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THE SIEGE ON MECCA SOURCEBOOK

In 1979, several hundred Islamic militants seized the Grand Mosque in Mecca, Saudi
Arabia, the holiest site in Islam. The event was jarring enough at the time, but its long-
term consequences were nearly unimaginable.

Just months earlier, the Iranian Revolution had rocked the Muslim world. Although the
regime created by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini was Shi'ite, the birth of a new Islamic
state stirred Sunnis to dreams of greater glory as well.

Against that backdrop, a small movement of radical Sunnis within Saudi Arabia began
plotting a literally apocalyptic showdown.

Juhayman al-Utaybi led a band of militants according to an extreme theological strain
that had come out of Egypt and mutated unpredictably. Utaybi had appointed himself as
the herald to an Islamic messiah figure known as the mahdi. The concept of mahdi had
originated among the Shi'as, but was subsequently co-opted by certain Sunni sects, albeit
with substantial modifications and an inconsistent interpretation.

With anywhere between 300 and 600 followers in tow, Utaybi and his mahdi-designate
(one Muhammad bin Abdullah) stormed the Grand Mosque on Nov. 20, 1979 -- the first
day of the new millennium according to the Islamic calendar.

The band of militants intended to launch the apocalypse; the attack was designed to
topple the Saudi government and meet certain prophetic requirements (as the militants
imagined them) about the start of the "End Times." Although not in the way they
intended, the militants were indeed a herald of things to come.

In real and direct ways, the militants at Mecca were precursors to al Qaeda. The
theological justifications they offered for violence against the Saudi regime were
strikingly similar to those later presented by Osama bin Laden. In fact, as the documents
in this book reveal, bin Laden himself may have been linked to the group. Also revealed
for the first time in these pages -- the link between the Mecca siege and an Egyptian
extremist sect believed to have influenced Ayman Al-Zawabhiri, whose standing in al
Qaeda today is equal to that of bin Laden.

In 1979 (as in 2001), the Western mind was largely unprepared for this new brand of
militant Islam. The documents in this book are cables from the State Department's Jeddah
embassy -- a minute-by-minute account of the siege. They reveal the profound confusion
and concern felt by the government's most experienced Middle Eastern diplomats.

From the first moments, in which virtually no information was available, rampant
speculation broke out as to who was behind the attack, with initial suspicions pointing
toward Iran or Communist South Yemen. As it turned out, the group was mostly
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comprised of Saudis, with a strong representation from Egypt, Jordan, Somalia and other
regions. Two Americans were members of the group and took part in the siege.

The first section of this book follows the two-week siege through agonizing days of
uncertainty. The cables reveal how the Saudi government lied to the public and to the
United States about the gravity of the situation and the status of the situation on the
ground. The documents also reveal, for the first time, how the U.S. used American
contractors working for the Saudi government to collect intelligence on the siege.

The second section of the book focuses on the investigation and aftermath of the attack,
its political ramifications and its link to an Egyptian sect known as Takfir Wal Hijra,
which has taken on a prominent role in the modern jihadist movement.

The documents herein were obtained from the State Department through the Freedom
of Information Act. They are presented in roughly chronological order, with a general
table of contents and minimal commentary.

I hope to follow this work with a comprehensive book and/or television documentary
on the siege itself, using the documents as a base and expanding from my own reporting.

For now, however, I believe the priority is to make this material available as
expeditiously as possible, given the increasing understanding among students of terrorism
and jihadi culture of the importance of this historical event.

For updates on this material and news about the release of a companion volume, please
visit my Web site INTELWIRE.com.

--- J.M. Berger
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Index of State Department Cables

Only key cables are highlighted here; there are additional cables included in the
sourcebook, which will be seen as you navigate the text. In most cases, the additional
cables are continuing the content of the indexed cable.

11/20/79 -- OCCUPATION OF GRAND MOSQUE, MECCA .....ccccoociiiiiiiiniinienieneeeeeee e 1
(First notification and first mention of suspected Iranian involvement.)

11/20/79 -- IRANIAN AGITATION OF SAUDI SHIAS AND MECCA MOSQUE ................... 9

11/21/79 -- OCCUPATION OF GRAND MOSQUE, MECCA .......ccceectiiriiieienenenenceeeeeeenne 12
(300 to 600 militants reported.)

11/21/79 -- ANTI-US DEMONSTRATIONS IN PAKISTAN ...ccocoiririricieienene et 14
(Mobs incited by false reports of U.S. involvement in Mecca attack.)

11/21/79 -- OCCUPATION OF GRAND MOSQUE, MECCA .......ccceectiieiiiiienenenenceieeeeenne 17
(Saudis make first effort to storm mosque.)

11/21/79 -- OCCUPATION OF GRAND MOSQUE, MECCA .....cccccociiiiiiiinienienieneeeeeee e 21
(Saudis close borders, US contractors for Saudi Air Force report intel from scene.)

11/21/79 -- OCCUPATION OF GRAND MOSQUE, MECCA .....ccccootiiiiiinienieneeneeeeeee e 25
(Mahdi claimant identified; details of militants initial attack on mosque; Saudi statements)

11/21/79 -- IRANIAN AGITATION OF KUWAITI SHIAS AND MECCA MOSQUE.............. 37
(Propaganda, Iranian suspicions, discussion of mahdi claim)

11/21/79 -- OCCUPATION OF GRAND MOSQUE IN MECCA ......ccccoceiiiiniinininenceeeeeenne 42
(Operations at Jeddah airports, Saudis seek fatwas from scholars, reports of fire in mosque)

11/22/79 -- (SAUDIS) DISCLAIM US INVOLVEMENT IN SEIZURE OF MECCA ................ 45
(Official statement says mosque attack is domestic matter)

11/22/79 -- PRELIMINARY POLITICAL ASSESSMENT ....c..ooiiininiiieieienienenene et 47
(Grave concerns over political implications for Saudi regime)

11/22/79 -- STTUATION IN TRAN ..ottt ettt st 49
(Hostage release scheduled, while concerns over Mecca mount)

11/22/79 -- OCCUPATION OF GRAND MOSQUE, MECCA .....cccccociiiiiiiinienienieneeeeeeee e 53
(Details of Saudi efforts to retake mosque reported by U.S. sources in Saudi air force)

11/23/79 -- COMMENTS BY EGYPTIAN PRESIDENT IN SECRET MEETING..................... 61
(Mubarek claims Egyptian intelligence has reports of wider unrest in Saudi Arabia)

11/23/79 -- REGIONAL MEDIA CLAIMS US & ISRAEL BEHIND SEIZURE ........................ 63

(Accusations inflaming anti-American sentiment in Middle East)

11/24/79 -- OCCUPATION OF GRAND MOSQUE: THE DRAMA APPARENTLY ENDS..... 76
(Early report that Saudis have successfully retaken the mosque; followed by retraction)

11/25/79 -- SITTUATION IN TRAN ..ottt ettt ettt e seees e esse e sesnaesneeens 89
(Several cables regarding Iranian tensions and need to increase worldwide embassy security)

11/25/79 -- OCCUPATION OF GRAND MOSQUE ......coiiiiiiiiiniiiieiieeeee e 100
(Intelligence updates on fighting, details of damage to mosque)

11/28/79 -- SAUDI MILITARY SPOKESMAN ON MOSQUE RECAPTURE..........c.ccccveuunene. 111

(Saudis again claim to have retaken mosque; Saudi Special Forces spokesman)
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12/01/79 -- MECCA UPDATE ..ottt s 113
(Despite earlier statement, hostages still being held in mosque basement)

12/04/79 -- MECCA UPDATE .......ooiiiiiiiieieeieeeeetetesee sttt s 118
(Saudis again claim mosque has been secured; prayers return to mosque)

12/06/79 -- MECCA MOSQUE INCIDENT (first after-action report)..........c.cceeverenerceeeneenenn 126
(Embassy expects heightened tensions; major new details on militants and siege)

12/16/79 -- WRITINGS OF AL-UTAYBI.....cooiiiiiiicctcesee sttt 145
(Similarities to later writings by Osama bin Laden; followed by misc. media summaries)

12/16/79 -- EXECUTION OF MOSQUE ATTACKERS. ......c.cccoiiiirininteieceneneee et 158
(Names and nationalities of prisoners executed for their role in the siege)

1/14/80 -- COMMENTS BY SAUDI OFFICIALS........cccoooiiiiiiiiiinieieeeeercee e 165
(Summaries of various official statements)

2/3/80 -- AMBASSADOR'S YEAR-END ASSESSMENT OF SAUDI ARABIA ..........c..c......... 176
("The year 1979 has been a difficult one for Saudi Arabia...")

2/4/80, 2/6/80 -- THE MECCA INCIDENT ......ccccooiiiiiiiiieiiiiiierteeeeeeetee e 186

(Detailed post-mortem; possible link to bin Laden family; "[redacted], a young member
of a prominent Jeddah family, financed the publication in Kuwait" of Utaybi pamphlets)

10/23/81 -- AL-TAKFIR W'AL HITRA .....coiiiiiiee e e 212

(Reports on Sadat assassins repeat Egyptian gov't claim that sect was tied to Mecca seizure)
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