in the U.S. State Department. 
Abington told a hushed court that in all the time he had been consul general 
in Je ru salem in the 1990s, during which he had received daily CIA briefi ngs, 
he had not once been informed that any of the HLF-funded zakat commit-
tees, which from time to time he had visited, were a part of Hamas.8

But it was the government’s last witness, FBI Special Agent Lara Burns, 
who allowed one of the defense attorneys’ better moments of courtroom the-
ater. Burns conceded that not all “martyrs” who received assistance from the 
HLF were terrorists. Working with a list of Arab names that the prosecution 
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had attempted to tie to Hamas, Defense Attorney Linda Moreno pressed 
Burns on the fact that these names did not appear on Washington’s terrorist 
lists. Every time Burns conceded that an individual had not been formally 
designated as a terrorist, Moreno used a heavy black marker to score the name 
from the list of those the government was attempting to link to Hamas. After 
a few minutes of Moreno’s questioning, virtually all of the names had been 
blacked out.

The lawyers’ closing arguments took more than two days. “Don’t get hung 
up on the names,” Prosecutor Barry Jonas pleaded as the jury went behind 
closed doors to deliberate in acrimony and anger over the enormity and com-
plexity of their task. With a total of 197 individual charges against the defen-
dants, it sometimes took a whole day just to take a progress vote on their 
deliberations. Twice the jury forewoman went to the judge with complaints 
about conduct in the jury room and arguments that  could not be resolved. 
There were accusations that one juror in particular regularly drifted off to 
sleep. “You  could hear her snoring,” one of her colleagues complained.

The reading of the verdict came twenty-three days later, in the fi fteenth-
fl oor courtroom crammed with spectators and some media. It was chaotic. 
An overfl ow crowd of HLF supporters spilled into a cafeteria lower in the 
building. But without an audio or visual feed from the court, they did not 
have a clue as to what was happening in the courtroom.

When the jury forewoman delivered the verdict, the prosecution was 
stunned. Mishal’s brother Mufi d was found not guilty on all charges against 
him.9 Mohammad El-Mezain, and HLF’s representative in New Jersey, Ab-
dul Rahman Odeh, were acquitted on virtually all charges. In the cases of the 
principal defendants, Shukri Abu Baker and Ghassan El-Ashi, the jury was 
deadlocked. Later, it would be revealed that the panel had split down the 
middle on the guilt or innocence on all counts against these two.

After the call on all 197 charges, there was not a single guilty verdict. 
It was a comprehensive wipeout for the prosecution—and a disaster for 
Washington.

The media was sequestered on fl oor sixteen of the Earle Cabell Federal 
Building. They had both audio and visual feeds, but they were still almost as 
confused as the HLF cheer squad in the cafeteria. In the race to be fi rst with 
the news, the radio and television correspondents rushed their reports to air 
while their newspaper colleagues were going “live” on their Web sites. But the 
story was changing so fast that it had raced ahead of all the reporting.

When Judge Fish polled individual jurors, to make sure each agreed with 
the forewoman’s report, three of them sensationally leapt to their feet in the 
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courtroom and disputed her account of their deliberations. The unidentifi ed 
forewoman was in a state of shock. “I  really don’t understand where this is 
coming from,” she told the court amidst great uproar. “All twelve made that 
decision.”

Adding to the confusion, the HLF crowd in the cafeteria was behind the 
pace on what they thought was happening because they were relying on the 
media, which was itself unable to keep abreast of real-time developments 
in the courtroom. Sympathizers outside the building were texting messages 
to those in the cafeteria about what the media was reporting. But by the 
time each text message arrived, events had moved on in the timber-paneled 
court.

Flummoxed, Judge Fish had his own way of dealing with the jurors’ confu-
sion. Hoping to restore order, he sent them out yet again. Just forty minutes 
later they returned, pleading they  could not continue. There was no way this 
deadlock  could be broken.

Fish declared a mistrial for all defendants. Even the one man seemingly 
acquitted on all charges against him—Khalid Mishal’s brother Mufi d—
suddenly was stripped of his brief, jury-verifi ed innocence.

William Neal, a thirty-three-year-old art director from Dallas, was one of 
only two jurors to shed any light on the tortured deliberations by the panel of 
four men and eight women. “Overall, the [prosecution’s] case was pretty 
weak,” he said. “There  really was nothing there for me, no concrete evidence.” 
Neal suggested that he and his colleagues had been overwhelmed by the im-
penetrable mass of the prosecution’s case—in terms of the number of charges 
and the mountain of evidence they were forced to climb. “I think they just put 
too much on us,” he said. “Some of it was twenty years old. There were so 
many gaps; I  could drive a truck through it.”10

What remained unclear at the end of the trial was whether the government 
had failed in its efforts to prove its key argument—that HLF charity funds 
went to Hamas-controlled entities in the Occupied Territories to facili-
tate terrorism—or whether it had convinced the panel of its case. Some of 
the jurors simply were not as shocked or outraged as Washington wanted 
them to be.

Another juror who spoke to a reporter after the case was Nanette Scrog-
gins, a retired insurance claims adjuster. “I kept expecting the government to 
come up with something, and they never did,” she said. “From what I saw, 
this was about Muslims raising money to support Muslims, and I don’t see 
anything wrong with that.”11

Given the unhappiness in the jury room, it might have been risky to read 
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too much into the self-imposed silence of the rest of the jurors in the after-
math of the trial, but none emerged to contradict William Neal’s provocative 
commentary on the case or Nanette Scroggins’s seeming endorsement of 
what Neal had been saying on their behalf. “The whole case was based on 
assumptions that were based on suspicions,” Scroggins added. “If [HLF] had 
been a Chris tian or a Jewish group, I don’t think [the prosecution] would 
have brought charges against them.”

Juror Neal was particularly instructive on what had appeared to be the 
breaking point in the government’s case. The jurors had well understood that 
Hamas was a designated terrorist entity and its leader Khalid Mishal person-
ally so. But while they had been told that the FBI had concluded as early as 
2001 that Hamas controlled the zakat committees, they understood that the 
combined weight of the U.S. political, legal, and lobbying machinery had 
failed to have these individual grassroots operations in the Occupied Territo-
ries formally declared to be terrorist or ga ni za tions. This appeared to be the 
context in which jurors had been swayed away from guilty verdicts. “There 
was  really only one question,” Neal revealed. “Did Hamas control the zakat 
committees? There was not enough evidence [that it did].”12

Arab community leaders in America were ecstatic. “The government failed 
in Chicago; it failed in Florida; and it failed in Texas,” said Nihan Awad, ex-
ecutive director of the Council on American Islamic Relations, as he ticked 
off the litany of failed prosecutions. “The reason it failed is the government 
does not have the facts. It has fear,” he told reporters outside the court.13

This was to have been Washington’s fl agship case in the domestic fi ght 
against terrorist fund-raising. George W. Bush’s personal announcement of 
the closure of the HLF had stamped it with the president’s imprimatur. “The 
facts are clear—the terrorists benefi t from the Holy Land Foundation,” Bush 
had declared in 2001. “And we’re not going to allow it.”

Outside the Dallas court, rain came down in sheets. Shukri Abu Baker was 
hoisted on the shoulders of jubilant, cheering supporters. “Allahu akbar!” they 
chanted. In the fi nest tradition of guerrilla warfare, they had won by not 
losing.

In Damascus, Khalid Mishal was derisive about Washington’s prosecution 
effort. “My brother committed no violation,” he said when told of the out-
come of the trial. “His only crime was to be my brother.”14

On the October day when the government’s case against the HLF fell in 
such a spectacular heap, Denis Lormel, the man who had headed the FBI’s 
Terrorist Financing Operations Section at the time when the HLF case was 
being prepared, was attending a conference in Washington. Pausing in the 
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lobby of the Marriot Wardman Park Hotel, Lormel conceded the daunting 
challenge.

“It was always going to be diffi cult, considering how a defendant can weave 
an alternate motive of humanitarian aid,” he explained.15 With the benefi t of 
hindsight, he second-guessed the prosecution. “A couple of weeks ago, there 
was speculation that the Department of Justice  didn’t realize the diffi culty of 
the situation they were in—I would have simplifi ed the trial, focused on cer-
tain elements and put  every exhibit into its context.”

The threshold of proof in civil actions, like the Boim case, was lower than 
in criminal cases such as that against the HLF. And in this, there was some 
consolation for Lormel. Speculating on any renewed effort by the HLF to 
have its funds unfrozen, he explained, “That low threshold is why they have 
been unable to do so until now. And I would be very surprised if they were to 
get them unfrozen—despite the Dallas decision.”16

This was the logic that underpinned another prediction by Lormel. In the 
future, he said, there would likely be more civil actions brought by victims of 
terrorism than criminal cases brought by the government. “Hamas has been 
masterful in hiding behind its dawa work and creating clouds of doubt [that 
work in its favor in criminal cases]. You know, we had the smoking gun—that 
was Abu Marzook’s role in setting up HLF.”

Lormel put a brave—and valid—spin on the disappointment in Dallas. He 
fi gured that the authorities’ demonstration of intent and the resources mus-
tered for battle on the HLF frontline would create a powerful deterrent. Do-
nations to Muslim charities in the United States were already down 
signifi cantly, because potential donors feared that merely parting with their 
cash might incriminate them. “This kind of case disrupts things,” he said 
before fi nishing on an optimistic note. “And if the Arab Bank case gets up, 
 every fi nancial or ga ni za tion in the Middle East will be very frightened.”

It made sense. If Nathan Lewin’s novel theory  could be used successfully in a 
civil action against U.S.-based Islamic fund-raisers and activists in the  David 
Boim case in Chicago, then there had to be bigger fi sh to fry.

Lewin’s theory had been put to work in the collapsed criminal case against 
HLF executives, but now it would be harnessed in a series of new high-
powered civil actions. In the queue of likely defendants behind Arab Bank 
were the London-based National Westminster Bank and the French Credit 
Lyonnais, both of which were accused of working with European counter-
parts of the HLF to facilitate terrorism.

This, the banks responded, was nonsense. The transactions were no more 
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than tiny electronic blips in routine international business and certainly  could 
not be characterized as a link between a bank and any terrorist or ga ni za tion. 
In early 2008, attention turned to the big fi nancial advisory house UBS, which 
found itself fending off accusations that it was an accessory to a Hamas bus 
bombing in Je ru salem on the grounds that it had provided fi nancial ser vices 
to a Hamas fund-raiser in Europe.17

Joining the attack on the Arab Bank was the celebrated South Carolina–
based attorney Ron Motley, who had represented the September 11 survivors 
and victims’ families. In that action he had built up a formidable database of 
more than 1.3 million pages that were of intimate relevance to the world of 
terrorism. Motley had made a name for himself, and a good deal of money, in 
beating Big Tobacco in the U.S. courts, and now almost three thousand claim-
ants had signed on for his massive 9/11 class action.18 He might have been 
thought to have had enough on his plate, but Motley  could not resist the 
drama of the pursuit of the Arab Bank.

Based in Jordan, the bank was a venerable fi nancial institution. With a his-
tory that spanned more than seven decades in a tumultuous corner of the 
globe, it had accumulated assets worth $21.5 billion. Arab Bank had a high 
profi le in America and in Europe, and its extensive network reached across 
the Middle East and into North Africa. It had twenty-two branches in the 
Occupied Territories, which gave it the lion’s share of Palestinian banking.

Ron Motley’s action, on behalf of several thousand clients who mostly lived 
in Israel, was based in part on the provisions of a centuries-old U.S. law on 
piracy. Two other separate actions against Arab Bank claimed that the bank 
had conspired with Hamas and the other Palestinian re sis tance groups “by 
soliciting, collecting, transmitting, disbursing and providing the fi nancial re-
sources that allowed [them] to fl ourish and to engage in a campaign of terror, 
genocide, and crimes against humanity, in an attempt to eradicate the Israeli 
presence from the Middle East landscape.”19

In a nutshell, the argument was that the bank had provided an incitement 
to Palestinian violence. The bank countered with a claim that the funds it 
processed were humanitarian aid from charities in Saudi Arabia—about two 
hundred thousand electronic transfers to the tune of about $90 million. But 
among the recipients of what the bank said were payments to hospitals and 
social welfare programs and help for the families of those who had been jailed, 
wounded, or killed, there were other families whose entitlement was based on 
the death of relatives who had been suicide bombers.

In rejecting the bank’s motion to dismiss the case in January 2007, Judge 
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Nina Gershon, of the U.S. District Court sitting in Brooklyn, had raised the 
applicants’ hopes when she wrote in her decision: “Arab Bank argues that it 
merely provided routine banking ser vices . . .  [but] there is nothing routine 
about the ser vices the bank is alleged to have provided.”20

Arab Bank argued that much of the documentation being marshaled 
against it had been obtained illegally when Israeli forces invaded its branches 
in the Occupied Territories years before. Israel claimed Hamas used the bank 
to move millions of dollars to the Occupied Territories, much of it coming via 
the New York branch.

Months after the civil cases were fi rst fi led in Brooklyn, the Arab Bank had 
suffered a badly timed blow when U.S. fi nancial regulators moved against it 
following the uncovering of a Hamas account in its Beirut branch. Finding 
the bank’s internal controls to be inadequate, the U.S. Offi ce of the Comp-
troller of the Currency had fi ned Arab Bank $24 million in February 2005 
and shut down much of its American operation, in particular its deposit-
taking and money-transfer business.21

“This has a chilling effect,” Allan Gerson, one of the lawyers acting against 
the bank calculated. “I don’t think [any] banks are going to easily allow money 
to fl ow to terrorists if their funds are being seized.”22

What Alyza Lewin proudly called her father’s Novel Legal Theory provided 
an intriguing interpretation of U.S. law, but a lifetime in the legal profession 
was no help to Nathan Lewin when it came to identifying the fl aw in the 
framework of antiterrorism statutes that would ultimately be the trip wire to 
Washington’s plans to use his legal theory against Hamas.

Oddly enough, two men, who between them had more rat cunning than 
they had legal training, inadvertently identifi ed the shortcomings in the law a 
good decade before the Holy Land Foundation case crashed to earth. They 
were Abu Baker and El-Ashi, whom Americans would only later come to 
know as the most prominent defendants in the Hamas-related trials as they 
unfolded in Chicago and Dallas.

It was late on an April evening in 1996 when these two HLF executives 
remonstrated by phone about a package of counterterrorism mea sures then 
going through the U.S. Congress. One of the mea sures was a bid to curb sup-
port by American citizens for foreign groups declared by Washington to be 
terrorists. It had the potential to wreck the HLF conduit to the Occupied 
Territories overnight.

When these two spoke on the evening of April 23, 1996, their conversation 
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was recorded faithfully by one of the same FBI surveillance units that had 
monitored all HLF phone traffi c since the fateful Philadelphia conference in 
1993. However, while the transcript of this particular conversation was as-
sessed by the authorities for its potential to damage the HLF in court23—and 
ultimately became a prosecution exhibit in the HLF case—the free legal ad-
vice from the Hamas activists contained in the twenty-page document seem-
ingly was ignored by the high-powered U.S. prosecution lawyers.

The transcript needed to be read carefully because, as often was the case, 
Abu Baker and El-Ashi’s revealing back-of-an-envelope analysis of the leg-
islation was embedded in one of their interminable anti-Israel rants.

“The existing law  didn’t cover this angle,” Abu Baker exclaimed. “That’s 
why  they’ve made it now [that] if you support a university, a hospital, an or-
phanage you expose yourself to—”

El-Ashi tried to cut in, but Abu Baker, who had a case of the sniffl es, cut 
him off: “They will have to tell you who among the foreign organizations you 
are not allowed to deal with and you’ll have to abide by that.” Abu Baker 
might have expressed himself oddly, but as a bush lawyer, he was on fi rm 
ground as he declared: “The proof of the burden [sic] is now theirs. Without 
that list, I don’t think they can enforce anything.”

Foreshadowing the thinking of the HLF jury in 2007, the two men ac-
knowledged that their foundation was a key target of the new laws; they even 
identifi ed some of the zakat committees through which they distributed 
funds in the Occupied Territories as the bodies that needed to be individually 
identifi ed and listed by the United States to give proper effect to the new 
law.

Canvassing what they anticipated would be the discomfort for U.S. au-
thorities in identifying individual Palestinian charities to be denied funding, 
El-Ashi conjured up his own version of the legal edict that—had it been 
made—would have made it easier for the Dallas prosecutors to score convic-
tions against HLF. “[If ] they tell you so-and-so charitable or ga ni za tion which 
has three hundred orphans, all of whom are children of martyrs . . .  [if they 
say] don’t send them money because their parents were members of the Is-
lamic movement”—he dropped into Arabic before continuing—“of course 
I’m not going to be able to transfer the money.”

Washington had boxed itself in on the HLF. Six years prior to the failed 
prosecution in Dallas, it had enforced its will without the cost and risks of a 
trial—it had simply and effectively shut down the Holy Land Foundation 
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with all the presidential fanfare that a White House Rose Garden announce-
ment entailed. On that day Washington had achieved its objective—the Is-
lamist fund-raiser was out of business and a very loud message had been 
broadcast on the risk of donating to any other charities that might slip funds 
to Hamas.

But the war on terror needed the theatrics of terrorists being brought to 
account, a show trial for the administration to demonstrate on the evening 
news that it was doing its job. Washington was determined that those indi-
viduals whose fund-raising machine had been smashed should be nailed in-
dividually and criminally.

Within minutes of Judge A. Fish’s declaration of a mistrial against the 
HLF fi ve, the lead prosecutor, James Jacks, was on his feet, voicing his expec-
tation that Washington would go around again. He demanded a retrial. Some 
in the profession were dismayed. “I hope that . . .  was just a refl ex,” said Tom 
Melsheimer, a distinguished defense attorney in Dallas.

Then, just when it seemed that things  could not get much worse for the 
legal war on terror, they did. Sitting in Chicago, the Seventh U.S. Circuit 
Court of Appeals threw out the groundbreaking Boim decision, which had 
been based on the wily Nathan Lewin’s Novel Legal Theory. The appeals 
court ruled that the bereaved parents of seventeen-year-old  David Boim had 
failed to prove that the fi nancial contributions to a Palestinian terrorist group 
had played a direct role in their son’s death.

“Belief, assumption, and speculation are no substitute for evidence in a 
court of law,” Appellate Judge Ilana Diamond Rovner wrote in the majority 
decision. “We must resist the temptation to gloss over error, admit spurious 
evidence and assume facts not adequately proved, simply to side with the face 
of innocence and against the face of terrorism . . .  no matter how great our 
desire to hold someone accountable for the unspeakably evil acts that ended 
 David Boim’s life.”24
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A black Mercedes-Benz eased up to the curb, stopping momentarily to pick 
up a passenger before gliding back into the fumes and chaos of a Damascus 
afternoon. A muffl ed thump signaled the reactivation of the central locking 
system. Black curtains were drawn across tinted windows as the vehicle pulled 
away from the Al-Majed Hotel at the end of a downtown alley in the Syrian 
capital.

The  driver was Miqdad. A cheerful young man dressed in Hamas black, he 
kept one eye on the rearview mirror as he hung loosely over the wheel. As he 
adjusted the audio control, the car was fi lled with the techno-tribal thump of 
Hamas anthems, which were interspersed with hectoring snatches of funda-
mentalist oratory, the crack of heavy arms, and an occasional bomb blast.

Miqdad drove south away from the heart of the city, passing a rock massif 
on which the palatial home of Syria’s leader, Bashar Al-Assad, was etched 
against the sky. Straight ahead, another massif was adorned by a crop of spiky 
communications antennae.

At fi rst the streetscapes were uniformly drab and dull, but here and there, 
curved Moorish mosaics and grim, angular facades of glass and steel broke 
the monotony of box-like, Soviet-style architecture. Led by the purveyors of 
mobile phones, Syria’s advertisers had run amok with garish billboards.

After about twenty minutes, Miqdad swung the Mercedes hard right, into 
a secured enclave that was reserved for high offi cials of the Damascus regime, 
for foreign diplomats and NGOs. This was a journey to the sanctuary of 
Khalid Mishal.

A United Nations agency was signposted. Diplomatic missions or 
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 residencies were identifi ed by various national fl ags. But no signs pointed the 
way to a nondescript bunker that functioned as the headquarters of Hamas, 
the Islamic Resistance Movement in Palestine. The dusty four-story complex 
had the appearance of a residential apartment block. Festooned with swivel-
ing security cameras, it was hard up against a broken hillside on a street at the 
rear of the diplomatic enclave. Through traffi c was light.

The fi rst indication that this might be the home of one of the regime’s 
most high-security VIPs was the presence of three leather-jacketed Syrian 
guards who juggled fi rearms and walkie-talkies as they prowled the pavement 
outside. Less obvious but more powerful was the anti-aircraft battery con-
cealed in a concrete shelter dug deep into the hillside, just across the street. 

Miqdad had said little. But now he issued a blunt instruction for his pas-
senger to remain in the car. Slowing the Mercedes, he jumped it onto the 
pavement, coming to rest under an outstretched awning that hung from 
the perimeter wall. House guards, moving with practiced precision, seized the 
loose end of two bunched canvas fl aps suspended from the awning and pinned 
to either side of the wall. They drew them quickly out to the edge of the pave-
ment and then along the gutter to fully envelop the car. Miqdad released the 
central locking only when the Mercedes was fully concealed in its anonymous 
canvas bubble.1 No one saw in and no one saw out.

The arrival of an outsider was a major exercise for the attentive security 
detail that hovered around Khalid Mishal inside the complex. Each of his 
guards wore a smart suit and dark tie. They wore earpieces and all spoke into 
the cuffs of their jacket sleeves from time to time. Courteous enough, they 
applied themselves with the discipline and thoroughness of men who under-
stood that their boss was a constant target for a determined enemy.

Visitors’ cell phones were confi scated at the door. The ground-fl oor vesti-
bule was fi lled with a walk-through metal detector and an airport-like bag-
gage scanner, through which all bags were processed, before being taken away 
for a microscopic physical search—in the absence of their owner.

Up a fl ight of stairs that turned sharply to the right halfway up and behind 
a heavy, double-locked door was the sprawling fi rst-fl oor room where Khalid 
Mishal received visitors. In the style of a traditional Arabian diwan, or meet-
ing place, the long walls were lined with plump sofas and armchairs, which 
were upholstered in a muted Hamas green. The carpet on the fl oor was an-
other shade of green. Retainers glided in with welcoming trays of muddy 
Turkish coffee, sweetened tea, sodas, or mineral water, and with small indi-
vidual plates of Arabic sweets.



398 kill khalid

d P P

But there was more in this room than Arab hospitality. Confronting all 
who entered through the big double doors were portraits of about twenty 
Hamas “martyrs.” In a mural that took up much of the space between two 
imposing windows, each section of a honeycomb pattern held the face of a 
Hamas cadre who had been liquidated in Israel’s campaign of targeted assas-
sination. A shrine to the assassinated Sheikh Ahmad Yassin was in one corner 
of the room. Off against the far wall, there was an elaborate scale model, in 
polished timber, of the Dome of the Rock, the revered Islamic shrine in the 
heart of Je ru salem’s Old City, over which so much blood had been spilled.

Khalid Mishal was barking. Holding the whole phone in his hand, with the 
loudspeaker on, he was shouting in Arabic. He paced animatedly and angrily 
as the gaze of his aides alternated from his bulk to a television in the corner 
of the room. Several  people, all talking at once, were on the other end of the 
phone line—yelling back at Mishal. The TV images were graphic, coming in 
from Gaza.

At a time when Hamas desperately needed to show a less violent face to 
the world, Al-Jazeera was broadcasting footage of battles in the streets of 
Gaza between Fatah crowds and a slew of Hamas fi ghters. It was Friday, 
September 7, 2007.

With some courage, the remnants of Fatah had taken to organizing Friday 
protests outside the bigger mosques. While prayer sessions continued inside, 
Fatah activists held open-air prayer meetings that doubled as anti-Hamas 
protest rallies outside the mosques. When prayers fi nished, Fatah provoca-
teurs would taunt Hamas’s forces—chanting slogans, throwing stones and 
tossing homemade noise grenades. Hamas’s Executive Force had taken the 
bait.

Armed with guns and batons, the Executive Force was roughing up the 
crowds that ignored orders to disperse. Shots were fi red in the air; rifl e butts 
and batons left welts on fl esh. Some Fatah offi cials were detained briefl y; 
journalists attempting to cover the unrest had been beaten. On the phone, 
Mishal was laying down the law in very exact terms, trying to curb the vio-
lence. He shouted the names of Yassin and Al-Rantisi, the long-dead leaders 
of Hamas in Gaza.

Sprawled on a nearby couch, Hamas’s old media spokesman Mohammad 
Nazzal nursed a fractured arm. It was the result of a traffi c accident, he said. 
With a close-cropped beard adorning his several chins, the thickset Nazzal 
wore an old-style safari suit. Sotto voce, he offered advice as Mishal angrily 
demanded restraint by the Hamas security forces running in the streets of 
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Gaza. Among those on the other end of the phone was Said Siam, the inte-
rior minister in the Hamas government that had been in power in the Oc-
cupied Territories up until the appointment of the Mecca unity government 
in March 2007.

“I’m talking to our  people to keep things calm,” Mishal said with evident 
exasperation. “They must understand that we will not deal with Fatah as they 
dealt with us in the past. They put Yassin and Al-Rantisi in jail—we’ll not 
treat them like that.”

The violent clashes abated quickly enough, and Gaza, ever on a hair trig-
ger, calmed down again. In the absence of any updates in the next hour, 
Mishal relaxed a fraction, claiming a degree of success. In this case, no news 
was good news. “Now it’s like any other Friday in Gaza,” he said. “Okay, so 
there’s a bit more tension.”

At age fi fty-six, Khalid Mishal had lost the lean Carlos-the-Jackal look he 
wore in photographs appearing in the Israeli press at the time of Mos sad’s 
attempt on his life ten years earlier. In fi lling out physically, Mishal had taken 
on a burly aspect, accentuated by his height. The hair that had been Arab 
black a decade ago had turned silver-gray. His beard was neatly clipped.

Mishal dressed in what many Arabs referred to as “Iranian style.” Usually, 
it was a gray or dark blue suit with an open-neck shirt—sometimes white, 
often a pale blue. He seemed comfortable in his solid frame, although he an-
nounced with a degree of locker-room pride that he had just shed twenty-fi ve 
pounds in four months of rigorous dieting and exercise.

Ordinarily Mishal observed the Arab tradition of abandoning his shoes at 
the door, preferring to pad around in socks. But, as autumn set in and a chill 
rose through the concrete slab fl oor, he dispensed with custom, advising visi-
tors to follow his lead and stay warm by keeping their shoes on.

He sat next to the portrait of Yassin and the fl ags of Palestine and Hamas, 
crossing his legs as he lounged in a big armchair. From time to time he would 
rise on an elbow to make a point, before folding back into the depths of his 
chair.

Constantly hovering around Mishal was Abu Sayf, the same strapping 
bodyguard who had run the Mossad hit men to ground back in 1997. Like a 
coiled spring, Sayf was Mishal’s shadow. Jet-black hair followed the contours 
of his skull in a no. 3 buzz cut. As trim as he was ten years earlier, Abu Sayf 
now wore button-down collars, and a silver pin held his tie in place. The 
ubiquitous pistol was shoved into his belt.

Years of anonymity behind the facade of the Hamas political bureau had 
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left Mishal with a one-dimensional profi le in the West—that of a hard-line 
zealot bent on the destruction of Israel. But Hamas’s election as the govern-
ment of the Occupied Territories and the factional ruckus that followed had 
brought more studied attention to a man who had long played a shadowy role 
in regional affairs.

Mishal was a complex individual with a personal charm that belied the 
caricature and his cutthroat reputation. He had a broader interest in world 
affairs than his remorseless public rhetoric would suggest. The man who pre-
sided over a kill ing machine had the fastidious personal habits of a hospitable 
Arab chieftain. He would polish grapes one at a time with a tissue, or he 
would produce a knife to slice pieces from a ripened peach, before passing the 
fruit to a visitor. If the visitor’s eye wandered, he would interrupt his delivery, 
which was principally in Arabic, and switch into En glish to command eye 
contact with the words “Excuse me!”

In fact, Mishal had a sound understanding of En glish. Although he was 
reluctant to use it, he would swiftly correct a translator on nuances of mean-
ing, thus revealing his own keen grasp of the language. In discussing the so-
called Jordan Option, by which Palestinians might be  driven from the West 
Bank to live among their eastern neighbors, he jokingly called it the “Jordan 
cucumber” because the Arabic word khiyar translated as both “option” and 
“cucumber.” His wordplays became political statements: “Ah! I have ‘sage’ in 
my tea; ‘siege’ is how the Palestinians live.”

On the narrow policy spectrum within Hamas, Mishal lined up in the 
pragmatic center. But having observed how compromise and corruption had 
almost destroyed Fatah, he was hardheaded in his pragmatism, and some 
close observers of the movement argued that in recent years he had tough-
ened in his policy outlook.

By the Mishal book, his championing of Hamas’s participation in the po-
litical process ought to have appealed to the West. However, that endorse-
ment never came because of his determined stand on the prime issues of the 
ongoing violence, of the rocket attacks, and of the cornerstone commitment 
in the movement’s charter: its call for the destruction of Israel. Mishal had no 
intention of compromising on what he saw as the movement’s legitimate 
right to resist Israel violently. Hamas might have run for election, but it did 
so as a re sis tance movement that kept its fi nger on a detonator.

In the aftermath of the June war between the Palestinian factions in Gaza, 
Mishal knew Hamas had reached a historic crossroads. Despite the strained 
circumstances, he was enthusiastic about the responsibility of government, 
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but Mishal also warned that a “third Intifada” was in the cards. Hamas was 
open to an accommodation with Israel, but not at the movement’s expense or 
that of the rights of the Palestinian  people.

Like a chess player, Mishal stepped carefully around speculation about the 
circumstances in which Hamas might enter talks with Israel. If he were to 
acknowledge Israel, what would Israel do in return for Hamas? What might 
the American and European reactions be?2 He continued to dismiss any 
knowledge of the cease-fi re proposal Israeli sources claimed was received 
from Hamas in 2006. “That never happened,” he insisted. “It’s not correct, 
I’m sure. I’m the leader here—I know what’s happening.”

While Mishal held the muscular power in Hamas, his old rival and col-
league Mousa Abu Marzook was established nearby in his own Damascus 
offi ce. These two men still worked closely in the Hamas leadership team, but 
Abu Marzook’s fortunes had taken a backseat over the years as Mishal’s grip 
had tightened. The relationship between the two men and what it said about 
the shifting balance of power at the peak of Hamas was a subject of consider-
able interest to the United States and to Israel.

A native of Gaza, Abu Marzook was a lifelong disciple of Sheikh Ahmad 
Yassin. He had rebuilt the grassroots leadership of Hamas in the Occupied 
Territories in the early 1990s after the Israeli campaigns of mass roundups 
and deportation of the movement’s activists. By contrast, little had emerged 
on Mishal’s activities in the same period, which some colleagues still crypti-
cally referred to as Mishal’s “clandestine years.”

Anointed by Yassin, Abu Marzook had been well positioned as the man 
most likely to ultimately assume the leadership of Hamas. Instead, it was 
Mishal—who hastily denied that his father’s role as imam to a se nior member 
of the Kuwaiti royal family had conferred any privilege on his family—who 
rose inexorably. During Abu Marzook’s incarceration in America from 1995 
to 1997, Mishal had cemented his own position in the hierarchy.

When Abu Marzook was released, he had returned to the Hamas political 
bureau to fi nd he had been demoted and would serve instead as Mishal’s 
deputy. At  every opportunity in the Hamas electoral cycle, Abu Marzook had 
signaled his ongoing rivalry by standing as a leadership candidate—to no 
avail. At least three such efforts had ended in failure and the most recent of 
them in ignominy, when he was unable to muster the support to retain even 
his post as deputy, much less to dislodge Mishal from the top job.

But se nior fi gures in Hamas explained that, in the interests of inter-
nal peace, Mishal had proposed that Abu Marzook continue to serve as an 
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appointed deputy. “Brother Khalid carries the stick in the middle,” one 
explained.

These days Abu Marzook worked from his hillside den above Damascus. 
The views were spectacular, but his accommodation had more the air of a 
barracks room than of the stylish, corporate headquarters he had enjoyed 
back in the old days in Amman in the mid-1990s. From time to time, he 
emerged publicly to talk to the Western media, but Abu Marzook had the 
look of a man who had fallen on hard times. His sagging frame carried exces-
sive weight, and the dapper dress sense of a former chief who saw merit in 
color-coordinating his coffee cups with his offi ce fi ttings had been surren-
dered to more pedestrian attire.

Outside the Hamas inner circle, some had been surprised by Mishal’s ef-
fortless rise to the frontline leadership team. Observers like the Gaza-based 
historian and nonfactional political player Ziad Abu-Amr argued that the 
authority and strength of Hamas had provided the springboard for Mishal’s 
ambition. “You must remember that sometimes a powerful and credible 
movement makes the leader—not the reverse,” he explained.3

In Amman, the well-connected journalist and analyst Ranya Kadri attrib-
uted Mishal’s elevation to the Israeli assassination attempt of 1997. “The day 
they tried to kill him was the day Mishal the leader was born,” she observed 
later. “The man who died that day was Abu Marzook. Nobody wanted to talk 
to Abu Marzook after that—it was Mishal, Mishal, Mishal.”4

Over the years there had been oblique references to a Muslim Brotherhood 
council of war in Amman in 1983, which had laid the foundations of Hamas.5 
But the offi cial mythology had always pinpointed the legendary meeting on 
the evening of December 9, 1987, at the Gaza home of Sheikh Yassin, as the 
occasion on which the wheelchair-bound preacher and six others had spon-
taneously given birth to Hamas in an effort to channel outrage over a fl uke 
traffi c accident in which several Palestinians had died.

But by Mishal’s own account, the plotting had begun much earlier—fi rst in 
distant Kuwait and subsequently at the secret conference in Jordan. The plan 
for the creation of Hamas had been locked into the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
strategic planning as much as four years before the fatal traffi c collision, near 
the Erez border crossing, that heralded the onset of the fi rst Intifada. Mishal’s 
version suggested that the powerful imagery of the crippled Yassin, almost 
single-handedly working the length and breadth of the Gaza Strip in the 
name of Hamas, had been a clever exercise in public relations.

“It would have been impossible for the Yassin operation to succeed in Gaza 
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and on the West Bank, without the outside project [instigated by Mishal],” a 
source close to the Hamas leadership said. “Even when Yassin was focused on 
dawa [as opposed to armed re sis tance], it was funding from the Muslim 
Brotherhood [outside Palestine] that kept him going.”

Mishal’s own explanation was that work on a new armed re sis tance was 
well on track when the Erez accident, in which a truck  driven by an Israeli 
ploughed into oncoming traffi c near the Erez crossing, kill ing four Palestin-
ians, became the trigger that activated a pre-made plan. “The decision by the 
Gaza Seven in 1987 was not a spontaneous or momentary event happening 
out of context,” he said. “Hamas’s founders inside and outside the Occupied 
Territories had taken steps to prepare for the launch of the movement. An-
ger and rage over the traffi c accident made that December the opportune 
moment.

“We were ready. From the outside, it might have looked like a reaction [to 
the accident]. But the project envisaged in 1983 was on the verge of coming 
to fruition, and for us this was its crowning moment. This was the appropri-
ate environment for Hamas to come into being and to go public.”

Mishal’s years as an exiled Palestinian in Kuwait, seemingly intent on his 
new career as a physics teacher, had been an effective veil, behind which he 
had dreamed of another destiny. “I was a man with a mission, a cause, a proj-
ect. I’d been dreaming of it since I was a kid! I’m proud that God bestowed 
on me the bounty of being a founder and a soldier for a project of which I’ve 
become leader. It’s a position entrusted to me by my brothers. But what is 
personally important for me is that this is my project.”

Mishal now straddled the or ga ni za tion, albeit from exile. By deft manage-
ment or manipulation of each crisis in the or ga ni za tion’s history—including 
the assassination of Yassin—he had steadily consolidated his control over an 
intellectually and or ga ni za tionally cohesive but geographically far-fl ung net-
work.

The various wings of the movement—the military and political arms; the 
local leadership in Gaza and the West Bank; the powerful prisoners’ leader-
ship, which managed to function inside Israel’s jails; and the government 
team, over which Ismail Haniyah presided in Gaza— could interact only 
through Damascus. Mishal kept an iron grip on both the fl ow of funds and 
Hamas’s extensive links with the Arab and Muslim worlds.

Mishal had the support of the more hard-line elements within the move-
ment, particularly in Gaza. He adopted the language of violence with ease, 
using rhetoric and propaganda to motivate his forces and to stand Hamas 
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apart from Fatah’s checkered efforts to achieve a negotiated settlement with 
Israel.

But, with an eye on Western perceptions of re sis tance and his own role as 
the movement’s chief diplomat, Mishal sought to play down his personal role 
in suicide bombings, contending that the separation of power between the 
military and political wings of Hamas was real. “I have not personally autho-
rized a suicide bombing,” he said. “That is the prerogative of the military 
wing. They’re the  people who authorize and plan them.”

Adopting a distinction that had worked for the Irish Republican Army and 
Sinn Féin in Ireland in the days before September 11, Mishal explained, “The 
policy of the movement is to engage in re sis tance. The military wing decides 
what form it takes and it’s the role of the political wing to defend and explain 
the re sis tance.”

Mishal, of course, had also not deterred the suicide bombers; instead, 
he urged them on and had taken public satisfaction in the aftermath. 
But by 2004, Hamas’s continued use of suicide attacks had turned interna-
tional opinion decisively against the Palestinian cause. It prompted a reassess-
ment within Hamas, in which Mishal held to his view that there was still a 
strategic advantage to be gained by the use of such a catastrophic weapon. By 
his calculation, the negative publicity was outweighed by the undermining of 
Israel’s sense of security and the unambiguous message conveyed by each at-
tack that the Palestinians were not giving in.

It took more than a year of intense debate within the movement,  driven by 
Hamas’s supporters in diaspora communities in the United States and in Eu-
rope, for the internal lobby against suicide missions to win the argument that 
there had to be another way to “make Israel bleed.”6 Mishal would not accept 
that the numbing violence that Palestinians and Israelis infl icted on each 
other had a brutalizing effect on all who were trapped in the confl ict. “We 
don’t believe that instinctively insisting on our rights dehumanizes Palestin-
ians. He who defends himself, his  people, and his country does not lose his 
humanity,” Mishal argued, choosing to frame the decision to back away from 
suicide missions as a sensible exercise of the movement’s shura, or consultative 
processes, and not as a personal defeat for himself. “There’ll be times when I 
feel restrained [by the internal debate], but it  doesn’t limit my ability to ma-
neuver or to come up with new ideas.”

After decades of struggle that had defi ned not just his  people, but the whole 
region, the Khalid Mishal who had risen through the ranks to speak with 
such authority on the fate of millions of  people was a Palestinian enigma. It 
was diffi cult to pigeonhole him. Mishal ran a huge, complex or ga ni za tion. 
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Hamas functioned both as a government and as an army in a daunting envi-
ronment. He had an international support network and a following in the 
Occupied Territories, which demanded that Mishal fi ll the roles of president, 
commander in chief, trea surer, and ambassador to the world.

He was branded a terrorist by the United States and the European Union. 
His oratory was rich in the rhetoric of jihad. But Mishal himself had never 
thrown a stone, much less fi red a shot in combat. For him, there had been 
none of the re sis tance schooling of the prison cell or the guerrilla camaraderie 
of the campfi re.

Mishal was a hybrid mix of the pious and the worldly. He was deeply im-
mersed in Islam, devoting an hour a day to learning to recite the Qur’an from 
a qari, a tutor who was the last in a rare and unbroken chain of teachers that 
went all the way back to the Prophet Muhammad. At the same time Mishal 
revealed few of the traits of the stereotypical fundamentalist—the myopic, 
insular, and intellectually stunted extremist of Western perception. “I’ve met 
him three times now and I still have not heard him say the word ‘Islam,’ ” an 
American analyst noted, almost in exasperation, after his most recent meet-
ing with the Hamas leader.

The public Mishal projected himself as a hard man. In private he was prone 
to sudden, unexpected displays of emotion. Mishal indugled in misty memo-
ries of village life and the fare at his mother’s table. He became morose recall-
ing the death of Yehiya Ayyash, the master suicide bomber after whom 
Mishal named a son born on the day that Israeli forces assassinated Ayyash in 
1996. And he shed tears when he spoke of a mystery bomb attack in Pakistan 
in 1989 that killed the preacher-warrior Abdullah Azzam, the mentor Mishal 
had shared with Osama Bin Laden. “Azzam was a great man and we owe him 
a lot,” Mishal observed, without elaborating on the nature of the debt.

Diplomats, mediators, and analysts invariably emerged from the Damascus 
bunker talking more about what Khalid Mishal was not than about what he 
was. His critics in the West and in the Arab world were legion. They  could 
cite a litany of his mistakes, but against the din of the rejectionist rhetoric 
from Washington and Je ru salem, a small but infl uential body of Western and 
Israeli support was building behind Mishal and his ability to wrestle tempest-
like forces in a crisis that unfolded as a geopolitical psychodrama.

Senior analysts and former administration advisers and offi cials in the 
United States and the Middle East warned of the risk of underestimating 
Mishal, of denying him a seat at the table. By late 2007, it was possible to hear 
a former se nior government adviser in Je ru salem describe Mishal as an 
 “authentic nationalist leader,” or to hear a former White House offi cial in 
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Washington judge him as a leader destined to play “an essential role” in the 
Middle East crisis.

Arab intelligence offi cials were troubled because Mishal was the fi rst fi gure 
in Hamas to take control of both the political and military wings. In Israeli 
military intelligence, the analysis was more about the qualities that made 
Mishal such a formidable enemy for the Jewish state. “He understands power 
and the use of violence. Even if he  doesn’t do it himself, he understands clearly 
what it’s about,” said a former Israeli military intelligence offi cer who had 
studied Mishal from afar for fi fteen years. “He steadies the Hamas boat. He’s 
not a great ideologist and he did not invent the Hamas ideology, but he 
understands it and what it allows him to do. But we have to understand 
that Mishal is a very dangerous person. He’s not crazy; he is down to earth, 
or at least that’s what he wants us to think. Remember this—he heads a ter-
rorist group with its bombs and rockets and with  people being hurled from 
fi fteenth-fl oor windows.”7

The same caution was couched in different terms by a key Fatah activist 
who had observed Mishal’s increasing dominance of Hamas. “He  didn’t win 
internal support for the leadership with charisma alone,” he argued. “There 
were reasons for them deciding that Mishal would be a strong, determined 
leader. To get up, he had to sell the idea to Hamas and the Muslim Brother-
hood that this posture of his can win important friends and neutralize sig-
nifi cant enemies.”

An Israeli agent tapped into a different, but equally potent, reservoir of re-
sis tance sentiment to defi ne the forces driv ing Mishal. “He wants to be like 
us, like the Zionists in historic Palestine,” he said. “As a homeless  people, they 
succeeded in carving out a new state that today is home to more than 40 
percent of the Jews of the world. Mishal sees himself being responsible for all 
Palestinians—inside and outside—and he wants to bring them all together in 
their historic home.”

In an era of instant communication, Mishal kept the TV remote control 
handy to monitor more than half a dozen satellite news channels that fed 
real-time news from the Occupied Territories to the bunker in Damascus. He 
had a basement television studio from which his speeches were beamed back 
into Palestinian homes, either by Hamas’s Al-Aqsa channel or by Hezbollah’s 
Al-Manar. His principle tool of trade was the phone. He rarely touched a cell 
phone—the Israelis were proven masters at tampering with them. Instead, he 
was a creature of the old-fashioned landline. His staff handled his e-mail, but 
his personal connections were based on the handwritten lists he had compiled 
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over a lifetime. When aides were unable to produce a phone number he re-
quired, one of two little black books was brought to him. Small and dog-
eared, these were Mishal’s who’s who of the world of politics, Islam, and 
jihad. “It’s all in here—my links to the world,” he said.

Mishal had access to a secure military base in Damascus, where he  could 
walk for exercise. More often, however, he spent an hour a day on a treadmill 
in the bunker. As he clocked up his daily four-mile walk on the machine, he 
devoured newspapers, magazines, and, sometimes, the Qur’an.

He had just fi nished reading the controversial memoirs of former CIA 
director George Tenet—At the Center of the Storm: My Years at the CIA—
which he described as a “brave effort to open a window into the Iraq war.” He 
was reading Jimmy Carter’s Palestine: Peace Not Apartheid and John J. 
Mearsheimer and Stephen M. Walt’s The Israel Lobby and U.S. Foreign Policy. 
At the same time, he was wading through the fourteenth-century Muslim 
intellectual Ibn Kathir’s fourteen-volume history of Islam—The Beginning 
and the End. Mishal’s bedside cache of reading included one of the Ibn Kathir 
volumes; a biography of Saladin, the Muslim warrior-king who had recaptured 
Je ru salem from the Crusaders in 1187; the Qur’an; and Al-Adkhar, another 
Islamic prayer book.

Mishal had fi nally curtailed his travel after years of being on the move. In 
an increasingly hostile environment, he remained in this shuttered bunker or 
in other secure locations in Damascus, which he alluded to with cryptic cau-
tion as “my other places.”

“It’s my destiny,” he said, explaining the inevitable constraints on his house-
hold. “The family adapts. They are convinced of the nobility of the task, so 
they too shoulder the responsibility. It’s their cause as much as mine.”

Mishal’s seven children attended “normal” schools and university in Da-
mascus. At home his sons drifted in and out of his meetings, including the 
three who had witnessed Mossad’s attempt on their father’s life in 1997. Since 
then, most of the key fi gures in the Middle East crisis had moved on. Jordan’s 
King Hussein was dead, and Samih Batikhi, his powerful intelligence chief, 
had been cast out by the new regime. Yasser Arafat too was dead, and Ariel 
Sharon was suspended in a deep coma. Bill Clinton was long gone from the 
White House. Of them all, it was Mishal who had been the marked man. In 
Hamas, they called him “the martyr who did not die.”

In the aftermath of the civil war, Gaza wore two kinds of war wound. Locals 
 could easily identify whether damage was caused by Israeli weapons or the 
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Palestinian factions. Where a building teetered, or had been reduced to a pile 
of rubble spilling into the streets, clearly it had been targeted by Israel’s high-
caliber, laser-guided weaponry. But a building that still stood, with its walls 
scorched, masonry pitted, and windows smashed, was likely to have come 
under small-weapons fi re in the fi ghting between Palestinians.

For their attacks on Israel, Palestinian rocket crews were beginning to use 
a new targeting tool. Previously they had relied on conventional maps of their 
enemy’s terrain, but now they cross-referenced them against satellite imagery 
downloaded from Google Earth,8 a popular new eye-in-the-sky ser vice that 
 could be accessed with a laptop and a simple Internet connection from any-
where in the world.

On the second day of the new school year, September 2, a barrage of nine 
rockets was launched in the direction of Sderot, the border community that 
took the brunt of the rocket fi re from Gaza. A dozen small children were 
treated for shock after one of the devices lobbed into the courtyard of an Is-
raeli day care center.9

Nine days later, a Qassam rocket fi red by Palestinian Islamic Jihad had the 
potential to take the crisis over the edge of the abyss—again. Launched in the 
early hours of September 11, the rocket crashed into Zikim, an IDF training 
base on the Gaza fringe. It hammered into an empty training tent, but dozens 
of young soldiers who were sleeping in adjacent tents were injured, one criti-
cally. With an additional sixty-eight injuries,10 it was the most successful 
 Qassam strike in the six-year campaign.

In Gaza, they expected the worst. A spokesman on Hamas Radio wel-
comed the strike as a “victory from God,” but the leadership was rushed to 
safe houses and into underground bunkers. Expecting their offi cial com-
pounds and security complexes to be targeted, Hamas evacuated all staff. 
When the ministerial teams moved, they took their computers and walk-
through metal detectors with them to their next, temporary quarters.

Overnight, great mounds of earth were dumped at intersections, as protec-
tion for Palestinian fi ghters as much as barriers that might slow an Israeli 
incursion. These berms appeared fi rst in the northern communities of Beit 
Hanoun and Beit Lahiya, but with the passing of each day the dump trucks 
worked their way deeper into the Strip.

Israeli military and public opinion urged a major attack. But, still shaken by 
the failure of the previous summer’s invasion of Lebanon and reluctant to 
“give Hamas what it wants,” the politicians resisted.

Bracing for an onslaught, Hamas conducted nightly military exercises, 
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which included planting explosive devices on the roads and tracks into Gaza 
from Israel. Senior fi gures in the government took heart in the knowledge 
that Israel was aware of Hamas’s recent haul of new weapons and the fi ghting 
prowess its men had shown in routing the foreign-backed Fatah forces in 
June. “They don’t want to push us into a corner,” said Khaled Abu Hilal, the 
former Fatah commander who had gone over to Hamas. “It’s not that we are 
more powerful—but they know we have nothing to lose.”

The crisis over the Qassam strike on the Israeli training base collided with 
the euphoria of the holy month of Ramadan. It would begin on the fi rst 
sighting of the new moon, which was expected two or three days after the 
attack on Zikim. As eyes turned heavenward, a cartoonist on the Hamas-run 
Felasteen newspaper portrayed a hapless Gazan peering into a sky in which 
hung not one, but two slivers of new moon—one was for Hamas, the other 
for Fatah.

Spying on the tableau of grim city life was Israel’s own eye in the sky—a 
great white, unmanned spy blimp that was tethered at an altitude of about 
one thousand feet on the northern border of the Gaza Strip. Ordinarily dur-
ing Ramadan, it was the duty of prominent fi gures to host and to attend 
iftar—the breaking of the daily fast—up and down the Strip. But that had 
become impossible because of their fear of reprisal after the Qassam rocket 
attack on the Israeli training camp. There was a reasonable suspicion that the 
blimp and drones overhead were tracking their movements.

Despite being underground, the Hamas prime minister of Gaza, Ismail 
Haniyah, emerged to lead prayers at the Al-Gharbi Mosque, near his home 
in the Shati refugee camp. Five black-clad bodyguards formed a tight cordon 
around the raised platform from which he spoke. Cradling AK-47s, they 
scanned the mosque crowd until Haniyah was fi nished—at which point he 
was hustled through a side door and back into hiding.

Like many of his se nior colleagues, Haniyah spoke of the ruptured relations 
with Fatah as a breach that  could still be remedied, despite the huge cost in blood 
and trust. This was the fi rst year in four decades under Israeli occupation in 
which a greater number of his  people had died in Palestinian-on-Palestinian 
violence, more than 490, than had been killed in Israeli attacks—at least 396.11 
Seven of the deaths, along with ninety woundings, took place at a huge Fatah 
rally in Gaza in November, after which Hamas announced that thirty-eight 
members of the Executive Force had been jailed, sacked, or demoted after ac-
cusations that they had indiscriminately opened fi re on the Fatah crowd, which 
had been throwing stones and taunting them.
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Others in the movement in Gaza spoke in more revolutionary terms than 
Haniyah, as though a line had been crossed. “This is what happens in a na-
tional power struggle,” a se nior fi gure explained. “It’s not easy, but at some 
point you have to make decisions in the knowledge that some will not accept 
them—but the majority will. Go into the streets—there’s not exactly a revo-
lution against us out there! Today Iraqis are bombing each other and Leba-
non has colossal problems—but here the majority is calm.”

In Gaza there had been no overt or heavy-handed religious crackdown in 
the aftermath of the June confl ict with Fatah. But, in a society that was al-
ready deeply con ser va tive, there was a degree of self-policing. Tailors reported 
women requesting even lower hemlines. More men let their beards grow 
and the barbers of Gaza confi rmed that “the sword,” a thin beard running 
from the sideburns and along the jawline, had become a tolerable compro-
mise between clean-shaven and the bushy undergrowth preferred by hard-
line Islamists.12

Cinemas had closed way back in the fi rst Intifada, and the last bar to sell 
alcohol in Gaza had been bombed out of business in the weeks before the 
2006 election. But shops selling music and DVDs, one of the fi rst targets of 
fundamentalists elsewhere, were still trading in what now was derided in Is-
rael and abroad as Hamastan.

However, the last economic lifeblood was being drained from Gaza as the 
Israeli and international siege entered its twentieth month. With the excep-
tion of locally grown fruit and vegetables, stores and markets were increas-
ingly bare. Grown men almost cried for cigarettes, which were still smuggled 
through tunnels from Egypt, but at such a markup as to make them unafford-
able for most.

Hamas did control the territory of Gaza, but it soon found that, by remote 
control from Ramallah, Mahmoud Abbas had at his disposal what was per-
haps the most divisive weapon of the interfactional confl ict. Abbas continued 
to pay the wages of tens of thousands of mostly Fatah public servants in 
Gaza, but only on condition that they did not go to work. Overnight, he had 
created a two-class society in Gaza.

In the absence of a formal police force, Hamas volunteers—in yellow fl uo-
rescent jackets and Hamas-green baseball caps—directed traffi c. Apart from 
an occasional fl ashpoint, there were no factional gang wars, no clan feuds, no 
car thefts. The release of Alan Johnston, a BBC reporter held hostage for four 
months by a local radical group in Gaza, was celebrated with new street ban-
ners in the city. “No more threat for our foreign visitors and guests,” they 
declared.
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Essential goods were still trucked through Israeli-controlled border-
crossings, but at a fi nely calculated, minimal rate. “After three months they 
have not collapsed,” an Israeli intelligence fi gure explained. “We’re letting just 
enough stuff through. We’re Khalid Mishal’s safety net—not because we like 
him, but because we don’t want a full crisis either.”13

Israel was between what ought to have been grand celebrations. June 2007 
had marked the fortieth anniversary of the Six-Day War, in which Israel had 
conquered both the West Bank and Gaza in 1967. Now great planning was 
under way to commemorate the sixtieth anniversary of the founding of the 
state of Israel in May 2008. For Israelis these were meant to be great monu-
ments to centuries of Jewish struggle and survival.

But after forty years of blood and summitry, Israel had achieved neither the 
security it craved nor all of the land to which its  people felt entitled. By cling-
ing to its illegal settlements, it had created the justifi cation for the harsh se-
curity regime that encircled millions of embittered Palestinians and left many 
of its own citizens living a reality tinged with fear and anger. Forty years on, 
Israel was still fi ghting the last day of the Six-Day War.

Sandwiched between the two Israeli anniversaries was Hamas’s twentieth 
anniversary. In those two decades, Hamas had withstood every thing that Is-
rael, Fatah, and the world had thrown at it. And yet the Islamist movement 
of late 2007 was a very different movement from the angry group that had 
emerged at the start of the fi rst Intifada in 1987.

Hamas had defi ed the early predictions of its demise. Israel’s deportation 
of hundreds of se nior fi gures in 1992 did not seem even to dent Hamas’s suc-
cession planning. Fatah power brokers had always claimed that the move-
ment would splinter as pushy young militants overran the cautious old guard 
of the Muslim Brotherhood—but they were wrong. Israel’s targeted assassi-
nations and Arafat’s crackdowns had broken neither the spine nor the spirit 
of Hamas. On the death of Sheikh Ahmad Yassin, Israeli commentators had 
insisted that there would be a leadership void, in which the young Turks 
would tear the movement apart. They too had been wrong.

Despite the focused strategic efforts of Israel and America, and the over-
whelming impact of worldwide sanctions backed by London and Paris, 
Hamas had held together. “Obviously there’ll be differences of governance 
and effective control,” said a se nior Fatah leader well placed to observe Hamas 
in the Occupied Territories. “But in Hamas it does not go to dissent or mu-
tiny. I’m looking—and I just don’t see it.”

Authoritative voices in the United States had added their weight to the 
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view of former Mossad director Efraim Halevy that Hamas needed to be 
brought in from the cold. They included former national security advisors 
Zbigniew Brezezinski and Brent Scowcroft, and former U.S. ambassador to 
the UN  Thomas Pickering.14 Bush’s former secretary of state Colin Powell 
had cautiously voiced his position. “Hamas has to be engaged,” he concluded. 
“They won the election we insisted upon having.”15

The emphasis in the Hamas discourse had shifted subtly from jihad to 
hudna. Its territorial claims had shifted from a resumption of the land that ran 
from the “river to the sea” to a two-state solution based on the 1967 border. 
The target had become the Israeli occupation, not Judaism.

Hamas had proved it  could fi ght, but it had also demonstrated that it  could 
hold its fi re. The movement still had a foot fi rmly planted in re sis tance, but it 
had stamped the other fi rmly in the dem o cratic political process. Hamas re-
fused to recognize Israel, but it had moved the bottom line. It  could accept a 
Palestinian state adjacent to the Jewish state, and leave to future generations 
the question of Palestinian claims to all of the land that had become Israel.

The Hamas Charter of 1988—with its offensive language, its anti-
Semitism, and its incitement to battle—had become largely redundant. How-
ever, it survived in its old form. An internal Hamas committee had spent 
much of 2005 working on a revision, but their work had been shelved in the 
aftermath of Hamas’s unexpected election victory in the Occupied Territo-
ries.16 But, until such time as the charter’s call for the elimination of Israel 
was fi nally revoked, Israel and the West  could point to it as Hamas’s defi ning 
credo.

Mishal himself still held to the hard-line Hamas commitment to armed 
struggle as the only source of Palestinian power in any negotiations with Is-
rael. He would not renounce violence in the absence of substantial conces-
sions. Marking Hamas’s twenty-year anniversary at a rally in Damascus in 
December 2007, he declared, “Land is only liberated by the gun.”17 It was an 
echo of the defi ance he had displayed in an earlier BBC interview, where he 
warned, “Negotiation without re sis tance leads to surrender.” The ideology 
might be in the process of transformation, but the rhetoric of re sis tance was 
far from dead.

There was no end to the advice Khalid Mishal received. Worried by the 
depth of the new Palestinian schism, his younger brother Maher had been on 
the phone from Amman, to insist that Hamas needed to reverse out of its 
newfound control of Gaza.

The next broadside came during a visit to Damascus by Mishal’s old uni-
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versity lecturer, Asad Abdul Rahman, who warned his former student that he 
had to make a choice. “You can’t rule a country with sermons, welfare asso-
ciations, and guns,” Abdul Rahman told him. “You can’t be a Muslim fanatic 
and, at the same time, be a politician . . .  especially in a modern world with 
gigantic enemies—the U.S. globally, Israel regionally!”18

The point of Abdul Rahman’s lecture was that Hamas should acknowledge 
that the 1967 border would inevitably become the basis of a two-state solu-
tion and that, therefore, it was time for the Islamists to publicly accept the 
exis tence of the state of Israel. This likely outcome was accepted by most 
Arab states, he said, and many Israeli voters had come around to the belief 
that there should be a dialogue with Hamas. “But you have to decide,” Abdul 
Rahman told Mishal. “You can’t be half-pregnant. Either you want to engage 
in the peace process or not, and if you don’t, there is a price to pay.”

Typically, it was late at night in Damascus when Abdul Rahman unbur-
dened himself. Mishal’s enigmatic response was brief. “When the time comes,” 
the Hamas leader replied.

Mossad had a new plan to kill Khalid Mishal. The Hamas leader’s security 
detail was alive  every day to the prospect that the next attempt might be im-
minent. The execution would depend on a cost-benefi t analysis that was as 
chilling as the reckoning behind the next suicide bomb. They had tried and 
failed once, and Mossad’s mission was to eliminate Israel’s enemies. If Mishal 
were to present himself in the right circumstances a strike might simply be 
irresistible. Such were the opportunistic gambles on which wars had been 
won and lost. No one knew when it might come.

Mishal’s predecessor and dozens of his comrades had been assassinated 
already by Israel, and he had been warned often enough that he remained in 
the crosshairs, notwithstanding the debacle a decade earlier in Amman. Hun-
kering in Damascus did not put the Hamas leader beyond the reach of the 
Israelis. Mishal had been almost nonchalant in his response to a phone call in 
the fi rst week of September 2007, when he was informed that Israeli jets had 
penetrated deep into Syrian airspace to bomb a secret target that was alleged 
later to be the early stage of a suspected nuclear facility.19

Israel tended not to formally confi rm its involvement in kill ings abroad, 
but attacks in Europe and in Amman, Tunis, and Malta in the past had dem-
onstrated that its agencies had no regard for international borders. It had a 
proven track record on the ground in the Syrian capital. The Hamas operative 
Musbah Abou-Houwaileh had escaped certain death when his car exploded 
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minutes after he had alighted from the vehicle with his wife and daughter in 
the Mazzah quarter of Damascus on December 14, 2004.20 The bombing was 
widely believed to have been carried out by or on behalf of Israeli security. 
Syria had blamed Israel for another bomb almost three months earlier, which 
had exploded as the Hamas bomb maker Izz Al-Din Sheikh Khalil turned 
the key in the ignition of his car in the Zahraa neighborhood of Damascus.21

Mishal always had ready answers for questions about the attempt on his 
life in Amman in 1997. But when it came to the mechanics of a likely future 
attack, he was reluctant to speculate. He insisted that the earlier bombings in 
Damascus had not been directed at him personally. But he knew the Israelis 
were already in his backyard.

“I expect martyrdom at any time. But the decision on how and when I die 
is for God—not Mossad” was all he would say.
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A spectacular car bomb in downtown Damascus in February 2008 demon-
strated the ease with which Israel  could liquidate its foes—as long as the 
operation went according to plan. Widely presumed to be the work of Mossad, 
this was a daring strike just miles from the Hamas bunker. 

The man it killed was Imad Mugniyah, the Hezbollah terror mastermind 
credited with some of the worst attacks of the 1980s, including the death of 
more than 350 U.S. and French nationals in the bombing of a marine bar-
racks in Beirut in 1983. It was the fi rst attack on such a se nior Hezbollah 
fi gure in sixteen years.

The leader of Hamas might just as easily have been the target. That he was 
not caused some to wonder. Perhaps, in the labyrinthine ways of the region, 
Khalid Mishal had been given a reprieve that would be understood only with 
the passage of time.

Throughout 2008, Hamas consolidated its grip on power in Gaza, but the 
job of governing became a grim exercise in crisis management.

In August the Islamists dispatched the last remnants of the Fatah-controlled 
security apparatus and its local proxies in a brutal clash with one of the big-
gest and most heavily armed of Gaza’s clan militias. Hundreds of Fatah activ-
ists were rounded up and dozens of their institutions ordered to close as Fatah 
was subjected to the same treatment it had dealt out to Hamas over the years.

By this time, all but a handful of Gaza’s factories were closed, and banks 
were running dangerously low on cash.The number of supply trucks passing 
through Israeli-controlled checkpoints was down a third from the previous 
year, and more than a third of Gaza’s needs were smuggled from Egypt,1 
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 delivered through hundreds of tunnels that were managed with Hamas’s sig-
nature effi ciency. The Hamas Interior Ministry had a tunnel-administration 
unit that monitored the fl ow of goods by camera, and its tax collectors were 
stationed at  every tunnel exit.2 A fuel pipeline reportedly ran through one of 
the tunnels.3 When a Rafah businessman decided he must have a zoo, his fi rst 
display animals were drugged and dragged through the sandy passages from 
Egypt—two lions, a pair of monkeys, and three gazelles.4

Despite the best efforts of Mahmoud Abbas and of Israel and the Ameri-
cans, Hamas from time to time managed to break out of its globally imposed 
isolation.

In January a series of predawn explosions demolished several sections of 
the border fence with Egypt. Tens of thousands of jubilant Palestinian shop-
pers fl ooded over the line and into Egyp tian bazaars, where they bought up 
supplies of food, medicine, building materials, and livestock. Egyp tian work 
gangs tried to rebuild, but Hamas bulldozers tore the wall down once more, 
keeping the border open for almost two weeks before Gazans were fi nally 
locked in again.

The short-lived carnival at mo sphere this created was punctured abruptly 
when Hamas unleashed its fi rst suicide squad in more than three years. A 
single Israeli and two Hamas bombers died in the February 4 attack, which 
Hamas justifi ed as revenge for Israeli incursions and airstrikes in which more 
than 120 Gazans died.5

Talks between Israel and the Palestinian Authority, instigated by George W. 
Bush  toward the end of 2007, made little progress. Then, after almost a year 
of refusing to deal with Hamas, Mahmoud Abbas reached out for talks with 
Hamas, as did the regime in Amman.

More sensationally, a former U.S. president, Jimmy Carter, acknowledged 
Mishal’s leadership and authority by visiting the Damascus bunker in April—
despite angry protests from Israel and Washington.6 In June, there was an-
other crack in the diplomatic blockade of Hamas when even Israel quietly 
moved through intermediaries to negotiate a cease-fi re with Hamas in Gaza, 
but without achieving its oft-stated goal—the release of Gilad Shalit.

As 2009 approached, it seemed there would be a near clean sweep-out of 
the latest batch of leaders to have played a hand in this decades-old crisis. 
George W. Bush’s second term as U.S. president would end on January 20, 
2009. Mahmoud Abbas, however, was refusing to accept arguments that his 
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own term as the elected president of the Palestinian Authority also should 
expire in the same month.7

In the face of persistent corruption allegations, Ehud Olmert agreed that 
he must relinquish the Israeli leadership. His foreign minister, Tzipi Livni, 
attempted to fi ll the breach, but she was unable to build suffi cient support for 
a ruling coalition. The hapless Olmert was obliged to stay on as a lame-duck 
leader, pending a general election to be held early in February 2009. Riding 
high in opinion polls as a serious contender to be Israel’s next prime minister 
was Benjamin Netanyahu, who had steadily rebuilt his position in Israeli 
politics since his fall from grace in the aftermath of the 1997 attempt on the 
life of Khalid Mishal.

In a Dallas courtroom in November 2008, the Bush administration fi nally 
achieved a signifi cant victory in its seven-year legal battle to prove that the 
Texas-based Holy Land Foundation was a Hamas front masquerading as a 
charity fund-raiser. After the jury-room debacle of the fi rst prosecution a year 
earlier, a new jury delivered guilty verdicts on more than one hundred charges 
of money laundering, tax fraud, and support for terrorism against four HLF 
executives and Mishal’s brother Mufi d Abd Al-Qadir.

In the fi nal days of the U.S. presidential campaign, Khalid Mishal dismissed 
the Bush years. “If we talk about Washington’s plan to uproot Hamas, well, it 
didn’t work,” he said, before fi ring a shot across the bow of the next American 
president.

“Whether it’s [Barack] Obama or [ John] McCain, he will fi nd the fi le of 
the Arab-Israeli confl ict on his desk, and he’ll fi nd the word ‘Hamas’ written 
on every page.”8
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 1916–1918  Great Arab Revolt: British-backed uprising against Ot-

toman rule.

 1928  Muslim Brotherhood founded by Hasan Banna in Cairo.

 1936–1939  Arab Revolt: Palestinians resist British control and Jew-

ish settlement in historic Palestine.

 May 14, 1948  Declaration of the in de pen dent state of Israel: fi ghting 

until October 1949; more than seven hundred thousand 

refugees displaced from historic Palestine; Jordan takes 

West Bank; Egypt takes Gaza Strip; Je ru salem becomes 

a divided city.

 August 11, 1952  Hussein Bin Talal crowned king of the Hashemite King-

dom of Jordan.

 1954  Yasser Arafat and other Palestinian exiles in Kuwait es-

tablish Fatah as a secular, nationalist guerrilla force to 

fi ght for a Palestinian homeland.

 March 1956  Khalid Mishal born in Silwad, on the West Bank.

 June 2, 1964  Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) established to 

campaign for a Palestinian homeland.

 1965  Sheikh Ahmad Yassin jailed by Egyp tian authorities in 

Gaza for his Muslim Brotherhood sympathies.

 June 5–10, 1967  Six-Day War: Israel overwhelms Arab armies and occu-

pies the West Bank and East Je ru salem, the Gaza Strip 

and Sinai Peninsula, and Golan Heights; Khalid Mishal’s 

family fl ees Silwad, resettling in Kuwait.

Chronology
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 March 21, 1968  Battle of Karameh: Arafat is lionized in the Arab world 

after his forces repel Israeli incursion in the Jordan Valley.

 September 1970  Black September: thousands die as Arafat’s and other 

Palestinian factions are  driven out of Jordan in a bitter 

confl ict with King Hussein; Arafat’s forces relocate to 

Syria and Lebanon.

 September 5, 1972  Munich Massacre: Palestinian gunmen kill eleven Israeli 

athletes at the Munich Olympics.

 October 6–26, 1973  Yom Kippur War: Egypt and Syria attack Israeli forces in 

Sinai and the Golan Heights; after initial gains, they re-

treat in the face of Israeli counterattacks.

 October 1974  An Arab summit in Rabat anoints the Arafat-controlled 

PLO as the sole representative of the Palestinian  people.

 July 4, 1976  Raid on Entebbe: Israeli commandos rescue one hundred 

Israeli and Jewish hostages in Entebbe, Uganda, held by 

members of Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine 

and the Baader Meinhof group, who had hijacked an Air 

France Airbus.

 March–June 1978  Operation Litani: Israeli forces push into southern Leba-

non, occupying land between the border and the Litani 

River to protect northern Israel.

 June 1978  Khalid Mishal graduates from Kuwait University and 

starts work as a physics teacher in Kuwait.

 September 1978  Camp  David Accords: Egypt, Israel, and the United States 

sign an agreement for Israel to hand back Sinai in exchange 

for peace and normalization of relations with Cairo.

 December 1979  Iranian Revolution: Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini be-

comes the supreme leader of an Islamic republic after the 

ouster of Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi.

 December 27, 1979  The USSR invades Afghanistan.

 June 1981  Khalid Mishal marries Amal Salih, the daughter of 

West Bank refugees in Kuwait.

 October 6, 1981  Egyp tian president Anwar Sadat is assassinated.

 June 1982  Israel invades Lebanon and lays siege to Beirut for 

eighty-eight days; Arafat’s forces are evacuated to Tunis 

and other Arab capitals in a U.S.-brokered deal.

 September 1982  Israel-allied Chris tian militias enter Sabra and Shatila 

refugee camps in Beirut and massacre approximately two 
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thousand unarmed Pales tinians after Israel forces PLO 

fi ghters out of Lebanon.

 1983  At a secret Muslim Brotherhood conference in Amman, 

plans are made for the establishment of Hamas.

 1984  Khalid Mishal abandons his teaching career to work full-

time for the Muslim Brotherhood.

 June 1986  First two Muslim Brotherhood “martyrs” die in clashes 

with Israel.

 December 8, 1987  Intifada: A traffi c accident in Gaza sparks a six-year re-

volt in the Occupied Territories; Hamas launched; more 

than thirteen hundred Palestinians killed; ninety-four 

Israelis killed.

 December 14, 1988  Yasser Arafat renounces violence and recognizes Israel. 

U.S. president Ronald Rea gan authorizes dialogue with 

the PLO, in which Arafat’s Fatah is the dominant faction.

 1989  Sheikh Ahmad Yassin is arrested and sentenced to life 

imprisonment.

 February 15, 1989  Soviet forces retreat from Afghanistan as the USSR be-

gins to collapse.

 August 1990–  Gulf Crisis: Iraqi president Saddam Hussein invades

  February 1991  Kuwait but is evicted by international forces in the 

American-led Operation Desert Storm.

 1991  Hamas centralizes its leadership in Amman and formal-

izes its military wing as the Qassam Brigade.

 October 1991  Madrid Peace Conference: the United States and the 

USSR sponsor talks among delegations from Israel, Syria, 

Jordan, Lebanon, and the Palestinians.

 1992  Israel deports hundreds of Hamas and other Islamist lead-

ers and activists to southern Lebanon.

 January 1993  Secret Israeli-PLO talks begin in Oslo.

 September 13, 1993  Arafat and Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin sign an 

agreement based on the outcome of the Oslo talks: Israel 

recognizes the PLO and accepts limited autonomy in the 

Occupied Territories in return for peace and an end to 

Palestinian claims on Israeli territory.

 October 1993  Secret Hamas conference at a Courtyard Marriott hotel 

in Philadelphia; the fi rst series of Hamas suicide bombs 

kill only the bombers themselves.
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 February 25, 1994  Baruch Goldstein, a militant Jewish settler, massacres 

twenty-nine Palestinians praying at the main mosque in 

Hebron; Hamas retaliates with a series of deadly suicide 

bomb attacks.

 May 4, 1994  Oslo Accords I: Israeli forces agree to withdraw from 

about 60 percent of the Gaza Strip and from Jericho, on 

the West Bank; anticipate further withdrawals and set 

fi ve-year period for agreement on Je ru salem, Israeli set-

tlements, Palestinian refugees, and borders.

 July 1, 1994  Arafat returns to Gaza as the head of the new self-ruling 

Palestinian Authority.

 October 26, 1994  Israel-Jordan peace treaty.

 July 25, 1995  Mousa Abu Marzook arrested at John F. Kennedy Inter-

national Airport in New York.

 September 28, 1995  Oslo Accords II: Agreement to expand self-rule in the 

West Bank and Gaza and allow Palestinian elections.

 November 4, 1995  Israeli prime minister Rabin assassinated by an orthodox 

Jewish student opposed to the peace process. Shimon 

Peres becomes prime minister.

 January 20, 1996  Palestinian elections: Hamas refuses to participate; Fatah 

dominates fi rst legislative council.

 May 29, 1996  Shimon Peres loses the election to Benjamin Netan-

yahu, who campaigned against the Rabin-Peres peace 

process.

 September 1996  Israel’s decision to open an archaeological tunnel close to 

Muslim shrines in Je ru salem provokes clashes; sixty-one 

Arabs and fi fteen Israeli soldiers are killed.

 March 18, 1997  Israel starts work on a controversial settlement at Har 

Homa—known as Jebal Abu Ghneim by Palestinians—

to complete a ring of Jewish settlements around occupied 

East Je ru salem.

 July–September 1997  Hamas claims responsibility for a series of horrifi c sui-

cide bombs in Je ru salem in which twenty-one are killed 

and hundreds injured.

 September 25, 1997  Mossad’s attempted assassination of Khalid Mishal in 

Amman fails; Israel forced to release Sheikh Ahmad Yas-

sin and other Palestinian prisoners in exchange for 

Mossad agents held in Jordan.
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 October 23, 1998  Wye River Memorandum: Under U.S. pressure, Netan-

yahu commits to further Israeli withdrawals from the 

West Bank.

 February 7, 1999  King Hussein dies and is succeeded by his son 

Abdullah.

 May 8, 1999  Ehud Barak replaces Netanyahu as prime minister of 

Israel.

 August 1999  King Abdullah of Jordan shutters Hamas headquarters in 

Amman and deports its leadership.

 December 1999  Barak puts Palestinian negotiations on hold in an effort 

to seek a treaty with Damascus; the effort ends in failure 

after a meeting in Geneva between U.S. president Bill 

Clinton and Syrian president Hafez Al-Assad three 

months later.

 July 11–24, 2000  Camp  David summit: under Clinton’s supervision, top-

level Palestinian and Israeli delegations fail to reach 

agreement on any of the key issues.

 September 28, 2000  Al-Aqsa Intifada: also known as the second Intifada, six 

years of violent confl ict sparked by Israeli opposition 

leader Ariel Sharon’s controversial visit to the Temple 

Mount, known to Muslims as Al-Haram Al-Sharif, in 

Je ru salem.

 December 10, 2000  Ehud Barak resigns as Israel’s prime minister.

 February 6, 2001  Sharon is elected prime minister.

 September 11, 2001  9/11: Nearly three thousand die in Al-Qaeda attacks on 

New York and Washington, DC.

 March 2002  Arab Initiative: Arab summit in Beirut seeks an end to 

the Middle East crisis, offers peace and full recognition 

of Israel in return for a Palestinian state based on 1967 

lines of withdrawal and a “just” solution for refugees.

 April 2002  Operation Defensive Shield: amid a wave of suicide 

bombings, Israel reoccupies much of the West Bank.

 June 2002  The Sharon government decides to build a combined 

wall and fence to physically separate much of the West 

Bank from Israel; much of the wall’s route is inside the 

West Bank.

 March–April 2003  U.S.-led invasion of Iraq forces the collapse of Saddam 

Hussein’s regime.



d P P

424 chronolog y

 December 18, 2003  Sharon reveals his unilateral plan for “disengagement” 

from the Occupied Territories: to withdraw from all of 

the Gaza Strip and parts of the West Bank.

 March 22, 2004  Sheikh Ahmad Yassin is assassinated in an Israeli missile 

strike outside a mosque in Gaza; Khalid Mishal becomes 

the leader of Hamas.

 April 17, 2004  Abdel Azziz Al-Rantisi is assassinated in an Israeli missile 

strike on Gaza City.

 November 11, 2004  Yasser Arafat, seventy-fi ve, dies at Percy Military Hospi-

tal, Paris.

 December 2004  A Chicago court awards the family of  David Boim $156 

million for his 1996 death in a Hamas gun attack north 

of Je ru salem; Hamas candidates stand in the fi rst Pales-

tinian local government elections.

 March 2005  Hamas decides to contest the general election scheduled 

for August 2005, then rescheduled for January 2006.

 August 2005  Israel carries out “disengagement” plan in Occupied 

Territories.

 January 4, 2006  Ariel Sharon suffers a stroke and lapses into a vegetative 

coma; succeeded by his deputy, Ehud Olmert.

 January 25, 2006  Hamas wins Palestinian election in its own right; is iso-

lated by Israel and the West for refusing to renounce 

 violence, recognize Israel, and abide by previous Pales-

tinian agreements; appoints Ismail Haniyah the head of 

government.

 June–July 2006  Palestinian militias tunnel into Israel from Gaza; their 

abduction of nineteen-year-old Corporal Gilad Shalit 

sparks mass detention of Hamas MPs and other leaders 

in the West Bank and a heavy military attack on the Gaza 

Strip, leaving government buildings, the main power sta-

tion, and bridges badly damaged.

 July 12, 2006  Hezbollah Shiite militia capture two Israeli soldiers in a 

cross-border raid from Lebanon, sparking a thirty-three-

day Israeli invasion of Lebanon, kill ing an estimated one 

thousand Lebanese and destroying infrastructure and whole 

residential blocks of South Beirut and other communities.

 June 2007  Months of factional friction in Gaza erupt into a local 

civil war between Hamas and Fatah; Hamas takes control 

of Gaza.
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