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In the days leading
up to the U.S. raid on
Osama bin Laden’s
compound in May,
breaking news in
Pakistan had been slow,
leading journalist
Nahal Toosi ’00 to head out of Islamabad to do
a story on education. That’s when she noticed a
series of tweets about bin Laden’s death.

Initially, she said, the reports were somewhat
speculative, but they became more certain.
Traveling with a photographer, a cameraman
and a driver, she shouted, “Turn the car around,
turn the car around!’ ”

Back in Islamabad, she regrouped with her
co-workers and her boss and headed back out,
this time embarking on a two-and-a-half-hour

trip on 35 miles of rugged roadways to
Abbottabad, where she and her colleagues
found a cab driver who guided them to the
compound where bin Laden had been killed.

For the next five days, Toosi worked in tan-
dem with AP colleague and Pakistan native
Zarar Khan, who speaks Urdu. A lot of

Pakistanis also speak English, so sometimes they
split up, sometimes they worked together. Other
times, because she is a woman and a foreigner,
Toosi said, “he would have to go in alone
because my presence would be a distraction.”

Toosi and Khan interviewed neighbors and
residents of Abbottabad to get their reactions
and find out what they knew. In the process
they found a doctor who sold a plot of land for
the compound to someone who, unbeknownst
to him, was a member of bin Laden’s inner circle.

“We managed to track down the property
records,” she said, “and after searching we found
this doctor — a very nice guy. That was a nice
scoop.”

News ‘is like an IV drip’
The 34-year-old Toosi has a track record of

getting scoops, one that dates to her days at The
Daily Tar Heel, where she worked for three years
as a reporter and editor.

She was interviewing “one of the technology
guys” at UNC, she said, when she learned about
plans to unveil the Carolina Computing Initiative,
which requires all undergraduates to have laptops.

“I was like, ‘What?’ I had no idea,” she said.
“I told my colleague Sharif Durhams [’99], and
we were frantically reporting and talking to var-
ious officials.” 

Associated Press reporter Nahal Toosi ’00 visited the restricted area of South Waziristan, a tribal region of Pakistan where the Pakistani military
has fought Islamist insurgents, on a Pakistani army-guided tour.
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The DTH published a story a day ahead of
the official announcement, as well as a follow-
up story the day of the announcement. “It was a
big scoop,” Toosi said. “It was a fun story. It was
a big get for us.”

Those who knew Toosi at UNC remember
her as someone destined to be a good journal-
ist. “She was really one of our outstanding
undergrads at that time,” said UNC journalism
Professor Jan Johnson Yopp ’70. “She was really
focused. You always knew that she was going to
do something. I had no idea she would become
a foreign correspondent, but she was definitely
committed to news and being a journalist. …
She’s a news junkie.”

Toosi would agree: Keeping up with the
news, she said, “is like an IV drip that’s con-
stantly attached to me. … I read a lot of news-
papers and magazines, and back in Pakistan, I
had a BlackBerry. Constantly, I was on the
BlackBerry, reading the news and keeping ahead
of things.”

Another trait that has served her well is tenac-
ity.At the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, for example,
where she worked for five years after graduating
from UNC, she was still a rookie reporter when
the U.S. invaded Iraq in 2003. The paper had
slots for two reporters to accompany U.S.
troops, and Toosi wanted to be one of them.

“I had been pushing to go,” she said. “I’d been
telling them [her editors], ‘I’m going to go. You
guys either send me or I will go by myself.’ ”
She even booked a flight to Turkey so she would
be on the ground when the invasion took place.

As it turned out, one of the two reporters
originally slated to go had to back out, and
Toosi took his place. She accompanied a Marine
supply unit through Kuwait and into Iraq and
then, on her own initiative, switched battalions
because she wanted to get to Baghdad.

“The whole thing lasted eight weeks,” she
said. “I was in Baghdad for a few days after

Saddam [Hussein] fell.”
From Milwaukee, Toosi went to work for The

Associated Press in New York. For the first several
months she covered New York, where once
again her tenacious nature was an asset. She
wrote, for example, about a couple who wanted
a divorce, but neither one was willing to leave
their home. So the husband requested and
received permission from a judge to build a wall
in the middle of the house.

“I really had to pursue them to get them to
talk,” she said. “It was so much fun.”

On to other crises
After several months on the New York City

beat, Toosi switched to the international desk,
and after several months there, she applied for an
opening at the bureau in Pakistan, where she
had spent time in a refugee camp as a child when
her family fled the revolution in Iran. (Related
story, below.) At the time, she said, “I knew it was
interesting but didn’t know how interesting it
was going to get.” 

Toosi was in Pakistan for three and a half
years. She covered the ongoing militancy,
women’s issues, the bombing of the Marriott
Hotel in 2008, the historic floods of 2010 and
the killing of bin Laden.

But what might have unnerved her the most,
she said, were the assassinations early last year of
two men she had interviewed. One was the
minister for minority affairs, Shahbaz Bhatti, who
was gunned down in his car in March; the
other was the governor of Punjab Province,
Salman Taseer, who was shot by his own body-
guard in January. Both men opposed Pakistan’s
strict blasphemy laws, which impose stiff penal-
ties, including incarceration and death, on those
who insult Islam.

When they were killed, Toosi said, “I wasn’t
scared for my life, [but] it was brought home to
me how much religious conservatism has spread

in Pakistan. … All these guys had done is say,
‘We don’t want this law to be abused.’

“It’s hard to wrap your head around,” she
said. “It was shocking.”

Toosi left Pakistan in August to work in
London on the AP’s Europe desk, where she’s in
the middle of yet another hot spot, this one of a
different sort.

“I’m learning a lot about the financial crisis,”
she said. 

— Lucy Hood ’83

61C A R O L I N A A L U M N I R E V I E W

Nahal Toosi ’00 came to the U.S. when
she was 6 years old. Born in Iran, she and her
family had to leave when the Islamic
Revolution ousted the Iranian monarchy and
brought Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini to
power in 1979.

“We’re members of the Baha’i faith,” she
explained. Baha’is comprise the largest reli-
gious minority in Iran, one that has been per-
secuted and discriminated against for more
than a century. “After the Islamic Revolution,”
Toosi said, “things got really bad. The govern-
ment came after my dad.”

In their flight from Iran, the family hid in a
truck, endured an 11-hour camel ride and

spent several months in a Pakistani refugee
camp.

In addition to Toosi, the entourage includ-
ed her parents, her sister and her grandmother,
all of whom settled in McKinney, Texas, where
her father found work as a painter and her
mother as a beautician.

Toosi, who was valedictorian of her senior
class at McKinney High School and earned
varsity letters in track and cross country,
looked for a college that had strong academic
and athletics programs and a thriving social
life.

She found what she was looking for at
UNC, where she planned to major in chem-

istry. She also wanted to participate in an
extracurricular activity, so she signed up to
work at The Daily Tar Heel, a decision that
ultimately changed her life.

”I became obsessed with it,” she said. “The
first time I saw my name in print, I was like,
‘Oh my God.’ ”

Toosi, like many who have worked at The
DTH, spent more time at the paper than she
did in class, and her new-found interest in
journalism ultimately pre-empted her plans to
be a chemist.

Fortunately, she noted, “UNC had a great
journalism school.”

— Lucy Hood ’80

Her Path to America, Journalism Began With Flight From Iran

Toosi’s posts on Twitter give a quick glimpse
of her visit to Osama bin Laden’s compound
after he was killed by Navy SEALs last May.


