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Idyllic German 
village home to 
1,000 Chinese

Chinese entrepreneur Zhang Jianxin’s first thought
was that he had fallen victim to a fraud scheme
when he arrived at the location of his investment in

a small German village. For just over a million yuan each
($143,000), he and 11 other Chinese businessmen were
promised apartments in the village and help with navigat-
ing Germany’s bureaucracy, including obtaining residency
permits and registering a business. “But when I first got
here, the grass was taller than people... I told the ICCN
CEO I have the impression that it’s all a scam,” Zhang told
AFP, referring to the company in charge.

As it turned out, it was all above board. Six years on,
Zhang is one of 1,000 Chinese who have moved to
Hoppstaedten-Weiersbach, total population 3,500, where
they have also set up shop. All of them had been won
over by Chinese businesswoman Jane Hou and her
German partner Andreas Scholz, who conceived the idea
of building the biggest Chinese trading center in Europe.
Three hundred small and medium-sized Chinese firms
now have registered German businesses in the village,
tucked within a ring of forests in western Germany’s
Rhineland-Palatinate state. Another 12 buildings are being
built over the next five to seven years to accommodate
another 500 investors.

Hard to imagine that it all started with a conversation
between Hou and Scholz at Frankfurt airport. Scholz, who
was then managing a shop in the airport, said they “chat-
ted and exchanged business cards”. Two weeks later, Hou
told him she was looking to hire a German sales repre-
sentative who also handles contact with the embassy. Hou
“is a very persuasive person”, said Scholz. “Three weeks
later, I packed two bags, gave notice on my job, my
apartment, gave away my stuff or sold it and went to
China.”

‘No legal norms’ 
From a little office in Shenzhen, the two embarked on

their bid to convince Chinese businessmen to move to
Germany. Their pitch was that a registered German com-
pany would be viewed as more trustworthy to do busi-
ness in the country. “It is always a bit risky for German
companies to do business with a Chinese limited compa-
ny somewhere in Shenzhen or in Shanghai as there are
simply no legal norms,” Scholz said. “There are unfortu-
nately enough examples where money had gone missing
or didn’t arrive and the Chinese partner has disappeared,
no one is there to answer the phone.”

Hou, through a German contact, learnt of housing
blocks left empty in Hoppstaedten-Weiersbach after the
US military moved out. Located around 90 minutes by
road from Frankfurt airport, the village had been losing its
younger population to big cities. It was therefore to local
politicians’ joy when ICCN approached them with a plan
to spruce up the blocks and sell them to the Chinese.
Although the tranquil setting feels a world away from
China’s booming cities, it turned out to be another selling
point.

‘Clean air, clean water’ 
“Here, there’s much fewer people. My heart is calm,”

said Zhang. A potential investor, Yang Hai, was impressed
by the “clean air and water” that’s drinkable from the tap.
Yang was in town for a German-China economic forum
organized by ICCN, an opportunity to check out the site.
If it works out, the pharmaceutical investment would be
the first time the center moves from trading to manufac-
turing. Already, some of the companies based there are
involved in exporting German goods to China, not just
bringing in Chinese products.

“Forty-two percent of the place is covered with
greenery and the air is very clean. Such a place for a
pharmaceutical company... is particularly suitable. Our
requirements are that air and water quality must be
good,” said Yang. “We also looked at Canada and
America but Germany may be better because it’s cold in
Canada and there are too many unpredictable develop-
ments in the US,” he said.

While Chemnitz, an eastern city on the other side of
Germany, has been rocked by anti-foreigner protests,
newcomers to Hoppstaedten-Weiersbach said they have
encountered only friendliness from locals. “Before coming
here, there were some concerns that the locals may not
be accepting. But in fact, they are very friendly,” said Cui
Jin, who runs a medical device trading business. Retiree
Becker Ottmar said the newcomers “are very nice and
forthcoming... we live well together.” “Today, when a
house is empty, it would likely be sold to the Chinese,”
said Ottmar, who lives across the street from a restaurant
now run by a Chinese family.

‘A bridge’
Scholz admitted that “such a project would not work

everywhere in Germany”, but added that villagers had
been long used to having foreigners living among them
given the US army bases dotted across the region. They
had also felt the impact on jobs and economic opportuni-
ties when the US base in Hoppstaedten-Weiersbach
closed in the mid-1990s. When the Chinese moved in,
“they bought cars, furniture, daily necessities. That’s quite
a bit of opportunity for a small locality,” said Scholz.

The German businessman said the company has made
an effort to create opportunities for the locals and new-
comers to meet, including organising Chinese-German
festivals and football tournaments. Stressing the impor-
tance to bridge the cultural divide, Scholz said: “We are
this bridge.” He and Hou have since married and have a
daughter. They live next to the Zhang family. — AFP 

Jamal Khashoggi believed he was safe in Turkey.
Khashoggi, a veteran Saudi journalist and newspaper
editor, had lived in exile in Washington for more than a

year, writing a column for the Washington Post in which he
regularly criticized his country’s crackdown on dissent, its
war in Yemen and sanctions imposed on Qatar. He said he
could write freely in the United States in a way that was
impossible at home, according to friends and colleagues,
but he was increasingly worried that Riyadh could hurt
him or his family.

In Turkey, though, Khashoggi had friends in high places,
including some of President Tayyip Erdogan’s advisers. So
when he walked into the Saudi consulate in Istanbul at 1
pm on Tuesday, Oct 2, he hoped the appointment would be
brief, a simple bureaucratic task that would allow him to
marry his Turkish fiancee, whom he had met four months
earlier. “He said the safest country in the world for Saudi
Arabians was Turkey,” said Yasin Aktay, an Erdogan aide
and close friend of Khashoggi. Friends and family have not
seen him since. Turkish officials have said they believe
Khashoggi, 59, was killed inside the consulate. 

Saudi Arabia has strongly rejected the accusation. The
kingdom’s ambassador to the United States, Prince
Khalid bin Salman, said reports suggesting Khashoggi
went missing in the Istanbul consulate or that Saudi
Arabia had killed him “are absolutely false and baseless”
and a product of “malicious leaks and grim
rumors”.”Jamal is a Saudi citizen who went missing after
leaving the consulate,” the ambassador said in a state-
ment. Saudi Arabia has sent a team of investigators to
work with Turkish authorities and “chase every lead to
uncover the truth behind his disappearance”.

In interviews, Turkish officials provided new details of
their investigation into the missing journalist. Two senior
Turkish officials revealed the existence of an object that
may provide important clues to Khashoggi’s fate: The
black Apple watch he was wearing when he entered the
consulate. The watch was connected to a mobile phone he
left outside, they said. Investigators are also focusing on 15
Saudi men who entered the consulate around the same
time as Khashoggi and left a short time later. These men
had arrived hours earlier from Riyadh, most of them by
private plane, the officials said. By the end of the day, they
were on their way back to the kingdom.

Turkish newspaper Sabah said yesteday it had identi-
fied the 15 as members of a Saudi intelligence team. They
included a forensic expert. A Turkish official did not dis-
pute the report. And investigators are trying to trace a
vehicle that left the Saudi consulate at the same time as
two cars destined for the airport, one of the officials said.
This vehicle didn’t turn towards the airport, but set off in
the opposite direction. This story is based on interviews
with Turkish officials, Khashoggi’s fiancee and more than a
dozen of his friends, who gave insight into the columnist’s
state of mind in the days leading up to his disappearance,
and explained why he went to the Saudi consulate in
Istanbul, not the embassy in his adopted home of
Washington.

The case threatens to drive wedges between Saudi
Arabia and Turkey and between Riyadh and its western
allies. US President Donald Trump said on Oct 9 he plans
to speak with Saudi officials about Khashoggi’s disappear-
ance. The mystery also threatens to undermine Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman’s drive to attract foreign
investors and new high-tech business to a country that is
too dependent on oil revenues.

A new life
Khashoggi met his Turkish fiancee, Hatice Cengiz, who

is 23 years his junior, in May at a conference in Istanbul,
according to Cengiz and a close friend of the Saudi jour-
nalist. Their relationship quickly evolved, and Khashoggi
spoke about wanting to start a new life with her. By
August, the couple had decided to marry in Turkey, where
Cengiz lived, and spend much of their time there. “Jamal
bought an apartment in Istanbul and we were furnishing
our new home,” Cengiz told Reuters on Oct 9. “We were
planning to marry this week before Jamal flew back to
Washington.”

The decision to marry in Istanbul, whose mosques
reminded Khashoggi of his hometown Madinah, set off a
paper chase that ultimately ended in Khashoggi’s disap-
pearance. Turkish law required that Khashoggi, who was
divorced, provide proof that he did not have a wife. He
asked if he could get the document from the Saudi
embassy in Washington, according to a friend in Europe,
but was told the consulate in Turkey was better placed to
help. Cengiz said Khashoggi wouldn’t have applied for the

document in Istanbul if he could have avoided it. Asked to
comment, a Saudi official said it was “not accurate” that
Khashoggi was told to go to Istanbul.

The friend recounted how he warned Khashoggi
against getting the paper in Istanbul for fear the Saudis
might arrest him if he set foot in the consulate. “He told me
there is no solution except to arrange for this paper with
the consulate in Turkey,” said the friend, who was in fre-
quent contact with Khashoggi in the days before he disap-
peared. Khashoggi reassured him, he said, that his good
connections in Turkey meant “no one can do anything to
harm me in Istanbul”.

Khashoggi visited the consulate without an appoint-
ment on Friday, Sept 28. Cengiz waited outside. That first
meeting went smoothly. Khashoggi told Cengiz and several
friends that officials in the consulate had treated him
politely. They explained the paperwork would take time to
prepare. Khashoggi exchanged phone numbers with a
consulate official named Sultan so he could call and check
on progress, according to three friends. Sultan said the
document would be ready early the following week.
Reuters has not been able to locate Sultan or confirm his
role at the consulate. The consul declined to comment on
who Khashoggi spoke to.

“He came out smiling. He told me ‘inshallah (God will-
ing) I will receive this paper after I come back from
London,’” Cengiz said. Confident he would soon have the
paperwork he needed, Khashoggi flew to London later the
same day to attend a conference. He was asked there by
colleagues about the threat he faced from the Saudi
authorities for his work, according to some of those pres-
ent. “One of my colleagues at dinner asked if he saw a
possibility that his citizenship would be withdrawn,” said
Daud Abdullah, director of Middle East Monitor which
organized the conference. “He discounted that - he didn’t
think the authorities would go that far.”

An exiled Saudi dissident who spoke to Khashoggi in
the days before his disappearance, said his friend was
worried that he might face interrogation by the Saudis, but
nothing more. Another friend, British-Palestinian activist
Azzam Tamimi, who saw Khashoggi during that trip to
London, said he “didn’t seem scared at all. The opposite.
He was relaxed and calm.” Tamimi saw Khashoggi off at
the airport in London.

Mystery men
Khashoggi flew back to Istanbul from London on

Monday evening, Oct 1. The following morning, he spoke
again with consul worker Sultan, who told him to collect
the document at 1 pm the same day. Outside the consulate,
a low rise building at the edge of one of Istanbul’s business
districts, Khashoggi handed Cengiz his two mobile phones,
the fiancee told Reuters. He left instructions that she
should call Aktay, the Erdogan aide, if he didn’t reappear.
Khashoggi was wearing his black Apple Watch, connected
to one of the phones, when he entered the building.

A senior Turkish government official and a senior secu-
rity official said the two inter-connected devices are at the
heart of the investigation into Khashoggi’s disappearance.
“We have determined that it was on him when he walked
into the consulate,” the security official said. Investigators
are trying to determine what information the watch trans-
mitted. “Intelligence services, the prosecutor’s office and a
technology team are working on this. Turkey does not
have the watch so we are trying to do it through connect-
ed devices,” he said.

Tech experts say an Apple Watch can provide data
such as location and heart rate. But what investigators can
find out depends on the model of watch, whether it was
connected to the internet, and whether it is near enough an
iPhone to synchronize. When Khashoggi did not emerge
quickly, Cengiz said she at first hoped he had got the doc-
ument and was talking with consul staff. “But when time
passed and employees started leaving the building and he
still wasn’t out, I panicked,” she said.

She called Aktay, the Erdogan aide, around 4.30 pm
and told him her fiance was missing. As soon as he
received the call, Aktay told Reuters, he contacted Turkish
security forces and intelligence officials. “Of course I also
called the office of the president, who was in a senior party
committee meeting at that point,” Aktay said. “After about
half an hour, everybody was informed and ready to take
the measures needed in this case. And of course then, a
long period of tension and expectation started.”

Local and international media reported Khashoggi’s
disappearance the next day, Wednesday, Oct 3. Turkish
authorities said there was no evidence to suggest
Khashoggi had left the building, and they believed he was

still inside. Saudi authorities countered that their citizen
had left the consulate and that they were investigating.
Two Turkish security sources told Reuters that security
camera recordings showed Khashoggi had not left the
consulate by either of its two exits.

They said that 15 Saudi men had entered the building at
around the time Khashoggi went in, having flown into
Istanbul earlier in the day, most of them on a private air-
craft from Riyadh and some on commercial flights. The
men left after “some time” in two cars and returned to the
airport, the sources said. They said a third vehicle left at
the same time but turned in the opposite direction.
Investigators are trying to trace its route by analyzing sur-
veillance cameras. The Istanbul consulate referred ques-
tions about the 15 men and the vehicles to Saudi authori-
ties, who did not respond to a request for comment.

“It is a very mysterious situation. Diplomats that came
in private jets, stay in Turkey for a few hours, and leave. It
is also very easy for them to pass through security due to
their diplomatic immunity,” one of the security sources
said. According to Flight Tracker, an online flight tracking
system, a private plane that brought nine of the men in the
early hours of Oct 2 was registered to a company called
Sky Prime Aviation Services. A company official confirmed
that Sky Prime Aviation owned the plane and that it was in
use on Oct 2, but gave no further details. He said the firm
was owned by a private company registered in Saudi
Arabia. Two industry sources said the firm belongs to the
Saudi government. The Saudi government did not respond
to a request for comment.

The other six men arrived on commercial flights, the
security source said. The 15 men checked in, briefly, to two
hotels, the Movenpick and Wyndham, which are close to
the Saudi consulate. The hotels declined to comment. As
pressure built on Saudi Arabia to locate their missing citi-
zen, Saudi officials in Istanbul showed a Reuters reporter
around the consulate on Saturday, Oct 6, opening cup-
boards and inviting him to inspect the ladies’ bathroom. A
few hours later, Turkish authorities said they believed
Khashoggi had been killed.

A Saudi source told Reuters that British intelligence
believed there had been an attempt to drug Khashoggi
inside the consulate that culminated in an overdose. He
said the information came from a British intelligence
source. Contacted by Reuters, British intelligence did not
comment. Asked about this account, a Saudi official said:
“This death is not true.”

Reform not revolution
Khashoggi’s message in his columns for the Washington

Post was one of reform, not revolution. He often champi-
oned political change but did not question the Saudi
monarchy as an institution. His bumpy relations with the
Saudi authorities and the clerical establishment predated
the rise of Crown Prince Mohammad bin Salman. In 2003
he was fired as editor-in-chief of reform newspaper Al-
Watan, less than two months into his tenure, after publish-
ing columns critical of the growing influence of the reli-
gious establishment in Saudi Arabia.

In 2007, he was named editor-in-chief of Al-Watan for
a second time but was forced to resign three years later
after publishing an article that challenged some elements
of Salafism, a branch of Sunni Islam. Khashoggi was also
the consummate insider, as an adviser to former intelli-
gence chief Prince Turki Al-Faisal and a confidant of bil-
lionaire investor Prince Alwaleed bin Talal. Yet by early
2017, he was feeling the heat again. The authorities
ordered him to stop writing and tweeting, then he
watched as other writers, including several friends, were
detained in a crackdown on dissent in September, 2017.
“He was outside (the country), so he didn’t return,” said
his friend, Tamimi.

In the United States, he felt he could speak freely. Karen
Attiah, his editor at the Washington Post, said it was as if he
had rediscovered journalism. “When he was in the news-
room, when I brought him the first time, he became ener-
gized. He took a selfie and said, ‘I miss this. I miss being in a
newsroom.’ We spoke about editing and what it was like to
talk to writers. He just lit up,” she said.  An acquaintance
said Khashoggi was considering launching new projects
from Washington. One idea focused on bringing attention
to political prisoners in Saudi Arabia and promoting
democracy in the Arab world, said the acquaintance. Attiah,
the global opinions editor of the Washington Post, said
Khashoggi rarely expressed fears for himself but he was
“really torn up” about the pressures on his family. “I did
worry about Jamal,” she said. “I just thought, ‘Who would
be so brazen to go after him?’” — Reuters 

The search for a missing journalist


