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JALALABAD, Afghanistan -- In May 1996, Osama bin Laden and his entourage of three wives, 13 children and a cadre of Arab militants and bodyguards arrived at the Jalalabad airport in eastern Afghanistan at the invitation of a powerful local military commander eager to offer bin Laden refuge after his expulsion from Sudan. 

Jalalabad, a chaotic commercial trading center close to Pakistan and a few hours' drive from a catacomb of mountain hideaways known as Tora Bora, became the gateway for bin Laden's audacious attempt to build an autonomous, multinational army of religious warriors and global terrorists within the boundaries of a sovereign state.

Last week, forces charged with that mission lost their last foothold in Afghanistan, just south of here, when they were reportedly pushed out of the mountain hide-outs where they had retreated after the collapse of the Taliban regime and under intense U.S. bombing in retaliation for the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks.

Bin Laden's five-year sojourn in Afghanistan is veiled in many mysteries. But a portrait of his organization is emerging from clues left scattered during al Qaeda's retreat, in accumulating documents and in abandoned houses and training camps, as well as from interviews with Taliban insiders and Afghans who knew the al Qaeda fighters.

Much of the evidence suggests that while preparing a loose network of terrorist cells for actions abroad, bin Laden created a society within a society in Afghanistan. Al Qaeda ran its own schools and grocery stores. It maintained offices, laboratories and aircraft. Shielded by a sympathetic government and forbidding topography, it housed, fed and trained thousands of recruits in guerrilla warfare at training camps and in Kabul's best neighborhoods.

Contrary to earlier images of the group's members as guests of the country's Taliban rulers, recent evidence points to a more complicated relationship of power. Al Qaeda used bin Laden's personal fortune and his ability to raise money abroad to buy independence -- and, in some cases, impunity -- from Taliban authorities, who badly needed the millions of dollars provided by the Saudi exile.

To the end, bin Laden's foreign legions often remained inscrutable even to the Taliban. Mohammed Khaqzar, the Taliban deputy interior minister and the highest-ranking Taliban official known to have defected, compared the al Qaeda organization to a multilevel house. "We knew about what they were doing in the basement," he said, "but upstairs there were rooms we didn't know anything about." 

The Taliban, who ruled Afghanistan with little tolerance for deviation from its strict interpretation of the Koran, appears to have given bin Laden's loyalists complete freedom. "They wanted protection and power for themselves," said Naqeeb, a Jalalabad doctor who said he came to know many members of al Qaeda through his private medical clinic. "They wanted to work in Afghanistan and not be disturbed." 

The Taliban Connection

When he first arrived in Jalalabad, bin Laden was taken in by associates from the 1980s war during the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. He came at the invitation of an important local commander named Mahmood -- who was killed only a few months later -- but also enjoyed the protection of Yunus Khalis, an aging Afghan regional leader who gave bin Laden several mud-walled housing complexes in his home village of Farm Hada, about six miles from Jalalabad. Bin Laden's family reportedly resided for a period in one of the labyrinthine compounds that recently had been used by al Qaeda operatives as a residence and local operations center, according to neighbors.

Bin Laden soon befriended the Taliban leader, Mohammad Omar, after the militia extended its control to Kabul and Jalalabad in late 1996, a few months after bin Laden's arrival. Bin Laden moved to Kandahar, the birthplace of the Taliban, in 1997. The wealthy scion of a Saudi construction family, bin Laden became an important benefactor to the Taliban; by some U.S. accounts, he gave $100 million to the Taliban over five years. Pakistani intelligence sources say much of that money came from bin Laden's ability to raise donations from Islamic organizations around the world.

Afghan sources said al Qaeda ordered the construction of a villa for Omar after a 1997 assassination attempt. The building in Kandahar is a sprawling palace sporting garish murals and rococo minarets that became an important meeting place for bin Laden's group. The organization even ordered a paved road -- rare in Afghanistan -- built for the compound. 

"It was the strangest thing," said a longtime Western aid worker in Kandahar. "Suddenly for two miles you are traveling on this marvelous road as you skirt around Mullah Omar's residence. Then, bam, you're back on a rutted Afghan road." 

In the weeks since the Taliban lost control of Afghanistan, documents and interviews with both Taliban sympathizers and opponents have provided fascinating glimpses of the influence that al Qaeda wielded within the Taliban.

A one-page document discovered in a house in Kabul, labeled the "minute of a meeting," described how al Qaeda fighters, as well as Uzbek, Chechen and Pakistani militants who were allied with them, had sent a delegation to the Taliban to "discuss the fate of the Buddha statues," a reference to the two sculptures in Bamian province carved out of a brown sandstone cliff during the 3rd and 5th centuries. The Taliban blew up the statues earlier this year, apparently at the behest of al Qaeda. 

The document suggests the "Islamic groups" or "foreigners" met repeatedly and lobbied the Taliban to take various actions, some of which were opposed by the Afghan leaders. Said Amin Mujahed, who was involved in trying to persuade the Taliban to spare the statues, said, "I believe from the first days that this was not the Taliban doing this. This was the Islamic radicals from Pakistan, the Arab Wahhabis. The Taliban were not the ones deciding -- they were only the implementers.

"Other people were dictating to them, and they were just repeating the words," said Mujahed, a history professor at Kabul University. "You can easily say they [the Taliban] were just the spokespersons for bin Laden." 

"In recent months, the Taliban lost control over themselves," said another history professor, Abdulbaki Hasari, who appealed to the Taliban not to destroy the statues. "They were just controlled by these Islamic groups from outside the country." 

The al Qaeda forces had the run of the country, and wary Afghans cleared out of their way. When two Arab members of al Qaeda were thrown into prison for harassing a shopkeeper in Kabul, they were quickly released -- and the senior Taliban official who dared order their arrest was removed from his position. 

"Even the ministry of security didn't have the ability to control them," said Hamidullah, who was a personal assistant to the Taliban security chief, and like many Afghans uses just one name. "They were paid by the al Qaeda organization, and so anything they did the ministry couldn't interfere with. . . . Even when an Arab walking around the city committed a crime, nobody was to ask him why he did it or arrest him. Nobody had the power to do this." 

The security ministry had an incentive besides fear to avoid conflict with bin Laden's followers; salaries at the ministry were paid with al Qaeda's holdings. Salaries at the feared Taliban Bureau for the Protection of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice, the enforcers of the strict Islamic rules, reportedly were paid by the Al Rashid Trust, a Pakistani-based charity with close links to al Qaeda that the United States has identified as one of the organizations funding terrorists, according to several former members of the bureau. 

"It is perhaps the first time we have seen a terrorist organization hijack an entire state," said one Western diplomat with many years of experience in the region. 

By this year, bin Laden's ties to Afghanistan were so deep that in the initial days and weeks after the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks on New York and Washington, no one within the senior Taliban hierarchy made a serious attempt to have him turned him over to the United States, according to Khaksar, the Taliban deputy interior minister. "There weren't such people," he said, adding that those who even broached the subject found themselves cut off. 

Training Camps and Safe Houses

Bin Laden and his operatives could not have found an environment better suited to clandestine activities than the poor villages, isolated mountain redoubts and chaotic cities of Afghanistan. Al Qaeda built training camps next to dusty hamlets populated with villagers too concerned about scrounging a daily living to question the military activities next door. 

Five years ago, the Arabs first arrived in the desert village of Dar Wonta, six miles northeast of Jalalabad, and barely half a mile from a main roadway. Its 70 to 80 impoverished families live in squat mud boxes huddled against an imposing mountain. The only signs of transport are camels and donkeys. 

Just over a hill from the village, the al Qaeda fighters built a rudimentary training ground with mud-brick huts. New recruits -- Saudis, Pakistanis, Chechens and other foreigners -- arrived by the truckload for four- to six-week training courses, according to the villagers. Sometimes as many as 200 trainees lived at the encampment on a precipice overlooking the rock beds of the Dar Wonta River; other times only three or four guards were on the premises. 

At first, the Arabs made no contact with the nearby residents. But eventually they dispatched their Afghan cooks to the village to pay the children to catch stray dogs. Youngsters nabbed the scrawny street dogs that clustered around the village butcher shop. They later watched in amazement as trainees strapped explosives around the abdomens of the dogs, shooed them off at a fast trot and -- watching their wristwatches -- counted down the seconds until the bombs exploded, shouting in unison, "Allahu akbar!" [God is great].

Villagers said the Arabs also used the white rabbits sold in the local marketplace to test their explosives. Local residents said they watched training sessions in which recruits raced across training areas, diving and rolling through the dust, then popping up to fire revolvers or automatic rifles at targets erected against the mountain face.

Over a decade, senior Pakistani intelligence officials estimate, about 20,000 people -- mostly Arabs -- crossed Pakistan to reach Afghanistan, hoping to join various groups waging jihad, or holy war. 

Some 5,000 of them ultimately passed the rigorous tests and interview processes that qualified them for an oath of allegiance to bin Laden, according to senior Pakistani intelligence officials who said they based their estimates on immigration records. "Al Qaeda selected only the best who approached its leadership in Afghanistan," a Pakistani intelligence official said. 

The enlistees arrived from Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Yemen, Jordan, Chechnya, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Somalia, Singapore, Algeria, Tunisia, Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates. Pakistani embassies around the Arab world routinely granted visas to those who listed "preaching" as the purpose of their visit. From there it was a simple matter to enter Afghanistan from the cities of Peshawar and Quetta with nothing more than a letter from the Afghan consulates, leaving no passport stamps that might prove troublesome during missions abroad. 

The fighters settled in and around such cities as Kabul, Kandahar and Jalalabad, where an elaborate infrastructure for military training awaited them. In Kandahar, the fighters led separate lives from others in their own neighborhood, Haji Arab, and trained in special camps that most Afghans were prohibited from entering. One such camp was called Tornak Farms by the U.S. military and the Wolf's Frontier by Afghans. It was there that investigators found aviation and chemistry publications.

Located just south of the Kandahar airport, the camp included 70 single-story stone-and-mortar houses, with swings and children's bicycles in the front yard. Each house had a shelter, and some of the shelters were packed with ammunition -- plastic explosives, bombs and bandoliers. 

In Kabul, too, dozens of houses and buildings were devoted to al Qaeda training courses. After the Taliban fighters fled the capital, visitors to their homes found handwritten notebooks in various languages that were all strikingly similar, indicating that the course of "study" was fairly consistent. 

There was an introduction to firearms, with a primer on the Kalashnikov assault rifle, a section on how to clean and assemble it, basics on military movement and, at the end, a section on explosives, including TNT, C-4 and dynamite -- explaining the chemical makeup, and what kind of damage the explosion causes.

South of Kabul, the al Qaeda fighters used the Charasyab training camp, first established by Afghan warlord Gulbuddin Hekmatyar in the early 1990s. The camp had offices, a mosque and religious school, and exercise equipment. On the walls, various trainees scribbled their names in Arabic or Dari. According to neighbors, about 130 foreigners lived in Hekmatyar's former house on the hill, which had a swimming pool and a sign on the door that said, "Don't enter with weapon." 

Armed guards kept the neighbors away. "The people in the area hated them, but we didn't have any power to fight them," said Fairoze, 22, who lives nearby. One day, a fighter parked his pickup truck next to the house. Fairoze complained, fearing it would make his home a target for U.S. bombs. The fighter told him not to worry. "When we die," he said, "we'll die together." 

Afghans who had business dealings or other contacts with al Qaeda said the organization attracted two different groups to Afghanistan -- poor Muslims destined to be the foot soldiers of guerrilla wars and educated, well-financed men who dressed expensively, drove new cars, spoke English or French in addition to Arabic, carried U.S. or European passports and had sophisticated interests.

The owner of a Jalalabad computer school said he was frequently approached by such young men, who would ask him to order all the students out of the classes. For that privacy, the fighters paid him three times his normal fee.

"They wanted everything secret," the owner said. "They loaded their own kits on the computers, copied things on disks, then deleted all the files." 

Naqeeb, a doctor who uses only one name and runs a private clinic, said many al Qaeda members were patients at his cramped, second-floor blood-testing laboratory.

"They took great care of their families," he said. "If they had even the tiniest health problem, they would bring them to a private clinic. Even if a child came down with a cold, they would take care of it." 

At one al Qaeda house in a relatively well-to-do Kabul neighborhood, four families moved in and installed new plumbing, recalled Basir Khan, a Northern Alliance commander who occupied the house after the Taliban and al Qaeda fled last month. Inside the house, the commander's men found evidence of what would seem like normal family life -- children's reading books, a sixth-grade math textbook, a fourth-grade geography primer, cookbooks, a book of poetry and an instruction manual for a desktop printer.

Intelligence Handbook

But the house also contained a 150-page Arabic-language intelligence handbook that instructed readers how to send coded messages, work undercover and pass materials to each other through secret drop-off points called "graves." Another guidebook offered advice that seemed to be al Qaeda's modus operandi leading up to Sept. 11: "Hit and frighten your enemies."

In Jalalabad, neighbors said bin Laden's men and their Arab partners stood apart from the local Afghan population, in part because they drank cases and cases of imported Sprite and mineral water. One guest recalled an evening with several al Qaeda members, two of whom had flown in that day from England and a third who spoke excellent French. "They called Westerners tahout, the word for Satan. The one who didn't have a beard said tahout didn't allow them," the guest recalled. 

At the al Qaeda compounds in Farm Hada outside of Jalalabad, the houses were primitive, built of mud mixed with straw. Even so, they were wired for electricity and contained evidence of sophisticated technology imported from the West. Visitors saw brochures for the latest wireless technology, along with abandoned medicine, syringes and leftover food. Cases of abandoned ammunition sat near a torn Arabic-English dictionary. 

The al Qaeda residents fled Farm Hada in a convoy of 40 trucks crammed with families, fighters and their possessions soon after U.S.-led bombing raids began Oct. 7 and headed to their mountain hide-outs, according to villagers.

To reach the caves of the Tora Bora and Milawa mountains, the trucks followed a two-hour, bone-crunching route through villages stuck in the Middle Ages, where opium is the crop of choice and dust-covered children play in the dirt. Past the foothills, they climbed a winding switchback road that al Qaeda forces had built in recent years to reach the Milawa redoubts behind Tora Bora, according to nearby villagers.

"They built this road for themselves," said Meer Mohammed, one of the villagers. After Sept. 11, the convoys of al Qaeda pickup trucks rumbled up the road "day and night," 10 or 20 at a time, he recalled. 

Where the fighters disappeared to remains a mystery. It is unknown how many may still be eluding capture, have been killed by the bombing or have fled to Pakistan or elsewhere. But they have lost their hosts, the Taliban and their Afghan home.

"We are happy they're gone," said Maihan, a jobless 19-year-old who used to watch the al Qaeda trainees blow up dogs outside his village of Dar Wonta. "We don't want fighting, we want peace."

Correspondents William Branigin, Susan B. Glasser, John Pomfret, Kamran Khan, Pamela Constable, Keith B. Richburg and Kevin Sullivan and researcher Robert Thomason contributed to this report.
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