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For all that we have learned about Islamic militancy since September 11 and Bali, for all the millions of newspaper words that have examined the jihad against the west, there was still room for a remarkable story about what it all means to Australia. Sally Neighbour, a journalist with the ABC’s Four Corners, has given us that story with In the Shadow of Swords, a compelling examination of the rise of radical Islam in South-East Asia and its links with the jihadists of Europe and the Middle East, most notably Osama bin Laden.

  Italian police and prosecutors have often referred to the Mafia as an octopus, because its tentacles cross borders and industries. Neighbour’s book shows that it is a similarly apt metaphor for al Qaeda, its various siblings including Jemaah Islamiyah and the warriors who dominate such groups.

  Written with a print journalist’s eye for detail and easy prose, Neighbour takes us on a journey from the poor remote villages of Indonesia, through Afghanistan and on to New York, the Pentagon and Bali. In one fascinating chapter, she details how JI militants from Indonesia, some of whom would later be involved in the Bali atrocity, found themselves ‘going jihad’ alongside thousands of Islamic militants from across the world in Afghanistan. Some went into battle against the Soviet occupiers alongside bin Laden, in the so-called Battle of Lion’s Den – a fight that earned him a place in the folklore of Islamic militancy. 

  Neighbour’s dispassionate approach allows this frightening story – one with, as yet, no ending – to tell itself. It is a tale that will trigger concern among those Australian readers who, perhaps, have not had cause to ponder why seemingly ordinary Indonesian village boys are growing up to hate westerners.

  It is disturbing. Not least because at the end you’ll realise it really is inevitable, as our police chiefs and political leaders insist, that more Australians will be among the victims. 

