
London Al-Hayah July 3, 2002 p 10 

Mohamed Lachhab and Iqbal Ilhami from Rabat: "The Story of the Al-Qa'ida Cell, From Afghanistan to Morocco: Bin 

Ladin Exhorted Them To Kill Infidels"  

 
When the accused, Zuhayr Hilal Tabayti, put his hand on the hand of the Al-Qa'ida leader, Usama Bin Ladin, and 
said: "I pledge allegiance to listen and obey," he was not probably aware that such an allegiance would lead to his 
arrest in Morocco.    It may have only been coincidence that led Abu Omar, the Moroccan head of Bin Ladin's 
personal security, to intervene in order to arrange a meeting that took place in Afghanistan. 
 
At that time, Zuhayr Tabayti expressed his enthusiasm for carrying out any attack against US interests anywhere 
chosen by Bin Ladin. What added to his enthusiasm was the fact   that Mullah Ahmad Bilal, of Yemeni origin, who is 
described as the "mastermind" of the attack against the US warship "Cole" in Yemen in 2000, was himself 
supervising the plan to launch an attack against the NATO fleet in the Straits of Gibraltar, north of Morocco. 
 
Ahmad Bilal, however, as people close to Al-Qa'ida detained in Morocco quoted him, was not in a hurry. He was 
rather interested in convincing the perpetrators of any possible attack about the martyrdom dimension of their action. 
 
Consequently he provided the accused, Zuhayr Hilal Tabeyti, with more military and mental training, designed to 
qualify him for such an action. The Moroccan former prisoner Ali al-Allam previously told me, after his return from 
Afghanistan as one of the "Afghan Arabs," that these tough training sessions, marked by a spiritual dimension, make 
those involved in them long for martyrdom. 
 
Being committed to martyrdom, Zuhayr Tabayti endeavored to provide a cover for his mission, precisely through his 
marriage to a Moroccan woman and his alliance with a modest family, in order to dissipate any doubts about his 
travel to Morocco. Since the Al-Qa'ida organization is made up of Arab nationals from various nationalities, he chose 
to take advice from Abu Omar, the Moroccan head of Bin Ladin's personal security. Abu Omar advised him to marry a 
Moroccan woman and to get in touch with a former member of the mujahidin in Casablanca to help him on this 
matter. The latter was rather careful during the first meeting with Zuhayr Tabayti in Casablanca. He [the former 
member of the mujahidin] referred him to a man called Abd-al-Wahab, reported to have been an imam in a mosque in 
Fes. Both men discussed the details of marriage. However, in the vastness of Casablanca, the commercial and 
economic heart of Morocco, he got to know other people. Some of them had been involved in the jihad in Bosnia, 
Chechnya, and Afghanistan. Among them was a trader called Usama Abu Tahir.  
 
The marriage to a Moroccan woman, however,   in circumstances similar to those of Tabayti's, would require some 
degree of caution. The minimum required would be to have a conservative wife who would not attract undue 
attention. The place should not be far from Casablanca. It was in Rabat that the man from Casablanca introduced 
him to a conservative Moroccan family with a girl called Raja Ben Moujan. The latter was then chosen to become his 
wife. 
 
The list of people Tabayti met in Morocco grew longer. In Casablanca, it included some traders and imams of 
mosques. All of them are committed to the idea of jihad and it was not difficult for them in such circumstances to 
obtain entry visas to Pakistan. 
 
But Raja Ben Moujan who would settle with her husband, Zuhayr Tabayti, in Afghanistan on a temporary marriage 
basis, met her death during a US attack against fleeing members of   the Al-Qa'ida and Taliban movements in 
Afghanistan. 
 
Before her death, Raja Ben Moujan witnessed meetings that included activists from Al-Qa'ida who were staying in the 
house of a Moroccan national called Abdallah Tabarak, known by his activist nickname, Abu Assem Al-Maghrebi. At 
the same time the Ben Moujan's established [family] alliances with other activists including Sayf al-Qahtani and Abu 
Riyad (both of whom are Gulf nationals). 
 
The late Raja was not the only Moroccan who witnessed such events. The other accused, Hilal Awad Jabir al-Usayri 
would also marry a Moroccan woman called Naima Haroun. He would spend some time with her in Morocco before 
he managed to forge a passport bearing the name of his first wife, Maryam, in order to enable her [Naima] to travel 
with him to Saudi Arabia. 
 
The police investigations that followed the arrest of the "Moroccan cell" members discovered that the passport was 



prepared in suspicious circumstances in the Saudi city of Tabuk, as the photo of Naima Haroun was placed in the 
document instead of al-Usayri's wife, Maryam. Nevertheless the Moroccan wife who gave birth to a baby girl named 
Afia could not hide her real identity, apart from the question of whether she was aware of the fact that her husband 
was a member of Al-Qa'ida. She spoke about a meeting between her husband, Hilal Awad, and a Jordanian man in 
Tabuk. The latter encouraged the former to go to Afghanistan. Naima Haroun also revealed to the investigators that 
she had traveled with her husband to Karachi before a Pakistani national contacted him in order to take the couple to 
Afghanistan, to a guesthouse accommodating Afghan Arabs. She also kept the name of Habib Ta'azi, believed to be 
Yemeni, who facilitated all the travel formalities for them.  
 
Their stay in Kandahar was an occasion for the first contact between Hilal Awad and Zuhayr Hilal al-Tabayti.     
 
Naima would also speak about the circumstances of her stay there and the training received by the men who return 
home once a week. She would also reveal that after the 11 September attack, the men received instructions to stay 
indoors until further instructions. However, her stay would enable her to get to know some Moroccan nationals 
belonging to Al-Qa'ida, including a Moroccan woman who used to be a trainee lawyer in Casablanca. Naima would 
also reveal, during the investigations, that around two months after the 11 September attacks, orders were issued to 
leave Afghanistan through Quetta (Pakistan) and Karachi within a group, among them family members of the 
Moroccan Abu Assem, one of Bin Ladin's personal bodyguards. But her husband Hilal Awad did not join her in 
Karachi until after she gave birth to a baby boy named Jabir. From there she left for Morocco, where the story started 
again. 
 
For his part, Zuhayr Tabayti asked to marry a second Moroccan woman. Other meetings would take place in the 
presence of the third accused, Abdallah Bin Safar, who is originally from the village of Kaddanah in the Saudi al-Baha 
region.  
 
However, the meeting and the planning for the attacks against US interests would be the subject of meetings that 
took place in a Moroccan house in the Mellah quarter [former Jewish quarter] in the old part of Rabat. The legal 
investigations would also reveal that in Al-Faruq camp in Afghanistan Al-Ghamdi met a man called Zuhayr Al-Hayli 
nicknamed "al-Dub" [the bear]. According to Al-Ghamdi, Al-Hayli took part in the Bosnia war and lived close to Usama 
Bin Ladin for a short while in Sudan. 
 
The contacts between Al-Ghamdi and Zuhayr Tabayti started through the latter's expressing the desire to marry a 
Moroccan woman. He gave him addresses and telephone numbers of his in-laws in Morocco. But he would need a 
passport, a mission given to Abu Yasir who, according to the investigations, is an Algerian national. He managed to 
produce a forged passport for him. 
 
Hitting US and Israeli Targets {subhead] 
 
At the same place in Rabat a discussion took place behind closed doors between the three accused. Whenever any 
member of the Moroccan families would try to get close to them they would change the subject. Zuhayr would talk 
about hitting US and Israeli installations in Morocco. But Hilal al-Usayri suggested that the execution should take 
place in Rabat after assessing the security situation and defining the targets. Zuhayr, however,   put forward the idea 
of striking at buses carrying Israeli tourists or any other US target. However, the point of reference was Mullah Ahmad 
Bilal, who would be informed about the defined targets; it would be up to him to decide the choice of targets. 
 
The divergence of views became more apparent between the accused about the possibility of using poisonous 
products or explosives according to the training they received in Al-Qa'ida military camps in Afghanistan. 
 
Zuhayr al-Tabayti asked Al-Ghamdi to shave his beard in order to avoid attracting undue attention. He also spoke 
about a man close to Mullah Ahmad Bilal, who might be visiting Morocco later to examine details of the attacks and 
provide the members of the cell with the financial backing to achieve their mission. 
 
Al-Ghamdi, according to the investigations, admitted receiving funds through the Pakistani movement of Lashkar-e-
Toiba, which collects contributions in order to fight the Hindus. But he alleged that such funds were meant to help him 
get married. The money was transferred from Lahore to an Arab Bank account bearing the name of Kalthoum 
Haroun, the sister of Naima. He also admitted receiving other amounts from members of his family, especially from 
his cousin Khalid Hasan al-Ghamdi. 
 
The investigations would uncover members of the cell with nicknames. Abu al-Bara al-Hijazi and Hilal Awad al-Usayri 
knew that Zuhayr al-Tabayti was nicknamed Abu Afia and Al-Haija. As for Abdallah al-Ghamdi, he was based in Ta'if 
and did not have any activist name. 
 



The return of Al-Tabayti to Morocco at the end of January 2002 and his stay for a short time in the north of the 
country would lead to the monitoring of the cell members' movements, especially because Raja Ben Moujan's trip 
before she was killed had been in the company of Zuhayr. They left the country from Casablanca airport. 
 
The monitoring of the Afghan Arabs who were returning to Morocco enabled [the police] to uncover the intricate web, 
especially since the Moroccan nationals in Afghanistan were known for their closeness to Usama Bin Ladin, the 
leader of Al-Qa'ida. This situation is reflected by a Moroccan, employed by Bin Ladin as cook, who was quoted as 
saying how much the latter was fond of Moroccan food. This is also the case with Abdallah Tabark, the head of Bin 
Ladin's personal guards and others. But what has drawn most attention in the investigations is the fact that one of the 
accused admitted fighting alongside the Taliban against the forces of Ahmad Shah Masud. He might have even taken 
part in the killing of a number of their prisoners after Taliban forces arrested them. 
 
Abu Yasir al-Jaza'iri was entrusted with providing them with funds and travel tickets. According to the investigations, 
the names of some Moroccan nationals were used to receiving money transfers, as was the case for the Moroccan 
trader, Mohamed Nadiri.   The other transfers allocated to the execution of the attacks against US and UK ships 
crossing the Straits of Gibraltar did not, however, arrive. The funds were to be used to purchase inflatable boats, 
manufacture explosives, and cover the logistical preparations. 
Contacts with the commander of the operations, Mullah Ahmad Bilal, was established through electronic mail 
(Internet). Some people close to Zuhayr al-Tabayti said the latter used to spend most of his time establishing contacts 
through the Internet. He was planning to open a shop for electronic games in Rabat. It is not known, however, 
whether the objective of such a business was concealment or to satisfy a personal desire for electronic games, 
bearing in mind that he studied in the Saudi Institute for Technical Studies and obtained diplomas from other 
institutes. However, his training in Afghanistan, in the Kandahar compound and Kabul in particular, involved 
assassination techniques, the use of weapons, and the technique of decoding messages and forging documents. He 
previously went to the United States and stayed in San Francisco. He also visited Washington, New York, and Los 
Angeles. He also had an entry visa to the United States where he stayed for around six months. He would also 
mention, during the investigations, a discussion between him and Usama Bin Ladin about the United States and 
details about the situation in New York and Washington. What is relevant about this discussion, which took place 
before the 11 September attacks, was the fact that Usama Bin Ladin told him that he could have obtained another 
entry visa to the United States. But he did not elaborate. 
 
The training also included religious instruction in the Islamic faith, taught by Abu Sulayman al-Mauritani, known by the 
nickname Al-Shanghiti. 
 
The investigations also revealed that the man in charge of weapons in Al-Qa'ida was called Abd-al-Hadi al-Iraqi. As 
for the travel to training camps, it was organized at night under the supervision of Abu Omar al-Masri. 
 
What draws the most attention in Zuhayr Tabayti's statement, however,   is the fact that when he met Usama Bin 
Ladin again, the latter asked him whether he needed to renew his passport. He was then told by the leader of Al-
Qa'ida that he had to wait for a month and that he would be informed about the orders by "the master of Justice," the 
man in charge of security, or Abu al-Masri. 
 
The accused Hilal Jabir Awad also confirmed that he underwent some training in Afghanistan, at the Al-Faruq camp 
under the supervision of a Syrian called Asad and a Yemeni called Abu Mu'ad. The latter was killed during the US 
raid on Afghanistan. 
 
According to the investigation, Usama Bin Ladin visited the camp at least three times and made a speech before the 
fighters calling for "jihad against the United States and the killing of infidels." However, the idea of the attack on ships 
crossing the Straits of Gibraltar strait developed after the 11 September attacks and not before.  
 
The departure of the suspects from Afghanistan came after the US attacks through the city of Miran Shah towards 
Lahore and then Karachi, where they met the so-called Abdallah al-Ghamdi who was fighting alongside the Taliban. 
Their discussions, however, were marked by increasing arguments about carrying out attacks against US interests in 
Pakistan. In his statement to the investigation, Al-Usayri reported that a man called Khalid Bin Attash was most 
interested in such attacks, whereas a Pakistani trader expressed his readiness to pay 1 million Saudi riyals for the 
assassination of Pakistani President Pervez Musharraf. Other members of the Al-Qa'ida cell, however, went to 
undisclosed African capitals. 
 
Abdallah al-Ghamdi, for   his part, admitted having gone to Pakistan in 2000, thanks to a man called Abu Sa'd al-
Ta'ifi. Once there, he met a Pakistani national called Khalid al-Zubayr, a member of the Al-Qa'ida organization. They 
went together to the Al-Ansar guesthouse in Kandahar accompanied by a Yemeni national called Abu Muslim al-
Sana'ni. They all underwent theoretical and practical training. He was quoted as saying that Usama Bin Ladin, during 



one of his visits to Al-Ansar camp,    pronounced a religious edict in the mosque in which he promised that the holy 
places would be liberated and that the United States would be hit "in its own backyard." 
 
After the 11 September attacks, Abdallah al-Ghamdi heard of the detention of some communist prisoners, supporters 
of General Abd-al-Rashid Dostum, who were executed. He also admitted before the judicial investigations that he had 
met Zubayr al-Hayli, nicknamed al-Dub, at least twice. 
 
The story of the Al-Qa'ida cell members detained in Morocco started with some Moroccan women. Coincidence had it 
that the women are in detention. 
 
Naima Haroun, who returned from Afghanistan, will not enjoy her baby son Jabir for too long. Her family, who 
expected a lot of good of the marriage between Naima and Hilal Jabir Awad, are poised to travel twice or three times 
from Rabat to Casablanca to visit the detainees at Okasha prison. 
 
As for Bahija Haidour who married Zuhayr Hilal Tabayti, she will face the same fate. Her sister Houria wanted to get 
rid of a case containing some secrets but was not able to bury it before she was detained. The same can be said 
about other traders who were dreaming of wealth.         
 
	


