Where is Osama bin Laden?
By Declan Walsh

LONDON: To find Osama bin Laden, try Peshawar’s smugglers’ bazaar on the road to the Khyber Pass. Walk past the small mountains of almonds and lemongrass and green tea. Turn at the stacks of duty-free TVs and cheap cosmetics. Down a cramped alley, bearded shopkeepers squeezed behind tiny counters offer a fine selection of fanciful products. The merchandise hidden under the glass counters, however, caters to a different kind of thrill. For a discreet inquiry and 75p, the smiling traders offer a wide selection of jihadi DVDs. Slickly edited footage shows beheadings of alleged collaborators, bombs that flip American Humvees into the air, and the last words of suicide bombers. And then there are the images of the lanky Saudi tycoon’s son with a bad back, a scraggly beard and a placid, dead-fish glare. “I’ve sold about 100 since Friday,” says Abdul at one of the stalls, sifting through a stack of discs. “Some ask for [Afghan militant] Gulbuddin. Some ask for Taliban. Some ask for Osama.”

Bin Laden violently changed the course of our world in 2001, and then began his own audacious flight from justice. Six days after the twin towers folded into Manhattan, while dazed Americans fumbled for meaning, President George Bush promised to lasso in the Al Qaeda leader, Texan style. “There’s an old poster out west, as I recall, that said, ‘Wanted: dead or alive’,” he told a press conference at the Pentagon. The order went down the line. Cofer Black, the CIA’s counterterrorism chief, later told a subordinate, “I want Bin Laden’s head shipped back in a box filled with dry ice.” Yet five years on, a pokey video stand on the Pakistani frontier is about as close as anyone has got.

Rarely has so much brought so little. The US has spent billions of dollars on the search. It has mobilised armies, bribed informers, bullied allies, emptied bank accounts, tapped phones, abducted suspects and assassinated his henchmen. It has, without a doubt, seriously damaged Al Qaeda’s ability to carry out terrorist attacks. Yet still the scarlet pimpernel of jihad roams free. The foolhardy words of the American general who promised a scalp by the end of 2004 have been quietly forgotten. Embarrassment has crumbled into recrimination.

The Americans blame the Pakistanis. The Pakistanis blame the Afghans. The Afghans shrug their shoulders. President Bush wanted to invade their country and catch Bin Laden, they say. So why hasn’t he?

Guessing the location of Bin Laden’s lair is the favoured parlour game of South Asia, played out along the 1,500-mile Pakistan-Afghanistan border where the participants — spies, soldiers and journalists — believe he is hiding. It is a massive and daunting arena. Scraps of intelligence and educated guesswork slim the odds, but not much.

Theories shift with the seasons. Three years ago, some put Bin Laden in Pakistan’s Waziristan, nested behind serried ranks of flinty pro-Taliban fighters. Last year it was Bajaur, a tribal agency further north, where a group of harried Arabs were spotted lugging supplies up a mountainside. This year’s hot bet is closer to the Chinese border, in Chitral.

Peaceful, mountainous and sprawled across the lower Himalayas, until recently Chitral’s main attractions were hiking, rare falcons and a rather rough version of horse polo. Then, one day last winter, three Americans arrived, and all that changed. The strangers checked into the Hindu Kush Heights, a luxury hotel with sweeping views over Chitral’s main valley. The owner, Sirajul Mulk, a genial former air force officer and a prince of the local royalty, offered his help. “They said they wanted to develop the area,” he recalls. “They said American development money was coming.” Sirajul Mulk whipped out his maps, which the Americans eyeballed enthusiastically. But when the conversation turned to talk of tourism, their faces glazed over. “You could tell it was going in one ear and out the other,” he says.

As it turned out, the Americans were only interested in one tourist. By last May, word spread that the CIA or the FBI — nobody was ever sure which — had come to Chitral on the trail of Bin Laden. Locals grew angry. A cleric organised protests and a politician kicked up a fuss in parliament. Reporters snooped around a house that the now-absent Americans had rented, noting a fitness machine and a satellite dish on the porch. The Americans never came back, leaving locals scratching their heads and wondering if the bizarre episode was a blessing or a curse. “I’m thinking of spreading new Osama rumours,” says Siraj ul Mulk sardonically. “It seems a good way to bring in visitors.”

For America, it was another dead end in a long manhunt. The “development experts” had come from the US Consulate in Peshawar, a colonial-style house ringed with enough razor wire to protect a small prison. It is the sort of place where visa inquiries are politely referred elsewhere. Behind its fortified walls is a major nerve centre in the Bin Laden hunt — some of the world’s most sophisticated decryption and eavesdropping equipment. And yet western intelligence has not had a bead on Bin Laden in years, says Michael Scheuer, the CIA analyst who set up the Osama bin Laden cell in 1996 and resigned two years ago.

“As far as I know there’s been no serious credible information about his location since Tora Bora,” he says.

That high-octane cave chase in December 2001 was probably Bin Laden’s luckiest break. After Kabul fell, he fled south to the saw-toothed White mountains, on the border with Pakistan, and burrowed into Tora Bora, an underground warren that the CIA once helped fortify. Surrounded by an estimated 1,000 Al Qaeda diehards and pounded by a blitz of American bombs, it was a harrowing time. According to one account, American officers listening on a captured radio set heard Bin Laden apologise to his fighters for leading them there. But then, many believe, the American generals made a mistake. Instead of sending in the elite rangers to finish the job, they turned to unreliable Afghan militias. As daisy-cutter and bunker-buster bombs exploded around him, Bin Laden slipped through the dragnet and into North Waziristan, a remote Pakistani tribal agency of fortress-like compounds and stern tribesmen.

An American General, Tommy Franks, disputes this account, saying it was never clear if Bin Laden was in Tora Bora. Nevertheless, in 2004, under intense American pressure, Pakistan dispatched tens of thousands of soldiers to Waziristan, by then a major haven for Al Qaeda fugitives. But it was too late. Osama bin Laden had fled.

Since then, the trail is mostly conjecture. In interviews with Pakistani army officers, western officials and local reporters, a common theory emerges. Bin Laden is surrounded by two or three concentric circles of security with a small corps of battle-hardened men at its centre. He has not used his satphone — the old number was 00873 682505331 — in years and communicates only through handwritten notes carried by trusted couriers. He travels only at night, possibly in disguise. At an early stage, Pakistani police were instructed to check all burkas in case he was hiding underneath, John Simpson-style. “He’s morphing all the time,” says one western official.

