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Principal Characters



AMERICANS


US Officials in Tripoli or Benghazi at the Time of the Attack




Glen Doherty: Member of the Global Response Staff, former Navy SEAL, killed in Benghazi on September 12, 2012


Gregory Hicks: Deputy Chief of Mission (DCM) at US Embassy Tripoli in 2012


Brian Linvill: Lieutenant Colonel in the US Army, Defense Attaché at US Embassy Tripoli, 2008–2012


David McFarland: Foreign Service Officer and Acting Principal Officer at the Benghazi Mission just prior to the attack


Sean Smith: State Department Communications/Information Officer, Air Force veteran, on temporary duty to US Embassy Tripoli, killed in Benghazi on September 11, 2012


John Christopher (Chris) Stevens: US Ambassador to Libya from May 22, 2012, to September 11, 2012


Scott Wickland: Stevens’s assigned personal diplomatic security agent in Benghazi


Tyrone S. Woods: Member of the Global Response Staff, former Navy SEAL, killed in Benghazi on September 12, 2012




Obama Administration Officials




Joseph Biden: Vice President of the United States, 2009–2016; forty-sixth President of the United States, 2021–


Derek Chollet: Lawyer, Senior Director for Strategic Planning at the National Security Council


James Clapper: Director of National Intelligence, 2010–2017


Hillary Rodham Clinton: Secretary of State, 2009–2012; Democratic Senator from New York, 2000–2008; Democratic presidential candidate in 2016


James Comey: Director of the FBI, 2013–2017


Robert Gates: Secretary of Defense, 2006–2011


Mike Morrell: Deputy Director of the CIA, 2010–2013; acting director in 2011 and 2012–2013


Barack Obama: Forty-fourth President of the United States, 2009–2016


Leon Panetta: Secretary of Defense, 2011–2013; CIA Director, 2009–2011


David Petraeus: CIA Director from September 6, 2011, to November 9, 2012; Commander of the US forces in Afghanistan, 2010–2011


Samantha Power: Special Assistant to the President, National Security Council, 2009–2013; author of A Problem from Hell: America and the Age of Genocide


Ben Rhodes: Deputy National Security Advisor for Strategic Communications and Speechwriting in the Obama administration, 2009–2017


Susan Rice: Ambassador to the United Nations at the time of the US intervention in Libya


Jake Sullivan: Director of Policy Planning at the State Department from February 2011 to February 2013




Republican Officials




John McCain: Senator from Arizona, who supported Obama’s intervention in Libya; Republican presidential nominee in 2008


Mitt Romney: Governor of Massachusetts (2003–2007); Republican presidential candidate in 2012




Republican Politicians Connected to Benghazi Hearings




Trey Gowdy: Representative from South Carolina, Chair of the House Select Committee on Benghazi from May 8, 2014, to July 8, 2016


Darrell Issa: Representative from California, Chair of the House Oversight Committee, 2011–2015


Ron Johnson: Senator from Wisconsin


Mike Pompeo: Representative from Kansas, member of Republican majority on the Benghazi Committee


Donald Trump: Forty-fifth President of the United States, 2017–2021




US Ambassadors




Prudence Bushnell: Ambassador to Kenya, 1996–1999


Gene Cretz: First post-reconciliation Ambassador to Libya, 2008–2012


Gerald Feierstein: Ambassador to Yemen, 2010–2013


Deborah Jones: Ambassador to Libya, 2013–2014


Anne Patterson: Ambassador to Egypt, 2011–2013; Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern Affairs, 2013–2017


Jacob Walles: Ambassador to Tunisia, 2012–2015




LIBYANS


Islamistsi




Ahmed Abu Khattala: Convicted of lesser terrorism charges in a US court in connection to the September 11, 2012, attack


Mohammed Al Gharabli: Head of the Rafallah al-Sahati Brigade at the time of the Benghazi US Mission attack


Abu Anas Al Libi: A.k.a. Nazih Abdul-Hamed al-Ruqai’i, former member of the LIFG, indicted in the United States in connection with the 1998 East Africa US embassy bombings


Abu Laith al-Libi: A.k.a. Ali Ammar Ashur al-Rufayi, Al Qaeda’s number three under Osama bin Laden


Ibn al-Sheikh al-Libi: Libyan Al Qaeda operative whose remarks under torture were used to help make the case for the US war on Iraq


Abdel Wahab Al Qaid: A.k.a. Abu Idris Al Libi, the LIFG’s political counselor and strategist


Mohammed Hassan Al Qaid: A.k.a. Abu Yahya Al Libi, Al Qaeda’s number two under Ayman Al-Zawahiri, brother of Abdel Wahab Al Qaid


Sami al-Saadi: A.k.a. Abu Munthir, LIFG’s expert on Islamic law


Khalid al-Sherif: A.k.a. Abu Hazim al-Libi, LIFG’s number two, rendered to Libya by the CIA in April 2005, participated in the Corrections


Mohammed al-Zahawi: Leader of Ansar al-Sharia Libya


Abdulhakim Belhaj: A.k.a. Abu Abdullah al-Sadiq, Emir of the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group (LIFG) since 1995; Head of the Tripoli Military Council after the fall of Tripoli


Wissam Bin Hamid: Head of Libya Shield One militia


Abu Sufian Bin Qumu: Former driver of bin Laden in Sudan, Guantanamo prisoner, LIFG member, head of Ansar al-Sharia Derna


Mahdi Harati: Ex-co-commander of the Tripoli Brigade and commander of Syrian fighting group Liwa al Ummah


Ali Sallabi: Significant figure in the Libyan Muslim Brotherhood, mediator of the Corrections


Ismail Sallabi: Early leader of Rafallah al-Sahati Brigade, brother of Ali Sallabi




Politicians and Public Figures




Mustafa Abdel Jalil: Chairman of the National Transitional Council from March 2011 to August 2012, former Minister of Justice under Gaddafi


Abdurrahim El Keib: Interim Prime Minister of Libya from November 2011 to November 2012


Bubaker Habib: Chris Stevens’s Benghazi-based assistant, former US Liaison Office Tripoli employee


Khalifa Heftar: Former Gaddafi general, launched Karama movement and the Libyan National Army in 2014


Mahmoud Jibril: Interim Prime Minister for the National Transitional Council (2011), head of National Forces Alliance party


Aref Nayed: Islamic scholar, former Libyan Ambassador to the United Arab Emirates and head of the Stabilization Committee during the revolution


Abdel Fattah Younes: Former Gaddafi Interior Minister and commander of the Al-Saiqa special forces, subsequent rebel forces commander




Gaddafi Regime




Muammar Gaddafi: Leader of Libya


Saif Gaddafi: Second-oldest son of Gaddafi, de facto head of Libya’s reform program, heir apparent to Gaddafi


Abdullah Senussi: Gaddafi’s Head of Internal Security and brother-in-law, linked to the Abu Salim massacre of 1996




INTERNATIONAL ISLAMIST FIGURES




Ayman Al-Zawahiri: Cofounder of Al Qaeda, founder of Egyptian Islamic Jihad, successor to bin Laden


Muhammed Al-Zawahiri: Brother of Ayman Al-Zawahiri, allegedly helped plan protests at US Embassy Cairo on September 11, 2012


Osama bin Laden: Leader of Al Qaeda, killed in Obama-ordered US raid in 2011




LIBYAN AND SYRIAN GROUPS, MILITIAS, AND POLITICAL PARTIES




Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM): Leading formal Al Qaeda franchise in North Africa, allied with Ansar al-Sharia Libya


Ansar al-Sharia Derna: Affiliate of Ansar al-Sharia Libya, headed by former Guantanamo detainee Abu Sufian Bin Qumu


Ansar al-Sharia Libya: Salafis-jihadi group headed by Mohammed al-Zahawi, accused of masterminding the Benghazi attack; pledged allegiance to the Islamic State in October 2014


February 17 Martyrs Brigade (Feb 17): Umbrella group for a mix of Islamist militias, contracted by the US Embassy to provide security to the Benghazi Mission


Free Syrian Army (FSA): Military alliance founded July 2001 by defected officers of the Syrian Army, with the goal of taking down Assad; eroded by late 2012 with influx of Islamist groups


General National Congress (GNC): First post-revolution elected parliament, July 7, 2012, to June 25, 2014


Government of National Accord (GNA): Product of the Libyan Political Agreement (LPA), 2016–2021


House of Representatives (HOR): Second elected Libyan parliament, 2014–


Libyan Islamic Fighting Group (LIFG): Libyan jihadist affiliate of Al Qaeda, most active in Libya in the mid-1990s, disbanded as part of the Corrections; also known as muqatila for short


Libyan Islamic Movement for Change (LIMC): Successor to the LIFG, thought to have been created February 2011; changed its name to Islamic Movement for Reform in November 2011, with many of the same LIFG members as advisors


Libyan National Army: Military force that emerged from General Khalifa Heftar’s Karama movement of May 2014, later reported to the parliament (HOR), elected in 2014


Libya Shields: Government-sanctioned armed groups formed in 2012 to manage regional security following the fall of the regime. The most visible was Libya Shield One, based in Benghazi


Liwa’ al Ummah: Libyan-led militia in Syria fighting Bashar al-Assad, founded by Mahdi Harati in 2011


Muslim Brotherhood: Muslim Revivalist organization founded by Hassan al-Banna in Egypt in 1928


National Forces Alliance (NFA): Coalition of progressive parties founded by Mahmoud Jibril, won plurality in the 2012 elections


National Transitional Council (NTC): The Libyan transitional government following the US–NATO intervention in March 2011


Rafallah al-Sahati Brigade: Libyan militia established in Benghazi, linked to the killing of Abdel Fattah Younes


Syrian National Council (SNC): Syria’s government in exile, formed in 2011 and located in Istanbul




i NOTE: Most Salafi jihadi fighters go by their nom de guerre or kunya, which may be formed from the name of their oldest son. The suffix “Al Libi” (“The Libyan”) indicates someone who identifies as Libyan.














Note on Arabic Transliterations


In most instances I use the most common English spellings for Arabic proper nouns.













Timeline



1928: Founding of the Muslim Brotherhood


1951: Libyan independence as federated constitutional monarchy under King Idris


1959: Discovery of oil in commercial quantities in Libya


1969: September 1: Military coup headed by Muammar Gaddafi overthrows King Idris


1979


December: Soviet invasion of Afghanistan


December 2: Mob attacks and burns the US Embassy in Tripoli


December 22: United States designates Libya a state sponsor of terrorism


1980: February 15: US Embassy in Tripoli closes


1986


April 5: A bomb explodes in the La Belle discotheque in West Berlin, killing three (two Americans) and wounding 230


April 15: United States attacks targets in Tripoli and Benghazi


1988


Key members of future LIFG leadership travel to Afghanistan to join the mujahideen


Osama bin Laden and Ayman Al-Zawahiri establish Al Qaeda


General Khalifa Heftar captured in Chad


December 21: Bombing of Pan Am Flight 103 over Lockerbie, Scotland, kills 270


1989: Gaddafi bombs French airliner, Union de Transports Aériens (UTA) Flight 772, over Niger


1992


Al Qaeda moves to Sudan


March 31: UN Security Council resolution demands Libya turn over suspects in Pan Am and UTA bombings


1993: UN Resolution 883 escalates sanctions on Libya and freezes Libya’s foreign assets abroad


1994: LIFG assassination attempt on Gaddafi in Sebha fails


1995: Belhaj becomes emir of LIFG, which announces its presence in Libya


1996


February or March: UK-backed LIFG assassination attempt on Gaddafi in Sirte fails


Summer: Massacre of approximately 1,250 prisoners at Abu Salim prison in Tripoli


November 1: Qatar launches Al Jazeera channel


Bin Laden and Al Qaeda kicked out of Sudan; Al Qaeda and LIFG members return to Afghanistan


1998


August 7: East Africa bombing of US Embassies in Kenya and Tanzania by Al Qaeda


LIFG broken as a force in Libya


2000


October 12: Bombing of USS Cole in Aden, Yemen, by Al Qaeda


LIFG announces unilateral cease-fire in Libya


2001


September 11: Al Qaeda terrorist attacks in United States


Gaddafi offers condolences to United States in wake of 9/11 attacks


October 6: UN resolution designates LIFG a terrorist group


2003


March 20: United States invades Iraq


May: Libya indicates willingness to resolve outstanding issues with United States and United Kingdom


May: Casablanca, Morocco, bombings kill forty; Moroccan Islamic Combatant Group and LIFG implicated


September 12: UN Security Council adopts Resolution 1506 lifting sanctions on Libya


December 19: Libya announces its intention to dismantle its Weapons of Mass Destruction


2004


United States begins returning LIFG leadership to Libya as part of “extraordinary renditions” (2004–2005)


February 8: Resumption of a direct diplomatic presence in Libya occurs with the arrival of US personnel at the US Interests Section in Tripoli


June 28: The US Liaison Office (USLO) in Tripoli officially opens


First work on opening an “American Corner” in Benghazi (2004–2005)


2005: Unofficial start of the Corrections process of rehabilitating the LIFG


2006


February 17: Anti-Gaddafi riots in Benghazi and eastern cities, superficially linked to Danish cartoon controversy


May 15: The United States begins the process of rescinding Libya’s designation as a state sponsor of terrorism, announces its intention to upgrade the US diplomatic presence in Tripoli to an embassy, and certifies that Libya is cooperating fully with USG anti-terrorism efforts


2007


June: Christopher Stevens arrives in Tripoli as Deputy Chief of Mission


October: Sinjar Records found along Iraq’s Syrian border, indicating a startling number of Libyan recruits to Al Qaeda, coming from Benghazi and Derna


November 3: Al Qaeda leader Ayman Al-Zawahiri and Abu Laith al-Libi each proclaim merger of LIFG and Al Qaeda in two separate videos


2008


April 19: Newsweek publishes “The Jihadist Riddle” cover story about the Sinjar Records


Late May: Christopher Stevens sends “Die Hard in Derna” cable to Washington


November 4: Obama elected forty-fourth president of United States


2009


June 4: Obama’s “New Beginning” speech in Cairo


August 20: Convicted Lockerbie bomber Abdelbaset al-Megrahi released from Scottish prison; Saif Gaddafi accompanies him back to Tripoli to hero’s welcome


December 25: Underwear Bomber nearly blows up Northwest Airlines flight over Detroit


2010


March 23: Saif officiates a readout ceremony for the Corrections, attended by some Western diplomats and nongovernmental organizations; LIFG leaders Abdulhakim Belhaj, Sami al-Saadi, and Khalid al-Sherif released from Abu Salim prison


December 17: Jasmine Revolution starts in Tunisia, marking the start of the Arab Spring


2011


January 13: First demonstrations in Libya


January 25: Egyptian Revolution begins


January 27: Yemeni Revolution begins


February 15: Gaddafi regime arrests Abu Salim families’ lawyer Fathi Terbil


February 17: Libyan Revolution officially begins


February 20: Mahdi Ziu detonates a car bomb outside the Katiba, allowing it to be stormed by rebels


LIFG rebrands itself the Libyan Islamic Movement for Change (LIMC)


March 6: Start of Syrian Revolution


March: Obama administration gives Qatar and other countries green light for covert aid to Libyan rebels


February 21: Saif’s “rivers of blood” speech


February 22: Gaddafi’s “zenga zenga” speech; Interior Minister Abdel Fattah Younes defects to the rebel side


February 27: Libyan National Transitional Council (NTC) announced in Benghazi


March 14: Secretary of State Clinton meets in Paris with Jibril and Essawi


March 17: UN Resolution 1973 authorizes “all necessary measures” to protect civilians in Benghazi


March 19: US-led NATO air campaign in Libya begins (US code name Operation Odyssey Dawn)


April 5: Stevens arrives in Benghazi on Greek freighter Aegean Pearl as US Envoy to the Libyan transitional government


March 21: American F-15 ditches in Libya, pilots rescued


July 15: NTC recognized by United States


July 28: Rebel Commander Younes killed in Benghazi by Islamists


August 23: Bab Al Aziziya taken; Belhaj declares Tripoli liberation


October 20: Gaddafi killed in Sirte by rebel mob


October 23: NTC declares liberation of Libya


Late November: Belhaj and Mahdi Harati travel to Syria; Belhaj meets with members of the Free Syrian Army in Istanbul


November 19: Saif captured in southern Libya by rebel forces from Zintan


Wissam Bin Hamid becomes commander of Libya Shield One


2012


April 6: IED tossed over US Mission wall in Benghazi


May 22: Stevens assumes US Ambassadorship to Libya; Red Cross building in Benghazi hit by two RPGs


June 4: Mohammed Hassan Al Qaid killed by a drone strike in northwestern Pakistan by US drone


June 6: Bomb explodes outside wall of US Mission in Benghazi


July 7: National elections held in Libya; “progressives” win officially, affiliation of independents not known


August 15: At meeting in Tripoli, regional security officer expresses concern that the Benghazi Mission could not withstand an attack


Summer: Clinton–Petraeus plan for arming Syrian opposition rebuffed by President Obama


September 9: David McFarland and Bubaker Habib meet with militia leaders Wissam Bin Hamid and Mohammed Al Gharabli in Benghazi


September 10: Al Qaeda Leader Ayman Al-Zawahiri urges followers to avenge death of Al Qaeda’s number two, Abu Yahya Al Libi


September 11: Attack on US Mission in Benghazi kills Ambassador Christopher Stevens and Sean Smith


September 12: Attack on CIA Annex in Benghazi kills Tyrone Woods and Glen Doherty


September 12: Libyan Parliament votes on Prime Minister in Tripoli; cargo ship Al Intisar leaves Benghazi for Turkey, suspected to be carrying weapons for Syrian rebels


September 16: UN Ambassador Susan Rice appears on Sunday talk shows with incorrect Benghazi talking points


September 19: Director of National Counterterrorism Center is first Obama administration official to use the phrase “terrorist attack” in reference to the events of September 11, 2012


September 20: FBI shares results of eyewitness interviews within the US government; FBI director of National Intelligence James Clapper says attack had “all earmarks of a premeditated attack”


September 21: Secretary Clinton says “what happened in Benghazi was a terrorist attack”


September 25: President Obama’s UN General Assembly speech eulogizes Ambassador Stevens, emphasizes the impact of the Innocence of Muslims video on the region


December 20: Accountability Review Board releases its findings on the Benghazi attack


2013


May 5: Libya’s General National Congress passes the Political Isolation Law


August 21: Ghouta chemical attack on civilians in Damascus, Syria


December 28: New York Times publishes David Kirkpatrick’s “A Deadly Mix in Benghazi”


2014


January 15: US Senate Select Committee on Intelligence releases its investigation of Benghazi attack


March 2: New York Times publishes story about Hillary Clinton’s use of private email server for official emails


May 2: House Speaker John Boehner announces intention to create House Select Committee on Benghazi


May: Heftar announces Karama (Dignity) campaign to take Libya back from Islamists


June 25: Second national elections in Libya held, resulting in election of the House of Representatives and a political loss for Islamists


July 26: US Embassy evacuation in face of post-election fighting in Tripoli


House of Representatives moves to Tobruk in eastern Libya


2015


October 22: Clinton testifies before Benghazi Committee


December 17: Libyan Political Agreement signed in Libya, paving way for Government of National Accord (GNA)


December 9: LIFG removed from the US State Department list of terrorist organizations


2016


July 5: FBI Director James Comey announces no grounds for criminal prosecution of Hillary Clinton on email issue


July 19: Trump wins Republican presidential nomination


October 28: Director Comey announces FBI will reopen investigation into Clinton’s emails


November 9: Trump elected forty-fifth president of the United States


2017


June 7: Heftar declares Benghazi liberated


2019


April 4: Heftar orders forces to move on Tripoli and attempt to overthrow the GNA


September: First known support by Russia of the Libyan National Army and General Khalifa Heftar


2020


January: Turkey intervenes against Heftar’s forces


November 7: Joseph Biden elected forty-sixth president of the United States













Prologue



The Attack, Part I


Istanbul, September 10, 2012


I did what by this point had become routine: woke up early, stuffed my suitcase into the Hotel Ibrahim Pasha’s lilliputian elevator, and climbed into a waiting cab for the forty-minute ride to the Istanbul airport. I hadn’t slept well. Through groggy eyes, I navigated a busy airport stuffed with passengers waiting to cram their suitcases and jury-rigged boxes through an X-ray scanner. I stood in a long security line, which ultimately deposited me in a waiting area, from which a bus took me to a plane bound for Benghazi. Looking around at my fellow passengers, I realized that the in-flight demographic was very different than a year before. Then, the passengers consisted mostly of refugees, families, and war-wounded; now, the crowd was overwhelmingly twenty- and thirty-year-old males. Some wore casts and used crutches, suggesting they’d been treated in Turkey for injuries sustained in Libya (or Syria, where some Libyans were fighting the regime of Bashar al-Assad).


The plane took off, and I fell asleep. Three hours later, I was jostled awake by the tug of gravity as the pilot cut the engines back for the descent. Often, the final descent into Benghazi affords a stunning view of the Jebel Akhdar, or Green Mountains, an unspoiled wilderness ringed with white sandy beaches and mottled turquoise waters. Not a cloud in sight. It promised to be a gorgeous day.


What had I been so worried about? I asked myself, with a hint of conscious self-deception, as I stepped off the plane and headed for customs. The customs process changed every month, a symptom of the fact that the Libyan rebels who’d taken over the country from Muammar Gaddafi the year before were still learning their way around running a country. But the bearded young men in front of me seemed to know where to go. I followed them through dark corridors and up to a group of men in full-body camouflage. They directed some travelers to sit, others to pass.


Typically, this would be when my fixer, the local contact who made sure bad things didn’t happen, would appear. But fifteen minutes… half an hour… nearly an hour went by, and no one came to fetch me, and now my cell phone wasn’t working. This was the kind of unscripted moment when anything could happen. If I were to be abducted, no one would know for hours.


“Anta liwahdak (You’re alone)?” one of the men in camouflage asked me, highlighting the obvious. This was both the first time I was traveling alone into Benghazi and the first time someone wasn’t waiting. The general atmosphere seemed strained, more impersonal than previous trips. But I reminded myself, again, that by themselves, these emotional samples were just noise. Trying to decipher a pattern would be counterproductive.


This trip had its origins two years earlier. In the summer of 2010, I had left the US State Department and was in Dubai working for a multinational company. In that role, I spent time in places like Djibouti and Mozambique, trying to understand the unique developmental challenges facing communities in port cities. One day I received an email from someone I had never met. “Ahmed” (not his real name) had read a book I had written a few years before—translations of Libyan short stories mixed with travelogue. He said that reading the stories brought back memories from his youth in Benghazi—a period that felt to him increasingly distant, as he’d now spent more than half his life in Texas. His wife had urged him to reach out. We spoke a few times on the phone and became fast friends. When I took a trip back to the United States, we arranged to meet in person.


A few months later, the Arab Spring revolutions started in Tunisia and spread to Egypt and then Libya in February 2011. Throughout the Arab world, demonstrations were leading to the ousting of leaders.


For two years, from 2004 to 2006, I had been one of a small number of American diplomats posted to Libya, following an unusual American rapprochement with Libya’s flamboyant, iron-fisted dictator, Muammar Gaddafi. Libya had been effectively off limits for Americans for nearly a quarter century. Due to my position as the liaison between American businesses looking to capitalize on the opening of an oil state, and Libyans looking to partner with Americans, I developed a deep community of professional contacts, some of whom would become dear friends. It was an exciting, chaotic time: I felt as if I lived a period of ten years in the space of two. And in the process, I felt I had absorbed many of the hopes and aspirations of those Libyans with whom I interacted on a daily basis.


And seven years later, they’d done it—Libyans had risen up against their omnipresent dictator. Suddenly, I was getting text messages from acquaintances and friends alike, some fearing they would be arrested, others trying desperately to get out of the country. Then the United States intervened militarily, ostensibly to protect Benghazi from a massacre. And soon after, I heard that a former colleague, Chris Stevens, had been named the US envoy to Libya’s nascent rebel government in Benghazi.


I called Chris and told him that I really wanted in. I wanted to be back in Libya, working for him. His response wasn’t what I hoped to hear: “You’ve got a good job out there in Dubai, Ethan. And you know how the US government works. By the time you’re back in the system, things in Libya will be very different. And you might wind up in Venezuela… not Libya. I wish I could hire you directly, but you know that’s not possible.”


I felt dampened by Chris’s reaction. The sudden and dramatic reappearance in my life of Libya and the connections I had made there—many of them assuming I was still working for the State Department and asking for help in ways that might make the difference between life and death—upset me, energized me, and got me wondering again whether I had made the right decision to leave the Foreign Service after four years. But Chris was right. There were practical reasons behind my decision to leave State, and I needed to follow my own path for a while.


Still, I couldn’t leave Libya behind. Ahmed, who had made his own decision to leave the country years earlier, felt the same. We both started talking about how and if we might contribute on a humanitarian level to this chaotic uprising. We quickly settled on medical support. As I had seen firsthand, medical services had never been a priority for Gaddafi, and the war had pushed Libya’s shabby medical infrastructure to the breaking point.


Ahmed and I were an odd pair: the fifty-six-year-old Libyan with a Texan accent and a gray goatee and the forty-two-year-old former American diplomat. But we had complementary skills, and we worked well together. Neither of us were doctors or conventional public health professionals, but we had experience getting things done in tough environments and had a wealth of contacts in both Libya and the United States. Over the following months, Ahmed and I formed a small nonprofit focused on wartime trauma, emergency medicine, and diabetes, and we registered it with the United Nations. We were interested in emergency medicine for its immediate relevance to war, but also because the field was increasingly seen as a cornerstone of efforts to build broader health infrastructure in developing and fragile states. The theory was that if you get emergency medicine right, you have a chance of building everything else on top of it correctly.


Quickly, Ahmed was able to make contact, through family connections, with the directors of Benghazi Medical Center (BMC), a 1,200-bed facility that nearly twenty years after its construction was still operating at a fraction of its capacity due to government corruption and neglect. While Ahmed worked his connections in the Benghazi medical community, I reached out to American institutions with experience operating in developing countries. In my conversations with internationally focused physicians and health workers, I found a surprisingly strong interest in Libya. It was at the higher, administrative level that things got complicated: Libya wasn’t a normal operating environment—it was still a war zone. These institutions needed time to consider what we were proposing—but given the pace of change in Libya, time was not on anyone’s side.


BMC’s director, Fathi Al-Jehani, was in his forties, lanky and unusually tall for a Libyan, with a neatly manicured beard. I rarely saw him without his white surgical jacket. He was one of those people who preferred to listen and spoke only when necessary. Dr. Laila Bugaighis was his codirector, and the more vocal and demonstrative of the two. Against Fathi’s reserve, she was a flash of color, literally and figuratively; Laila typically wore sharp pantsuits with a scarf that could double as a face covering outside the hospital. She was self-assured and vocal about the dangers she saw facing Benghazi and Libya from all sides: former Gaddafi regime thugs, violent Islamists, general chaos. But she was also optimistic, envisioning rich possibilities if the country managed its transition from dictatorship to democracy. She was determined not to squander the opportunity to make up for the decades of what she proclaimed as “lost time” under Gaddafi.


It didn’t take long for Ahmed and me to become very impressed with both Fathi and Laila and their personal commitments to Libya and the revolution underway. Fathi had been working in the Arabian Gulf as a specialist and returned immediately after the liberation of Benghazi in March 2011. For his troubles, he had been targeted by local militias, who one day ambushed him outside the hospital, shooting him in the arm before he managed to drive his SUV to a safer area of town. The next day, he was back at work. Laila, also in her early forties, came from one of eastern Libya’s most visible families and was one of several in her family to make deep sacrifices. Her cousin Salwa would be murdered in 2014 for her outspoken positions in support of progress.


For Fathi and Laila, my and Ahmed’s backgrounds were clearly both an attraction and a source of concern: Why exactly were a former US diplomat and a member of another of Benghazi’s distinguished local families, long living in the States, suddenly here, seemingly alone, offering help? What kind of help could these two provide? And what strings were attached? One evening during our second trip to Benghazi, Laila expressed some of these thoughts openly as she prepared a fish tagine. This kind of invitation, into a woman’s home, in the conservative social environment of Benghazi, could only be interpreted as an expression of unusual confidence—even as she ran through a litany of possibilities including that we were sent by some US government agency to keep tabs on them. She concluded with a touch of fatalism, if not lighthearted sarcasm: “What other choice do we have—we asked for help from the Americans, and you two showed up. Alhamdulillah (Praise be to God),” Laila said.


In one of our subsequent meetings, Laila said with a laugh, “Maybe the next thing we’ll hear is that you’ve brought us Harvard. But seriously,” she added, “we can’t tell you how much we appreciate your efforts.”


A month or so later, I was sitting in a quiet teahouse in my hometown of Berkeley, California, working on a draft of a book on the Libyan Revolution, when I overheard two men discussing a project to create emergency medical capacity in South Sudan, which had recently become Africa’s newest independent state. South Sudan had a vaguely similar profile to Libya. It had just emerged from its own long and bloody civil war, needed international support, and yet was so rich with oil that it could contribute its own money to pay for reconstruction. I apologized for eavesdropping and chatted them up, telling them about our work in Benghazi and our quest for institutional partners. It was a fateful meeting, as it turned out they were connected to a professor of emergency medicine at Harvard, Dr. Thomas Burke, who didn’t seem fazed by the security challenges in Benghazi. He saw an opportunity in getting in on the ground floor of this kind of project.


When we told Laila about this development, I’m certain both her hopes and her fears were confirmed—there was no way that Ahmed and I could be working alone. We had to be a front for someone. The State Department. The CIA. Both. After all, she was joking when she implored us to connect them with Harvard.


Over the next few months, Ahmed and I introduced Dr. Burke and his colleagues to Laila and Fathi, and helped his team iron out the skeleton of a program promising to meet some of BMC’s and eastern Libya’s immediate and longer-term needs. The initial emphasis was on mentoring and training of staff by American counterparts. Other American universities were interested, but to their credit, Burke and his staff were able to mobilize quickly. We arranged an introductory trip to Benghazi for Burke and one of his colleagues, during which they were treated as VIPs. Things looked promising.


Over the following year, I remained in touch with Chris Stevens, who had since been confirmed at the first post-revolution US ambassador to Libya. His colleagues were thrilled with this news, as Chris had a reputation for being a consummate professional, someone who preferred the field to Washington and did not calculate his every career move based on its political value.


Since we hadn’t spoken in a few months, I thought it would be wise to meet with him in person at the US Embassy in the Libyan capital of Tripoli following our next trip to Benghazi. I wanted to explain where Ahmed and I had gotten with our medical efforts, as I knew Chris was trying to move the State Department to invest more time and assistance in the city.


Initially, we suggested the eleventh of September. But as the date approached, I felt that stopping in Tripoli added a level of complexity to our movements that made me uncomfortable. I told Chris I was very sorry not to see him on the trip, but we were going to do just a quick in-and-out in Benghazi to help structure an agreement between BMC and Harvard.


From the start of the BMC collaboration, I watched the security situation in Benghazi very carefully. I was admittedly adventurous, but I wasn’t into taking unnecessary risks, especially when I felt responsible for others. Even at the time of our previous trip to Benghazi, in June, I didn’t like what I was seeing. Since April of 2012, there had been a substantial uptick in targeted attacks on local journalists, civil society figures, and Western diplomats. On June 6, an improvised explosive device (IED) was dropped outside the gate of the US Mission, damaging the exterior wall. And the following month, a group of Red Crescent workers were kidnapped.


A week before the September trip, I decided after reading some particularly alarming local Facebook posts that the level of risk had become too high for me to sanction our group’s travel to Benghazi. I told Ahmed that I thought we should cancel our trip immediately—and indefinitely. Technically, because Ahmed and I had brought the parties together, and had been entrusted with making decisions related to project scope and safety, it was our call. But Burke and his colleague declared that they were going, no matter what. It was clear they’d established a bond with Laila and Fathi, and I got the strong sense that they felt they no longer needed us.


“Impossible to cancel now,” Burke said, curtly, on a conference call. “We’re already under pressure from our administration to get this moving or close it down—if we pull out, we won’t get another chance.” And he was right about that.


Of course, BMC also felt highly vested in the trip and, in their own way, also downplayed the risks.


“We live these risks daily,” Laila would often remind us.


I was torn between the gut feeling that something really bad was about to happen and an awareness that this might be our last chance to get the projects Ahmed and I had been working on for the last year into higher gear. The more American attention on Benghazi, the better. Each success enabled others. I knew that Ambassador Stevens was pushing for a permanent official US presence in Benghazi; all of us were working toward the same basic goal, from different ends.


Burke and his group dug in. And I couldn’t blame BMC for encouraging them. Fathi and Laila came to see Harvard as a crucial political lifeline, even though at that point very few people back in Washington even knew that this project existed. The Harvard brand was desirable, but it also represented some guarantee that someone in Washington would be paying attention to Benghazi. It was the same with Stevens—his presence in the city was comforting to many because it seemed to be a physical manifestation that the United States hadn’t abandoned Benghazi. Chris understood this, and I’m certain that this was a factor in his own decision to travel to Benghazi.


Ahmed and I conferred—we couldn’t prevent the Harvard group from going, and we also knew there was something bigger here at stake. If the meeting was going forward, Ahmed and I felt it was important to have someone from our team there overseeing the proceedings, both because it was our defined role in structuring the original agreement and, second, because we had an increasing feeling that corporate interests were trying to edge us out of any future participation. We trusted Laila and Fathi but also knew they were under their own sets of pressures. I agreed to go for three days, September 10 to 12. Ahmed wanted to stay longer.


Back at the customs checkpoint, one of the men in blue fatigues—tall, with an air of authority, but probably no older than twenty—flared his nostrils at me. I was suddenly intensely aware of the fact that Benghazi was no longer the sleepy backwater that I was used to. It was a war zone. I told the man about my work at the hospital and gave him Fathi’s name. He barked a response, “Istana shwai (Wait a second).” He pointed to a plastic seat in the corner, then disappeared. I sat down, and the anxiety returned with a vengeance. Had I made a serious error in not listening to my instinct? Yes or no, I was now committed to be in Benghazi for the next three days.


A few minutes later, the man returned. I saw his phone light up with a call, revealing his background image: the rugged mien of the rebel commander Abdel Fattah Younes. This was another clue. Younes had been a former Gaddafi minister who disobeyed his direct orders to crush the Benghazi uprising long enough to give the rebels time to regroup. But he was an early casualty of a growing ideological battle, assassinated in July 2011 by what were widely presumed to be Islamist forces. There were rumors that Younes was a traitor, a double agent working for Gaddafi and the rebels both. But for many of the people of Benghazi, Younes remained a hero. If these guys were affiliated with Younes’s tribe and his militias, I was probably going to be okay.


As he perfunctorily flipped through my passport, my cell connection returned just long enough for me to text Ahmed. I was irritated. “I’m all alone out here,” I wrote.


Finally, the man in fatigues waved me through. That wasn’t necessarily for the better. I was now out, but alone and unprotected. I pushed my way through a raucous crowd toward a car that looked like it might be a taxi.


Sitting in the back of a derelict cab, I hurtled across a maze of overpasses into the city’s industrial zone, dominated by sand-colored apartment buildings and warehouses built by Turkish or Korean contractors, who priced their work high and built as cheaply as possible. The city had been completely destroyed in fighting between Allied and Axis forces during World War II, clearing the way for a concrete jungle in the 1960s and 1970s. From this angle, Benghazi looked more like the chaotic, impoverished slums of Cairo—but the view got better as the cab came closer to the traditional city center, where the architectural influence of the Italian colonizers dominated: wide boulevards and stately, wedge-shaped apartments with high ceilings.


I had the cab wait while I checked in to the Tibesti Hotel, then left my bags in my room. I knew this room. It was one of a handful regularly assigned to foreign diplomats in the early 2000s, almost certainly because it was bugged. The room smelled of mothballs and mildew. The bed was rock-hard and shrink-wrapped in thickly starched sheets that took some effort to peel back. There was an old TV in one corner and, as always, nothing in the minibar. I didn’t dally. I left my bags and took the cab to BMC, a sprawling complex halfway between the hotel and the airport.


At the entrance, water bubbled up from a small fountain into a shallow, ornamental pool. On our first post-revolution visit to the hospital a year before, the basin of the fountain was clogged with foul-smelling muck. Ever fastidious, Ahmed took one of the junior administrators aside and gently pointed out that the patients’ impressions of the facility would be far improved if the first thing they saw when they entered looked hygienic—and worked.


It seemed they listened.


I found Ahmed, Burke, Fathi, and the rest of the team in a conference room on the third floor, sitting in oversized swivel chairs under intense fluorescent lights, poring over a draft of the contract. Twenty million dollars was the price tag for Phase One. But it still wasn’t clear where the money was going to come from—Libya had the resources, but many of its assets were still frozen, and there was no national budget.


I had half a mind to express my frustration that I’d been forgotten at the airport. But I was distracted by a question from one of the hospital staff, asking me if I knew that the US ambassador was in town.


Word of Chris’s presence in Benghazi caught me off guard. Because we were no longer going to Tripoli, I hadn’t expected to see him on this trip. My first reaction was that it was a nice turn of luck. Then I wondered what he was doing here, now. Had Chris, I wondered, made progress in convincing the State Department to support his idea of a more formal diplomatic presence in Benghazi? A few hours later, after our meetings wrapped up, I emailed Chris from the hospital.


“I heard you were in town. Do you have time to meet?” I wrote.


“We’ll make it work,” he answered.


Back at the hotel, I spent some time pulling the sheets off the bed, then crawled onto the odd-smelling cot, exhausted. That evening, the night of September 10, Fathi and the other BMC staff had arranged a dinner for us at a local restaurant. The energy was high; there were various heartfelt speeches by the Libyan doctors and administrators, who told us how grateful they were for the collaboration and for our presence. It was a heady moment, but I had enough experience with these kinds of projects in cities emerging from conflict to know that you had to hold your breath—there would undoubtedly be more obstacles ahead. I was, however, relieved that things seemed to be going well.


On the side, one of Ahmed’s cousins, a doctor at BMC, told Ahmed that he had flown in from Tripoli that morning, on the same flight as Ambassador Stevens. Fatima Hamroush, Libya’s newly appointed minister of health, was also on the flight, and she told Ahmed’s cousin that she would not stay overnight in Benghazi because the situation was “far too dangerous.” But she had the impression that Stevens was going to stay for a few days. Ahmed later recalled wondering what was so important that Stevens would stay for a few days when a Libyan minister herself thought it too dangerous.


In the early afternoon of the eleventh, Ahmed and I took a cab from BMC back to the Tibesti, where we sat at a table in the first-floor café to wait for Chris’s call. My phone had stopped working at some point during the previous day, so I had given Chris Ahmed’s cell number.


I stayed at the Tibesti on my trips to Benghazi during the years 2004–2006. It was also Chris’s base on his trips to the city in 2007 and 2008, and where he set up a makeshift diplomatic post just after the US-backed military intervention in 2011. Named after the mountains along Libya’s border with Chad, the hotel is an architectural oddity and one of the most recognizable features of the city’s skyline. It looks like the front grille of Darth Vader’s helmet, shrouded in obsidian-black glass. The café consists of a series of tables, arranged single file on a raised platform. Every so often, someone would push his or her chair a bit too far back and topple onto the floor below.


In front of me, a single, circular cake sat on the third tier of a glass display case. That cake puzzled me. Years before, when I was a diplomat visiting Benghazi, I used to write up my day’s reporting notes in this café. I’d often take a table near a rotating display case and watch the cake as it turned counterclockwise. I remember the beads of humidity that accumulated on the hard, chocolate shell. There was never a slice cut from it. Was this, now, the very same cake? Was it made of plastic?


Behind us, armed men passed through a security scanner, setting off alarms as the machine’s chain-smoking attendants waved them through.


Ahmed’s phone rang.


“Ambassador Stevens for you,” Ahmed smiled as he handed the phone to me.


“Ambassador—Chris,” I said, satisfying my preference for formality with his for informality.


I stepped away from potential eavesdroppers to an area up a few stairs, the spot where French philosopher Bernard-Henri Lévy, on a fact-finding mission regarding the Benghazi rebels more than a year and a half before, claimed to have called President Nicolas Sarkozy to plead for France to support the Libyan rebels, lest “the blood of the people of Benghazi [stain] the flag of France.”1


Chris sounded distracted, agitated even. But when I told him that the Libyans and the Americans had just signed a high-priced memorandum to revamp Benghazi’s medical infrastructure, there was a clear shift in his tone. This was big news. From the pauses in the conversation, I could sense his mental calculations, similar to the one Fathi and his colleagues had made months ago. Harvard’s presence in Benghazi would be useful in getting the resources Chris desperately wanted from the State Department and the appropriations committees in Congress.


“I had no idea you’d gotten so far with this—this is amazing news, congratulations!” he said.


Chris first suggested that Ahmed, Burke, Fathi, Laila, and I come over for dinner or coffee that evening at the Mission, the State Department’s compound in Benghazi.


“I’d come to you,” Chris said, “but I can’t leave the compound today.”


I understood why. It was September 11, and this would be an expected precaution for US diplomats. I knew from past experience that outside visitors to US missions often attract more attention than those inside. A voice in my head was repeating what I felt but couldn’t bring myself to say out loud: “Chris, do you want to get us killed?” He had protection, I reasoned. We had none.


Stevens picked up on my reaction and suggested we meet the next day at the hospital instead. “That’ll give me an opportunity to give the US government imprimatur to this project. I’m so happy to hear this,” Chris effused, in a tone that sounded almost like relief.


Days later, I’d have a chance to reflect on this conversation, with some horror. Had I said yes, we all might have been at the compound during the attack.


“One of my security detail will call you this afternoon to go over the mechanics of how we will get in and out of BMC tomorrow,” Chris said. “Things are tricky these days, as you know.” He asked me to make sure that the head of BMC—Fathi—was aware that his team would be carrying concealed weapons. Wasn’t everyone in Benghazi carrying weapons? I asked myself. I didn’t ask Chris for clarification.


Around 4:00 PM, I got a call from someone calling himself “Jack.” I had enough experience with diplomatic security (DS) and the US intelligence community to tell by the tone of his voice that this wasn’t his real name. An unwritten code existed between those who’d been in governmental foreign postings, an implicit swagger that some used to broadcast information that couldn’t be stated openly.


He told me that the ambassador and three or four of his people would be coming through a side entrance to the hospital. Jack and his team had the building’s floor plans.


“I know you’re former State Department,” he said to me, “but I must repeat: do not tell anyone about the ambassador’s movements, except for your immediate colleagues.”


Once again, I felt a bit reassured. But it started to seem like everyone was relying on everyone else for reassurance, as if peace of mind were a giant Ponzi scheme.


Ahmed and I ate dinner together in the hotel dining room, which doubled as a soldiers’ mess hall attached to a billeting station for rebel soldiers. If it’s not home-cooked, Libyan food is rarely something to write home about, but this was far worse than usual—tuna sandwiches on stale bread spread with rancid mayo. These were military rations, for a city under siege.


It was about 8:00 PM, and it was dark outside. As we walked out of the dining area, I glanced up at a flat-screen TV. Under Gaddafi, Libyan news was laughable, diatribes delivered in a monotone over a floating symbol of the national broadcasting company, which Libyans called the qunfuz (hedgehog) for its resemblance to that creature. Now, it had received a complete makeover, thanks to the Qataris, who broadcast news favorable to their perspective from the capital of Doha 2,400 miles away. I called Fathi again to talk to him about tomorrow’s plans.


There was no answer.


I tried again about an hour later. Still no answer.


Just before 9:30 PM, Fathi rang Ahmed’s phone and I spoke with him. It was a brief conversation, punctuated by silence. Something felt off. I sensed he had something to tell me but didn’t know how to phrase it.


“Have you spoken to Chris in the last half hour?” Fathi asked.


“No, why?” I said.


“Something’s happening at the Mission.” I could tell by his tone that this “something” spelled trouble.


I heard voices around him in the background.


“I’ll call you back,” he said rapidly and hung up.


I felt a dull sensation in the pit of my stomach and walked purposefully down the corridor toward Ahmed’s room, trying to suppress a feeling of panic and the slight urge to vomit. My gut had been trying to tell me something these last few weeks, and I had ignored it.


I became aware of details around me that had long ago faded into the background. I remember thinking, My god, after all this time in this hotel, I never noticed the wall-to-wall carpet was such a disgusting shade of orange.


As I rounded a corner in the hallway, I encountered a woman, kneeling on the floor, her long blonde hair covering her face. She was crying. I asked what was wrong, but she didn’t answer. “Can I help?” I asked. More crying. Was this related to what was going on outside? What did this woman know that I didn’t? I couldn’t stay, so I moved on, my thoughts racing.


I knocked on Ahmed’s door, and he let me in. I walked over to the window behind the bed and peeled back the curtain a few inches to see what was happening on the back side of the hotel. There were no streetlamps, and it was too dark to see anything clearly.


Ahmed sat down on the edge of the bed while I pulled up a chair across from him. Suddenly, an explosion pierced the silence. If this noise was connected to the conversation I just had, this was some serious firepower, as the US Mission was nearly three miles away. For an explosion to be that loud, it must have been large. I wasn’t a military person, and I didn’t know what heavy artillery sounded like, but the explosion sounded devastating.


Ahmed and I stared at each other.


“Well, that doesn’t certainly sound good,” Ahmed said, his deadpan voice contradicting the eyes nearly popping out of his head.


His face said what I was thinking. We’d been through some scary incidents since we started this unlikely adventure, but this had entered a whole new level of frightening.


As Ahmed and I debated what to do, my previously inert cell phone sprang to life. Someone was texting me, and I jumped at it like a lifeline. It was a friend back in California who didn’t know I was in Libya, asking if I wanted to join him for a beer. I read the text to Ahmed, who laughed, maybe a little too loudly. “I think you should take him up on it.” Together we clutched at the brief moment of levity.


I thought perhaps we should try to get out of the hotel, track down some of Ahmed’s cousins, and ask for sanctuary, so to speak. But the hotel had our passports, and trying to fetch them would be problematic.


Ahmed urged me to call Jack back on the grounds that whatever was happening at the Mission, it was relevant to our own safety.


“Our lives might depend on it,” he insisted.


I couldn’t argue with that. I dialed the number and waited. Then I heard a voice, which didn’t sound much like the guy I spoke to earlier.


“We’re under fucking attack!” the voice said, with a hesitation that sounded like it was trying to verify whether I was someone who could be helpful. I wasn’t, clearly. The call hung in the air for a few seconds before the line cut. In the background, I heard what sounded like gunfire. After a few minutes, Ahmed and I came up with a simple plan. We’d stay put until something changed. Fathi seemed to have some influence on our safety from wherever he was, but he would need to know where we were in order to help.


I realized that neither I nor Ahmed had seen Burke since before dinner. I walked the few paces down the hall to his door and knocked. No answer. I knocked again. I thought I heard some movement. Burke opened the door. I gave a quick summary of what had happened the last hour, but he appeared unperturbed.


When I went back to my room, I was wondering how Ahmed was. I didn’t want to disturb him if he’d managed finally to get to sleep, nor was I keen on leaving my room. Ahmed would, much later, confess that at the time he was grappling with thoughts that disturbed him deeply.


“My fear,” he explained, “was not so much of being killed, but not knowing what I would do if I were asked to identify myself as an American or a Libyan. In a moment of life and death, would I stand with you, my colleague and friend, or claim to be Libyan and try to melt into the surroundings?” I didn’t begrudge Ahmed the thought—he had that option. I didn’t.


“Ahmed,” I told him, “if that situation came up, in all likelihood your standing with me would only have compromised you. It wouldn’t have helped me.”


I went back to my room. I assumed no one on street level could see into windows five floors up, but I didn’t want to take any chances. I switched the light off and stared out into the night, looking for any clues about what was happening. The side of the room that faced the street and the front of the hotel was one giant window above bed level. Whatever was happening at the front of the hotel was obscured by a large awning. In the center of my view, there was a parking lot, partially illuminated by streetlamps. At one end was a lone police car, its intense blue lights flashing. Just beyond was a two-lane highway, usually one of Benghazi’s busiest; now, the only vehicles coming and going were military. On the far side of the highway was a wide shoulder that edged up to the side of the lagoon. There was a lot of activity over there. Dozens of men in fatigues with machine guns milled around. There was a row of pairs of pickup trucks positioned hood-to-hood with their bed-mounted machine guns pointed at one another. To me it looked like a diabolical ant farm, or a giant beehive, whose members were each carrying out some mysterious task known only to the queen—whoever she was. Who are these people outside, and what are they waiting for? I asked myself.


At around 10:30 PM, the police car disappeared. I went across the hall to tell Ahmed, who relayed it to Fathi. Ahmed told me then that Fathi was in contact with the head of Benghazi’s municipal security, run by defected members of Gaddafi’s special forces. I told Ahmed I was going downstairs to the lobby to try to get a better idea of what was happening outside.


“Don’t go out there!” Ahmed pleaded. “You’ll get yourself killed!”


The sounds of battle in the distance continued, echoed by bursts of gunfire in our vicinity.


“And keep away from the windows in case bullets shatter the glass,” Ahmed said.


Twenty minutes later, the police car was back. It was obvious that one car wasn’t going to save us from anything, but for me, psychologically, it was a lifeline, in the same way Stevens’s presence was a comfort to anxious citizens of Benghazi, desperate to believe someone was watching over them. As the night wore on, the hive continued to buzz at a higher frequency. Militiamen crossed the road from the pickup trucks to confer with other figures in the parking lot and at the front of the hotel. The pickup trucks were joined by personnel carriers with canvas tops.


There was clearly some logic to these movements, but heck if I could figure out what it was. Was the Tibesti—a watering hole for foreigners—the next target? I sat there for hours, frozen in an awkward and painful crouch, my face partially covered by the corner of a velour curtain.


As dawn approached, the noise of gunfire in the distance tapered off. I was dead tired. I could no longer keep watching the hive to see what else might crawl out of it. The adrenaline that had been flowing for hours now must have been depleted. I fell, fully dressed, on top of the hard cot and drifted in and out of consciousness to the sound of gunfire, interspersed with long periods of silence.


At daybreak, I opened my eyes and stared at the ceiling, trying to sense what might be happening outside and guessing how long I’d been asleep. I rolled over toward the window, but I had to get up to see anything below. I was afraid of what I might find. The dawn sky was mottled gray and purple, bisected by the contrail of a jet passing overhead. A high-altitude cloud looked like it had caught a bit of fire from the rising sun. Then my eyes fell on where I expected the hive to be. Nothing. I was baffled. Every trace of what had happened here when I fell asleep was gone. The dozens of pickup trucks, the roadblocks, the crates of unidentified materiel, the hundreds of men in fatigues—gone. The streets were empty.


The two-lane road that crossed in front of the hotel (July 23rd Street during Gaddafi’s time) should have been packed with morning rush hour traffic. But there was nothing, not a single car. I poked my head into the corridor and walked tentatively down to the breakfast area. Something told me perhaps I’d find Ahmed there.


Another surreal scene unfolded in front of me. On the other side of the high-ceilinged dining area was a long buffet, fitted out carefully with containers of dry cereal, jugs of juice, and piping hot, rubbery chicken sausage. Someone had taken the trouble to get up this morning, prepare this spread, and painstakingly lay it out. But the normally bustling dining area was empty—with one bizarre exception. At a single table in the back sat a young couple with an infant. They spoke English and laughed as if they were on holiday in the Azores, ready to head out for a beach walk. What the hell? They barely acknowledged my presence and seeing neither Ahmed, who hadn’t responded to a knock on his door, nor Burke, I continued down to the ground floor.


I had a feeling Fathi would come look for us, so I parked myself on a large black leather couch under a staircase that shielded me from the line of sight of anyone entering the hotel. After about twenty minutes, I saw Fathi’s tall, thin frame pass a few steps in front of me, headed for the stairwell.


I called out to him.


He came over and sat down facing me for about half an hour. He didn’t initially say much. Was he trying to decide what he could tell me, or was he shell-shocked himself? Hours earlier, Fathi had told us on a call that there had been casualties—at least one, on the American side. The idea that Chris was one of them didn’t figure into any of the scenarios that I had played out in my mind.


The first inkling I got that my assumptions were wrong came when Fathi referred to Stevens in the past tense.


“Wait…” I said, holding my breath. “Chris—?”


Fathi looked at me and said nothing.


“Holy shit,” I said.


I can’t remember what I thought at that moment. After what had transpired, I was prepared for bad, even catastrophic, news, but I found this very difficult to process. I was shocked. But as I tried to connect to a number of different feelings, including profound sadness, I felt the emotional content of my thoughts drop out entirely. It felt as if someone or something else was clearing out of my brain anything that didn’t assist in resolving the obvious problem: How were we going to get out of Benghazi?


“Where are the other Americans?” I asked.


“They’ve been evacuated—”


“And what about us?” I asked.


“I spoke with the Americans earlier this morning,” he said, referring presumably to the Embassy in Tripoli. “It was decided—we decided,” Fathi corrected himself, “that it would be less stressful for you to remain with us, so you’re my responsibility now.”


It took me a minute to process the implications of this, including the fact that the US government had chosen to leave me, Burke, and Ahmed behind. I felt another wave of anxiety wash over me. And from Fathi’s expression, more things were clear: First, our care was a responsibility he would really rather not have on his shoulders. Second, we were about to have one hell of a day.
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Introduction



Benghazi was a tragedy: four Americans were killed as a result of a situation that investigations later agreed was preventable. But the tragedy goes far beyond the deaths of these four individuals—Ambassador Chris Stevens, Sean Smith, Glen Doherty, and Tyrone Woods. The events that Americans collectively came to call just “Benghazi” triggered events within and outside the United States that affected the lives of millions, in the Middle East and at home. These events left a massive impact on US policy in the Middle East and triggered one of the most polarizing periods of American politics since the American Civil War.1


For most Americans, many of the events for which Benghazi was a hinge—particularly anything that dealt with US policy in the Middle East—flew under the radar. What we collectively remember of Benghazi, if anything at this point, was the political shouting match, bordering on hysteria. Meanwhile, the origins and details of this political brawl and media circus seemed baffling, if not incomprehensible. It began with a giant media frenzy over whether the attack on the US Mission in Benghazi was the result of a repulsive anti-Islamic video posted to YouTube or a premeditated attack by Islamist radicals. Then the attention shifted to what and when the Obama administration knew about the nature of the attack, and whether it was trying to cover up details for political reasons. On the fringes, there was wild speculation about whether something else might be lurking under the surface—possibly a covert operation gone wrong? Iran–Contra redux? The event morphed into a rationality-devouring creature that grew conspiracy theories for arms and eventually loomed in terror over the entire American sociopolitical landscape.


The controversy turned into a heat-seeking political missile, which first landed on the US ambassador to the United Nations, Susan Rice, after a series of talking points she used on national Sunday morning talk shows proved inaccurate. And instead of petering out after the election, as many expected, the controversy grew, veering its focus toward former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton. Republicans accused Democrats of covering up critical information and withholding assistance that might have saved the four victims. Democrats insisted Republicans had gone mad—there was no cover-up, no lie. All of it was drama manufactured by Republicans.


For a time, it felt like the whole country was screaming “Benghazi!” Memes proliferated. Ten congressional investigations, including six House committees, were convened. Fox News featured Benghazi in more than 1,000 broadcasts.2 Indeed, that one word—Benghazi, the name of a city most Americans had never heard before—became a symbol of what people of different political persuasions felt passionately was absolutely and completely wrong with America. The controversy became inextricably political, branched in seemingly endless directions, and even began to fold back in on itself. Regardless of their credentials, all these congressional investigations had partisan elements to them, and they focused on different things—including one another. By late 2015, 59 percent of Americans said they were sick of talking about Hillary Clinton’s emails, and three out of four felt the House Select Committee on Benghazi was politically motivated.3


So, it wasn’t such a surprise that four years after the attack, Democrats and Republicans were further apart in their mindsets and trust in each other than they had been when the event occurred. Benghazi mania had lit other fires, notably the controversy over Clinton’s use of a private email server for her work emails. The Russians saw weakness in America’s internal fights and an opportunity to deepen the controversy using new and more powerful social media tools. All the while, Benghazi trailed behind like a tin can attached to a pickup truck, rattling away in the background.


Within this free-for-all, Donald Trump—real estate mogul, reality TV host, World Wrestling Federation referee, political chameleon, and lawsuit magnet—emerged as the unexpected Republican nominee. Dismissed as a joke or an impossible candidate at first, Trump exploited the zeitgeist and the Benghazi controversy to land first the Republican nomination and then the White House.


By 2017, Benghazi was left on the side of the road, dismissed as a regrettable but ultimately inconsequential artifact of a country gone mad. And yet, it wasn’t. To a degree, its consequences were (and still are) all around us. Emerging from decades of American history as well as a very particular moment, it helped create America as it is today: divided at home, increasingly absent abroad, the extent of its global influence in question. Benghazi was a symptom of long-standing political divide, as well as an accelerator of it. It conditioned the way America responded to Libya but also to farther-flung conflicts involving Syria, Yemen, and Iran. Traces of Benghazi abound if you look carefully.


Benghazi was a perfect political storm. Its subject, its timing, its symbolism, its connection to past events… everything about it spoke directly to grievances on both sides of American society. As such it was easy to manipulate for political gain.


Given how the controversy played out, Americans—mostly the Left—have an instinctive aversion to the topic. Democrats exhibit a kind of collective trauma response to the word, as if the mere mention of it might trigger the rhetorical equivalent of a blow to the head. For the Right, Benghazi has become a catch-all trigger for a range of outrage and anger at what it feels has been an assault by the Left on its vision of traditional America, in which strength and safety come from strength and homogeneity, not vulnerability and diversity. But sticking to these very general descriptions of Benghazi’s impact misses the significance of the event and what it can tell us about where America is now, where it’s headed, and what can be done to cope with increasing internal division and a marked decline in global influence.


Today, so much about Benghazi remains muddled or unclear. Where did the attack itself come from? Where did the partisan animosity come from? What exactly was it about the event and the interaction between politicians on both sides of the aisle that made it so toxic? What other factors were at play? Was the controversy inevitable, or might something have contained it? After living on the edge of this scandal for so long, I have been driven to try to answer these questions, and more.


Benghazi wasn’t the cause of any of America’s political dysfunctions, obviously. But it was both a symptom and an accelerator of them. This is why understanding the context of the attack, and the resulting partisan war, is so important. With that information, we can try to create strategies to identify and manage or disable similar dynamics before they become instruments of self-harm on a national scale. But understanding how and why Benghazi became a scandal is critically important. These dynamics aren’t going away. And failing to understand their nature means leaving ourselves exposed to other kinds of blowouts that have the potential for even more harm.


I have been connected to Libya, and by extension the city of Benghazi, for nearly seventeen years. During that time, I have witnessed the honeymoon phase of the US–Libyan rapprochement with the regime of Muammar Gaddafi, the subsequent tension and decline in relations, the Libyan Revolution from start to chaotic aftermath, the attack on the US Mission in Benghazi, and the violence that followed. I saw some of the internal dynamics of the State Department and other agencies during this time. For over thirty years, I have witnessed pieces of the American foreign-policy-making and -delivery process, and have seen the effects of those policies on the ground, in hot spots across the Middle East.


America’s future matters to me, as it does to the vast majority of Americans, including the diplomats, journalists, politicians, businesspeople, and others whom I interviewed for this book—regardless of whether we agree on specific issues. Libya also matters to me—my time there was the formative experience of my career, and it’s a country in which I had some of the happiest, fascinating, and challenging moments of my life. As a diplomat, I had experiences in Libya that I couldn’t replicate under any other circumstances. It allowed me the opportunity to appreciate America’s capacity for positive change and to understand some of the dynamics that have rapidly eroded that influence. Once America stops being able to lay claim to an exceptionality in global affairs, that status will be very difficult to regain.


It took me a while to realize how deep an impact the Benghazi attack had on me. As with many who have gone through such traumatic experiences, I was convinced that the periods of intense anger, anxiety, and hopelessness were transitory. But as I learned, it’s generally not a good idea to try to repress such feelings, as they’ll just return, or show up in different forms. And I didn’t completely repress them. From the moment I left Libya, I was driven to try to make sense of the attack itself and the loss of a colleague and friend, whose feelings about Libya were so close to mine and with whom I shared the experience of being the first American a large number of Libyans had ever met. I’ve never stopped thinking about how lucky my colleagues and I were to get out of Benghazi, and that we weren’t at the compound during the attack. And there are some feelings of guilt there as well: that we made it, and others didn’t.


Writing this book and talking with policy makers and other witnesses—many of whom, particularly non-Americans, had never testified or spoken to the media before—was a part of my process of coping. Many of those I spoke with told me that it was therapeutic for them as well. So I’ve seen firsthand what happens when Benghazi becomes unexamined trauma, and by extension, I’ve come to see the Benghazi phenomenon as a kind of unexamined trauma for America as a whole. Coming to terms with what the event did to the country requires reexamining it—with the benefit of hindsight, and without the partisan fervor that made a more clear-eyed assessment impossible at the time.


With time comes perspective. Given the frenetic pace of American politics, there often isn’t time to see the bigger picture—which, in turn, is essential to learning and applying lessons. Not every scandal or controversy is worth a second, let alone a third, look. Benghazi is different.


As you’ll see, there are some very good reasons why Benghazi was confusing. It wasn’t just because of media distortions or an abundance of caution. Some questions are genuinely puzzling. In some cases the information is missing; in others the accounts have become distorted. The intentions of specific individuals and groups remain unclear. There are some questions to which we will never have answers.


In writing this book, I set out to push the boundaries of what we know about Benghazi, its causes, and its impact—to see if my own personal experience in Libya and the region, and as a witness to the attack, could help create some closure and situate Benghazi in the broader context of a very real American dilemma. Part of this means looking at events in Libya. Part of this means looking at America and showing that the fight over “Benghazi” could not have reached the pitch it did, or had the consequences it did, without the existence of a mutually reinforcing, dysfunctional relationship between the American Right and Left. My hope is that by examining the dynamics that turned Benghazi into a massive exercise in self-harm, this will encourage changes that assure that Benghazi was a black swan, and not the new norm.


At the end of the day, this is my version of events, based on new interviews and countless pages of history, news, testimony, and analysis across multiple languages, and my testimony concerning a place and a time that I believe at some point will be recognized as a significant and consequential period in American history. Not just a partisan red herring that cost a few millions of dollars of taxpayers’ money to investigate.
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PIECES OF A PUZZLE
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Setting Up Blowback


Over the course of four years and the ten congressional committees that investigated the Benghazi attack and the Obama administration’s response, rarely did public attention stray much beyond the immediate circumstances of the attack. The popular book by Mitchell Zuckoff, 13 Hours, an account of the attack from the perspective of American security officers at the US Mission and CIA Annex, is the epitome of that focus. But in order to understand where the attack came from, we need to back up and see the forest for what it is. That, in turn, requires a quick tour through the regime of Muammar Gaddafi and his war with individuals who would help grow Al Qaeda: the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group.


The Benghazi attack—and the scandal it produced—are intimately tied up with the concept of political Islam and America’s inconsistent relationship with it.


Political Islam, also often referred to in the West as Islamism, is a catchall phrase used to denote organizations, parties, and movements that invoke the religion of Islam to accomplish political ends. There may be differences in the ideologies and tactics of these groups, but ultimately they share the vision of creating a society governed by Islamic law, or Sharia.


The phenomenon of political Islam started to gel in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries with Muslim reformist thinkers like Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, Muhammed Abduh, and Abul A’la Maududi, all of whom sought ways to reclaim a Muslim identity they believed had been deeply harmed by Western colonialism, as well as secular ideologies like communism and nationalism.


A large step forward in the so-called Islamic Revival came in 1928 when Hassan al-Banna, a charismatic schoolteacher, created the Muslim Brotherhood, a group that operated (and still operates) more like a secret society than a political party—with different levels of initiates and an opaque leadership structure. Though the exact number of members is unknown, the Brotherhood has attracted many millions of followers globally, and its political epicenter has always been Egypt.


Through the 1940s, the State Department didn’t recognize the Brotherhood as a major factor in local Egyptian politics, and when American diplomats did offer an opinion on the group, they assessed it as a “fanatical,” “anti-Western” society that had some potential to become violent.1
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