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PROLOGUE

Living Hell

Kneeling in the desert sands, his orange jumpsuit flapping insistently in the breeze, a shaven-headed forty-year-old struggles to focus on the cameras in front of him and the statement he’s meant to recite. It’s a press conference of a kind, but the man delivering it has his hands tied behind his back and the words are clearly being forced into his mouth. They announce his imminent execution. He calls on his family and fellow citizens ‘to rise up against my real killer, the US government’, which had apparently sealed his fate with its recent bombing campaign in Iraq. ‘I wish I could have more time,’ he says. ‘I wish I could have the hope of freedom, and seeing my family again. But that ship has sailed. I guess, all in all, I wish I wasn’t American.’

For a brief moment – after the video exploded onto the internet – no one was quite sure who he was. Why would they be? Jim Foley was a handsome and intrepid journalist, but hardly well known – he worked freelance, for little money and in places others feared to tread. If he was squinting in the sunlight it was not only because he was straining to follow the script; it was because he’d barely seen the sun in the previous two years.

In November 2012 Foley went missing along with another photojournalist, a Briton called John Cantlie, in Northern Syria. The two were firm friends, and together would spend nearly two years being herded around ten different prisons in three different provinces of Northern Syria, most of them underground and the majority abominably cruel. Along with twenty-two other foreign hostages they’d ended up in Raqqa, the de facto capital of the Islamic State of Iraq and Sham (ISIS), and in the hands of the most notorious group of prison guards.

One of those guards took a starring role in the video; a black-clad, brown-skinned narrator to Foley’s left, gesturing at the camera with his knife. Stocky, with his face obscured by a balaclava, the guard was clearly British, and speaking in a London accent. Armed for effect with an expensive Glock pistol, the killer harangued his audience on the evils of the American government. ‘You’re no longer fighting an insurgency,’ he said. ‘We are an Islamic army and a state that has been accepted by a large number of Muslims worldwide.’ As the speeches drew to a close, Foley gritted his teeth and clenched his jaw before the killer began slicing through his throat. The camera faded to black. The next sequence showed Foley’s bloodied head posed neatly on his back.

The entire video lasted for two hundred and eighty seconds, but Jim Foley’s part took up only eighty-five of them. It appeared on YouTube on 19 August 2014, but is thought to have been filmed the day before.* Watch closely: it was stitched together from different takes; the filming must have taken several hours. At one point the picture became a split-screen. A flashy preamble reprised a speech that President Obama had made two weeks earlier, announcing American air strikes in Iraq.

Obama’s intent was to halt the advance of a brand-new terror army, whose ranks of hardened jihadis had been swollen by volunteers from all around the world, and whose sandal-wearing blitzkrieg through Northern Iraq two months earlier had already seen them conquer the country’s second city, Mosul. But the result was to provoke the ire of Islamic State, and to put the lives of its Western hostages in grave danger.

At the end of the video Steven Sotloff, another freelance journalist, appeared, held by the scruff of another orange jumpsuit. Two weeks later, in an almost identical video, he was decapitated by the same British jihadi.

On 19 August Diane and John Foley were at home in Rochester, New Hampshire. It was a normal day, in so far as anything in the Foley household could be called normal since their oldest son had vanished in Northern Syria. For almost two years, they turned over every possible scenario and sat down with just about everyone, from the American State Department to the Syrian Ambassador to the United Nations, in an effort to get him back. They had also been turned over themselves; like some of the other hostages’ families, having their son taken gave them a crash course in the kidnapping industry, its inventive storytelling, its shameless money-grubbing and its downright duplicity. For a long time they had no idea whether Jim was even alive or dead. It threw their lives entirely upside down, shattering their comfortable, leafy existence like a bomb.

At last, however, there were grounds for cautious optimism. Between March and June of 2014 fifteen European hostages being held alongside Foley were freed in a series of deals brokered among European governments, insurers and families. For the Foleys, one of the worst things was not knowing what ISIS wanted; recently, however, its motives seemed to have become more transparent: they wanted money. In early August, Diane Foley went on her own to Europe to meet some of the freed hostages. In Copenhagen she’d spent time with Daniel Rye Ottosen, the Danish photographer who’d been released in June and who’d become a friend to Jim in captivity. After that she’d travelled to Paris to drum up support in the American Embassy there. A prominent Syrian opposition activist had offered to try to open up a line of communication between the US government and Islamic State, and Diane was quietly hopeful. ‘Finally, I thought, maybe someone can help,’ she told me. In Paris, she also spent the weekend with another two hostages who’d been with Jim in the prison, Pierre Torres and Didier François, and discussed fresh ideas for how to get Jim out.

While Diane was away, an email arrived from the kidnappers. John read it to her over the phone: a badly spelt, crazily capitalized tirade directed at the US government and its citizens as much as them. ‘HOW LONG WILL THE SHEEP FOLLOW THE BLIND SHEPPARD?’ Their Western hostages, it claimed, had ‘DARED TO ENTER THE LION’S DEN AND WHERE EATEN!’ Then came the threat: ‘You and your citizens will pay the price of your bombings! The first of which being the blood of the American citizen, James Foley! He will be executed as a DIRECT result of your transgressions towards us!’ The tone of this email was strikingly different from the sometimes-friendly emails they’d received nine months earlier, and which had dried up almost as soon as they began. But so desperate were the Foleys and their advisers to open a channel of communication with the kidnappers that they were inclined to see this new email as another reason for cautious hope.

It didn’t last long. Diane and John Foley remembered nothing unusual about the early part of 19 August, except for one detail. At some point in the morning a car rolled up to the house and FBI agents presented themselves at their door; polite and businesslike, they requested a family DNA sample, but didn’t say why. Three hours later, Diane remembered the phone ringing and a journalist acquaintance of Jim’s being on the end of it, utterly hysterical after seeing the video online. It was on TV within the hour. After that, their whole world caved in, and the global media turned up on their doorstep. The Pope telephoned to pay his respects. So did President Obama, who expressed his condolences and revealed – effectively declassifying it – that a rescue mission had taken place six weeks previously, but came back empty-handed. The presidential phone call was especially poignant because Jim, a long-time Democrat, had worked hard to get Barack Obama elected in 2008 and had confidence in his judgement. ‘Jimmy believed until the very end that his government would come to save him,’ John Foley told me, and when the President phoned, the elder Foley told him exactly that. ‘I got no response, but I wanted him to know. That’s when he told me he felt deeply sorry.’

If the Foleys’ pleas for help had largely fallen on deaf ears when Jim was alive, all that changed after his death. His public execution, and those that followed, had immediate consequences. The killings ignited a furious debate about the merits of Obama’s decision to intervene in Iraq, and whether the administration could have done more to protect kidnapped Americans in Syria. The Obama administration was clearly reluctant to engage militarily in the region, but the effect of Foley’s killing on public opinion forced its hand. While only one in five Americans had backed air strikes against the Syrian regime in 2013, two-thirds now backed American air strikes against ISIS in its home base of Northern Syria. This ‘new public hawkishness’, said The Economist, ‘is linked to the reporters’ beheading, pollsters report. Americans paid more attention to those murders than to any other news event in the past five years, according to one survey.’ No one had paid much attention to Jim Foley’s plight while he was alive. But it’s no exaggeration to say that his murder helped push America into exactly what many of its people had been trying to avoid – an open-ended regional war against a ruthless, implacable new enemy.

The revolt against the Syrian regime wasn’t supposed to turn out like this. When it erupted in March 2011 it started peaceably enough, inspired by protests in other Arab countries and organized by a fresh generation of activists around mosques, local communities and new media. The aim was to topple Syria’s tired, oppressive old security state and its president, Bashar al-Assad, who had been gifted the top job after the death of his father. After the Syrian army and its paramilitary allies cracked down hard, informal bands of defectors sprang up to protect their communities and the revolt became a military street fight. The Syrian army triumphed, but it was a hollow victory. As the defectors retreated, a new wave of religiously inspired militants, buttressed by an international brigade of jihadis from every corner of the world, took their place. The country’s once-hopeful rebellion atrophied into carnage and religious hatred.

One symptom of Syria’s spiral out of control was the growing number of kidnappings of foreign journalists and aid workers. Jim Foley and John Cantlie were two of the first to go, in November 2012. For much of the following two years, I’d been investigating their whereabouts: it seemed to me a good and important story, all the more so because hardly any other journalists were looking into it with any seriousness. It was also a forest of false trails and spurious tips, with a cast of characters stranger than anything I’d come across in fiction. There were good reasons why a reporter like me should be interested in the fate of missing journalists. I’d travelled to exactly the same places they had and run into many of the same people; finding out how they disappeared from the face of the earth took on the urgency of self-preservation. Encouraged by several generous commissions from Vanity Fair, and in between my regular reporting trips to Syria and Iraq, my interest in the kidnappings grew alongside my determination to understand the people who seemed to be behind them. By the time of Foley’s death I was one of a small number of people who knew for sure who was holding him and many other foreign hostages, this brand-new organization calling itself Islamic State.

Two days after the Foley video was posted on YouTube, in my local coffee bar in London, I met two former ISIS hostages. Pierre Torres and Daniel Rye Ottosen, both European photographers, were among the last friendly faces to see Foley alive. Both were shell-shocked; the same thing might easily have happened to them. While Torres and Ottosen had agreed to meet me, neither wanted to say much for publication. They had their reasons. Their British jihadi guards had threatened that if they spoke to journalists those left behind in captivity would suffer terrible consequences. ‘If we start to talk, it will give them a good excuse,’ Ottosen told me. Some of the hostages had even made a pact with one another to shut up until everyone got out. Others just didn’t want to replay terrible memories for the general public.

I respected this reasoning, but I begged to differ. After all, bringing back the truth was why some of these men and women had gone to Syria in the first place. As the taking of hostages became endemic in the Syrian conflict, blacking out information and swearing people to secrecy seemed like a terrible way to solve the problem, as well as a dereliction of journalistic duty. I kept coming back to Jim Foley, whose kidnapping and execution – he was one of the first to go missing, and the first to be executed – seemed to bookend the whole unfathomably tragic series of events.

As I continued down the rabbit hole of hunting out information on kidnapping, I became convinced that something wasn’t right about the official story of who was behind it; it didn’t help that everyone seemed to be squirrelling away information or actively concealing it. At the time, the Foley abduction was so puzzling that it looked like an outlier, but as whisperings of similar kidnappings trickled in it became clear that something much bigger than we realized was afoot. This wasn’t an outlier but an omen – of the way that the Syrian conflict was going, of our tragic failure to understand and influence foreign conflicts, of our reckless lack of intelligence about what was really happening on the ground.

There were more specific questions too, which daily news reporting hadn’t even begun to answer. Such as how could Jim Foley and John Cantlie have found themselves in an ISIS prison when the group hadn’t even been in existence at the time they had gone missing? And how could it be that the masked Londoner who decapitated Foley on video had also been involved in his kidnapping nearly two years earlier?
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