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The Mother of Mohammed: An Australian Woman’s Extraordinary Journey into Jihad. By Sally Neighbour. Melbourne University Press; 368 pages, A$34.99
SALLY NEIGHBOUR, an Australian journalist who writes about terrorism, has set herself apart from the herd with her careful studies of the lives of terror suspects. 

Her first book, “In the Shadow of Swords”, was about the Bali bombers. In her latest work, “The Mother of Mohammed”, she focuses on an Australian woman who converted to Islam, moved first to Indonesia and then Afghanistan, was branded a dangerous terrorist by Australian intelligence and had her passport revoked. No charges have been brought against her. 

Raised in a broken home, Robyn Mary Hutchinson was a “tenacious tomboy” who railed against conformity. As a teenager, she became a drug-using surfing groupie, and eventually took the hippy trail to Bali. There she converted to Islam, adopted the name Rabiah, married into the Javanese royal family and had two children. Later she left her husband, a drug addict, married again and had more children, before coming into contact with Abu Bakar Bashir, the imam who envisioned an Islamic caliphate across an arc of South-East Asia and whose name has been linked to several terrorist attacks in Indonesia. Eventually, Ms Hutchinson moved to Pakistan, where she seems to have found happiness living a spartan existence among a community of devout Muslims, a veritable United Nations of educated, professional women. 


Non-Australian readers may find the early chapters contain too much detail about life Down Under, but the reader becomes drawn in to Ms Hutchinson’s story and the book is hard to put down. From Pakistan she moved to Afghanistan, where she became known as Umm Mohammed (“mother of Mohammed”, the name of one of her sons) and got to know the leaders of al-Qaeda, including Osama bin Laden. He gave her an air conditioner and may even have proposed marriage. 

Ms Hutchinson did not become a Muslim and go to Afghanistan because she wanted to blow up Americans or Jews. She went because she was searching for the perfect Islamic state, something she thought the Taliban might offer her. Ms Neighbour interviewed Ms Hutchinson once or twice a week over a period of 18 months. She found no evidence that she engaged in terrorism; nor, it seems, did the Australian authorities.

Ms Hutchinson escaped from Afghanistan with her children after the American-led invasion in October 2002. She returned to Sydney where she is watched closely by Australia’s domestic intelligence agency, and, Ms Neighbour writes, has become “a virtual prisoner in her home”. It appears that Ms Hutchinson is being punished for her religious views and her associations.

