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We dedicate this book to those who went and those who waited,
and to those who did not live long enough to tell their own stories.




A Note to the Reader

This book is about our experiences as women reporters covering the Vietnam War from 1966 until the fall of Saigon in 1975. Each of us has written a chapter about what we saw and felt in Indochina—our adventures, fears, excitement, and the difficulties and loneliness.

Vietnam was a unique war for all journalists, because there was no censorship. The U.S. military provided extraordinary access to combat operations. We could fly on bombing missions, parachute into hostile territory with an airborne unit, spend a week with the Special Forces in the jungle, hitch a ride on a chopper and land amid rocket and artillery as a battle raged, or be taken prisoner like a soldier. This access gave women reporters a chance to show that they could cover combat bravely and honorably, holding their own even under the most frightening and stressful circumstances.

The idea to write our book came after a group of us was brought together by Christine Martin, the dean of the Perley Isaac Reed School of Journalism at West Virginia University. In April 2000, Chris invited us to speak at a symposium she organized called “On the Frontlines: The Women Who Covered the Vietnam War and Changed Journalism History.” Chris was one of the first to believe our stories were valuable. It was her persistence that persuaded us to get together for the first time as a group. Until then, many of us had kept our thoughts about the war to ourselves. We owe her our enduring gratitude.

Once we started talking and thinking about Vietnam, it was hard to stop. The audience of students, faculty, and community members inundated us with questions about our Vietnam experiences. None of us expected to be caught off guard, but late into the evening a man stood up and asked, “Why have we never heard these stories before?” Everyone was silent for a moment. Then Tad Bartimus said simply, “Because no one ever asked us.”

We did not realize it then, but that was the moment this book was born. In the weeks that followed, the energy and emotion we felt surprised us as we continued to reach out to one another, from one end of the country to the other, via e-mail and telephone. Our extended conversations helped us realize that our individual experiences could be collectively relevant and significant to others. Who better to tell our stories than ourselves?

Seven of us participated in that remarkable weekend in West Virginia: Tad Bartimus, Denby Fawcett, Jurate Kazickas, Edith Lederer, Anne Morrissy Merick, Laura Palmer, and Tracy Wood. To create as broad a picture as possible of a woman reporter’s life in Vietnam, we invited other women to add their stories to ours. Happily, Ann Bryan Mariano and Kate Webb joined the project.

We wanted a book that would be deeply personal and brutally honest about our experiences. Thousands of books have been written about the war—generals, politicians, soldiers, historians, nurses, diplomats, and spies have all had their say. But there has never been a book like ours, a collection of intensely personal memoirs from women writing about the Vietnam War as they lived it.

Although most of us would never claim to have changed journalism history, things are dramatically different now for women who want to be war correspondents. By the time of the Gulf War in 1991, nearly every major news organization had women leading its coverage. Several years later, in Bosnia, almost half of the journalists were female. And in Afghanistan, it was routine to have women reporting for television, radio, and print on every aspect of the fighting and devastation. In the early days of the war in 2001, Maria Grazia Cutuli, a correspondent for an Italian magazine, was killed along with several male journalists.

Some of us went on to cover other wars, but there was never any other war quite like Vietnam. We are writing about Vietnam now because we feel it is important to keep those agonizing yet strangely exhilarating days alive, those dark days that changed us in ways we are still trying to understand. Many younger Americans know Vietnam only as an abstraction—a few paragraphs in a textbook, a documentary on the History Channel, or as thousands of names on a black granite wall in Washington, D.C. But for those who served and those who suffered, for those who fought and for those who watched it unfold on television, Vietnam will always be a part of us.

We hope this book adds to the historical record of America’s longest and most controversial war and that it will inspire another generation of journalists and all those who dare to pursue their dreams wherever they may lead.
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Introduction

Remembering Women War Correspondents in Vietnam
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Gloria Emerson

For many years after the war there was one question posed to me, over and over again, that I refused to answer because it was frivolous. What people kept asking me was this: “What was it like being a woman in Vietnam?” as if I might discuss a career opportunity. I wanted the harder questions. Recently, in a radio interview, I was asked it once more and said: “I don’t know; I’ve never been a man.” It seemed important for a number of years to talk about the war, and its dismal, awful history, especially to students. After one speech at a college, a young woman came up to me and solemnly said: “I’m so glad a woman was there to see it.” Her remark so shocked me that I turned my back on her. It was as if she were dismissing all the Vietnamese women whose lives were deformed by the war, the many Vietnamese women in the South who risked torture and death in opposing the Americans and their Vietnamese allies, and the American nurses who cared for the wrecked soldiers. It would have been kinder to explain all this to the student, but I was not merciful in those days or sufficiently patient.

But I have at last changed my mind and think there might be much to learn from the accounts in this book of nine young women in the theater of war we will always call Vietnam. I was reluctant to complain about the tiny problems of being a female in a large male press corps when the lives of soldiers in all the armies were so unpromising and always wretched. Civilians in Vietnam were powerless to protect themselves. The war was old when I got to it, and it often seemed preposterous, since few believed we could win. The mood was sour, angry, defiant. The troops wore peace symbols, and FTA—Fuck the Army—was written on their helmets, on the tops of sheds, and on walls and inscribed in their hearts. Some of the troops were glad to see me, while others did not want to talk because the war had overwhelmed them. In the villages, the Vietnamese often had many things to say and, because I was without a weapon, they did not see me as a menacing figure. I did not frighten their babies or children. Sometimes there was confusion. “What is it?” a Vietnamese woman asked Nguyen Ngoc Luong, my brilliant interpreter. I am very tall and always wore loose civilian clothing. My hair was in the ponytail that many GIs preferred in their mutiny against haircuts. It was explained that I was an American female. The curious woman seemed unconvinced but was polite.



On one day in the war, I thought I knew what it felt like to be a Vietnamese woman. I had been doing interviews at a Special Forces camp and was boarding the chopper out of there. Then, trouble: one of the Green Berets appeared and began pulling me out. He was acting a little roughly, so I put up a fight and tried to hold on to the tiny ankles of a Vietnamese passenger to slow things down. The Vietnamese man looked horrified. There were empty seats on the aircraft, but the soldier was not concerned about the passenger load. Of course, he got me out and shoved me into the door gunner’s seat on the outside of the chopper as if he knew how terrified I was of sitting there. Up until then, no man had ever grabbed or pushed or lifted me against my will, but this could not be said by Vietnamese women forced out of their villages by soldiers. I feared falling out and that my legs—too long and dangling—would be shot from below. The door gunner paid no attention; he was looking at the ground for targets. The noise of the rotor was too loud for me to talk, and I could only huddle against him in that small space. Perhaps it was just a diversion for the American to put me there, and in time it seemed more comical than cruel.

There have always been a few women—like those who tell you their stories in these pages—who have flung themselves in a war for the adventure of the unknown. They usually are young, have spirit and stamina, a passion for the story, and the intent to be journalists, an easy profession to infiltrate if you wanted only to be a stringer. In his wonderful book China Hands: The Adventures and Ordeals of the American Journalists Who Joined Forces with the Great Chinese Revolution, Peter Rand writes of the inspired, brilliant Americans who wrote about China in its chaos and civil war. One of them was Barbara Stephens, who was twenty when she arrived in Chungking to work for the United States Office of War Information and eventually became a stringer for Agence France-Presse. She learned to speak Chinese fluently. A friend said of her: “She was at home in China as I would be at home in Chicago.” She had great friends among the other journalists, who regularly fell in love with her. What they really liked to do together was talk, drink, and eat, Mr. Rand writes. Stephens was gathering material for a book and often made long, horrendous trips for her work. She was fearless. She was twenty-five when she began her perilous voyage alone to write about the abuse of the Sinkiang tribal people by the Nationalist government. She was aboard a Chinese air force plane when it crashed. Her friends buried her outside of Nanking; the American ambassador conducted the service. On a tall marble slab, written in Chinese characters, were these words: “She was young, brave, liked to talk, liked to drink. She had a husky voice. She is buried here.” When Mao Zedong proclaimed the People’s Republic of China on October 1, 1949, no American journalist was there to report it. The old China hands were not wanted.

The most famous woman war correspondent of the last century was the late Martha Gellhorn, who started her long career writing about the Spanish Civil War and whose reputation soared in World War II. She often wrote her articles with a poetic fury. When she came to Vietnam in 1967, she headed for a children’s hospital to write a magazine article and found out everything. “American weapons are killing and wounding uncounted Vietnamese children.… This terrible fact is officially ignored; no Government agency keeps statistics on the civilians of all ages, from babies to the very old, killed and wounded in South Vietnam. I have witnessed modern war in nine countries, but I have never seen a war like the one in South Vietnam.”

And she called it “a war of crime” to friends. In World War II, Gellhorn and other women, few as they were, could not cover combat, but her dispatches from the fighting in Italy seem to have been written just as the fighting stopped. She wrote about all of it: the refugees, the wounded, the Allied troops, the Russians, the Germans in defeat. Nothing was ever too hard for her, and she did not care for whiners or people who could not hold up. She was proud, funny, always generous, and often cranky, and she expected too much of people. When I asked why she never spoke about her marriage to Ernest Hemingway, or the man, she said: “It’s my pride not to.”

What was lodged in her heart all her life was the war in Spain, from 1936 to 1939. She waited until Franco died in 1975 to go back to the country she so much loved. In Madrid, the city where she had once lived, which had been so mercilessly shelled during the civil war, she stayed at the Palace Hotel, weighted by cruel memories. She wrote: “When I last visited the Palace it smelled of ether and cabbage and there was often blood on the marble steps. The Palace had been the largest military hospital in Madrid.…

“The clientele was very young then, though pain ages the face, and wore shabby pajamas, scraps of uniform,” she wrote. “In the corridors, now deeply carpeted and discreetly lit, piles of used bandages collected on bare floors.”

What had once been the old operating room was now a walnut-paneled television room, but she recognized the two cut-glass chandeliers and the stained-glass skylight. Gellhorn wrote on the day of Franco’s funeral: “In this room, filled with Franco’s devoted followers—old men wiping their eyes at the sight of the coffin, ladies sniffling into delicate hankerchiefs—soldiers of the Spanish Republic had pieces of steel cut from their bodies, had their legs and arms amputated.”

Not just Gellhorn but many other women appeared during the war in Vietnam. Oriana Fallaci, already famous for her interviews with political figures, came and did a long interview with Nguyen Van Thieu, the president of South Vietnam, and another with General Vo Nguyen Giap, in Hanoi, both of them to appear in a collection of pieces, Interview with History. Frances FitzGerald visited South Vietnam in 1966, 1971, and 1973 and was acclaimed for her fine book Fire in the Lake: The Vietnamese and the Americans in Vietnam. Liz Trotta covered the war for NBC, only the second woman assigned by a network. Marlene Sanders reported for ABC in the spring of 1966 but could stay only a month because of family obligations.

A small French combat photographer named Cathy Leroy, who lived and worked among American riflemen, soon became a legend in the sixties for her astonishing courage, tough tongue, and persistence. The troops loved her. She began by stringing for AP under the famous photo editor Horst Faas. Men still speak about Leroy. The other night in New York, Jack Laurence, who was a famous CBS correspondent in the war, remembered how during the 1968 Tet offensive and the fierce fighting in Hue, she had been captured for one day and released, then wounded and patched up. She stayed, covering the fighting in Hue until the end, and it lasted twenty-six days, Laurence said. In an old issue of Newsweek whose theme was “Americans at War,” there is a famous Larry Burrows photograph. Four marines are rushing through elephant grass, carrying a body. He looks dead and his head is very close to the ground, but you cannot see his wounds, just the desperate faces of the men gripping his clothing and limbs. Off to the side, watching all of it, is the childlike figure of Leroy, a tight cap covering her blond hair, two cameras around her neck, tension on her face. Burrows, the greatest of all the talented photographers, was killed in 1971, and many were surprised that Leroy had managed to stay alive. Other women took photographs, but not the same as hers: Barbara Gluck and Nancy Moran, whose husbands were New York Times correspondents assigned to Vietnam, took softer photographs and learned to be very good.

In the huge international press corps, one of the toughest and most talented, intelligent reporters was Judith Coburn, who wrote for The Village Voice and broadcast for Pacifica Radio. Her reporting displeased the Vietnamese and American authorities, so, while in Hong Kong in June 1972, she was refused extension of her visa at the Vietnamese embassy. No reason was given; it never was. Unable to return to Saigon to collect her possessions and notebooks, the resourceful Coburn then went to Cambodia to write for the Far Eastern Economic Review. Kate Webb of UPI was there, filing the daily war story, which she did so well, and Elizabeth Becker, a stringer for The Washington Post, began her long involvement with that country’s history and politics. In 1972, Cambodia was more dangerous than Vietnam.

Correspondents with big, powerful newspapers did not get blacklisted the way Coburn was because their expulsion would have caused an uproar. I was called in for warnings, once by a civilian at the U.S. embassy over lunch in his villa. He hoped to make my attitude more optimistic about the war. Slightly more pressure came from the managing editor of my own paper when he came to Saigon for a short trip. “You’ve done some good writing on what is wrong with the war, now tell us what is working,” he said. I was astonished. There was no way to comply with his suggestion, so I promised nothing.

I had so much wanted to write about the war, and hammered at my newspaper to send me there. I had been in the country years before the Americans came in, and knew Vietnamese of many different political persuasions in Paris. Reading the stories of a young correspondent named Beverly Deepe, I hoped that I might do as well as this enterprising and smart reporter who covered politics and the fighting. She started out as a stringer for Newsweek in 1962 and worked in Vietnam for the New York Herald Tribune from 1962 to 1964 and for The Christian Science Monitor from 1967 to 1969. Most correspondents assigned to Vietnam put in eighteen months, but Deepe was there for seven years, a record. Her intelligent coverage and analysis of the political and military situation was first-rate.

It was at Khe Sanh, which so many feared would be our undoing, a Dien Bien Phu, that a young AP stringer named Jurate Kazickas was wounded. More than thirty years later, over lunch on Madison Avenue, she mentioned it nonchalantly. Outside the restaurant in the sunlight, I looked carefully at her face, but the surgeon who dug the metal bits out of her skin did such a lovely job that you cannot see the scars. She writes about those desperate days at Khe Sanh in this book.

During the long war, courage was not always useful, nor was prayer or lucky charms or any kind of juju. A good example of this was the death of the photographer Dicky Chapelle, who was on an operation with marines when a land mine exploded. In Henri Huet’s photograph, we see her lying on her stomach on the ground, being given last rites by a kneeling Marine Corps chaplain. She looks very small, her face disfigured, and there is too much blood on her jacket. She wore, as usual, small pearl earrings, and there was a flower in the band of her bush hat. Nearby, two soldiers are staring, stunned by the sight of a dying American woman. She started out in World War II, was greatly accustomed to war, and reportedly said, as her last words: “I guess it was bound to happen.”

It was believed that Kate Webb of UPI was dead after The New York Times ran her obituary, but she survived her captivity and went on reporting, not in Vietnam but in Cambodia. There is no more harrowing account in this collection on what a woman journalist was forced to endure than what she has written. When we met in Phnom Penh, she was a very composed, good-looking woman with such a soft and low voice that the rest of us seemed to be shouting. I wanted to tell her to get out, that the risks in Cambodia were becoming too great, but there was an unspoken code among correspondents not to say that sort of thing.

Here is our first chance to read all sorts of stories by nine women who went to the war and were changed. I don’t know if any of them would agree with this sentence by Ward Just, a novelist, who once covered the war in Vietnam and was wounded. He wrote: “It was a privilege to have been there.” I wish I felt the same way, but I can’t quite manage it.


GLORIA EMERSON, a correspondent in Vietnam for The New York Times from 1970 to 1972, won a George Polk Award for her reporting. Her book on the war and its effects on American society, Winners & Losers, won a National Book Award in 1978. She is the author, most recently, of a novel, Loving Graham Greene.
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Vietnam War Time Line

The twelve years of official American fighting in Vietnam claimed the lives of 58,178 U.S. military men and women. Most of them (47,386) were killed directly in combat or died later of war-related injuries. The other 10,792 were victims of accidents or illness or died from other causes. There still are 1,948 listed as missing in action. More than 300,000 U.S. military men and women were wounded.

It’s unknown how many millions of Vietnamese from both sides died between 1961 and 1972 directly or indirectly because of the war. An estimated 185,000 to 225,000 South Vietnamese military personnel were killed and 500,000 to 570,000 are believed to have been wounded.

North Vietnamese and Vietcong combat deaths are estimated at 900,000, with unknown thousands wounded. Civilian casualties are believed to exceed one million.


• 1858–1954
French colonial government runs Vietnam.

• 1950
France receives financial aid from the United States to fight the Vietminh, led by Ho Chi Minh; China supplies the Vietminh with weapons.

• 1954
May 7, Vietminh forces, commanded by Gen. Vo Nguyen Giap, defeat the French at Dien Bien Phu.
July 20, Geneva agreement ends French colonial rule in Indochina; Vietnam is divided into North and South at the 17th parallel, the so-called demilitarized zone (DMZ); Ho Chi Minh becomes president of North Vietnam.

• 1956
June, sixteen members of the 14th Special Forces Operational Detachment (Green Berets) arrive in Vietnam to train South Vietnamese Special Forces fighting opponents of President Ngo Dinh Diem’s government; other small groups of advisers come later.

• 1961
December, President John F. Kennedy increases the number of U.S. military advisers in South Vietnam; Spc. 4 James Thomas Davis is first official U.S. casualty.

• 1962
Number of U.S. advisers in South Vietnam reaches 12,000.

• 1963
November 1, South Vietnamese military overthrows and assassinates President Diem.
November 22, President Kennedy assassinated in Dallas. Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson sworn in as president.

• 1964
March 26, first U.S. prisoner of war, army major Floyd J. Thompson, is captured when his observation plane crashes near Khe Sanh in South Vietnam. Thompson will be released in March 1973.
July 1, Lt. Gen. William C. Westmoreland is appointed U.S. military commander in Vietnam.
August 4, U.S. Navy jets strike North Vietnam in the wake of suspected attacks against the U.S. vessels Maddox and Turner Joy in the Gulf of Tonkin.
August 7, Congress passes the Tonkin Gulf Resolution, authorizing President Johnson to take all necessary measures to prevent attacks on U.S. forces in Vietnam.
November 1, Vietcong stage first attack aimed specifically at Americans, hitting Bien Hoa air base, just north of Saigon. Five U.S. soldiers are killed.

• 1965
February, U.S. begins air attacks against North Vietnam. The bombing will go on almost continuously for three years.
March 6, President Johnson sends marines, the first official U.S. combat troops, to Da Nang.
July 28, Johnson commits up to 125,000 U.S. combat troops; draft expands to 35,000 men per month.
October 23–November 20, battle of the Ia Drang valley, near Pleiku, Central Highlands, the first combat between U.S. forces and North Vietnamese army (NVA) regulars and the first time B-52s are used to support ground combat. It’s the bloodiest battle of the war to date: 305 U.S. soldiers died and more than 3,560 North Vietnamese are killed. The high casualty toll leads officials on both sides to believe they can win waging a war of attrition.

• 1966
April 12, B-52 bombers used for first time against North Vietnam. U.S. military strength in Vietnam exceeds 385,000 by the end of the year; more than 5,000 U.S. troops killed.

• 1967
May 1, Ellsworth Bunker replaces Henry Cabot Lodge as U.S. ambassador.
November 3–December 1, battle of Dak To, along the Cambodian-Laotian border, the heaviest fighting since Ia Drang in 1965. 289 Americans are killed.
November 29, Robert S. McNamara resigns as secretary of defense. U.S. troop strength more than 485,000 by the end of the year; at least 9,300 Americans killed.

• 1968
January 20–March, siege of Khe Sanh.
January 30, Tet offensive begins; North Vietnamese attack more than thirty major South Vietnamese cities and towns.
March 16, My Lai massacre by soldiers of the U.S. 23rd Infantry (Americal) Division; more than 500 South Vietnamese civilians are killed. U.S. military covers up the killings.
March 31, President Johnson announces he will not seek reelection.
April 1–15, 1st Cavalry Division launches Operation Pegasus to relieve siege at Khe Sanh.
April 4, Martin Luther King, Jr., is assassinated in Memphis.
June 5, presidential candidate Robert Kennedy is assassinated in Los Angeles.
August 28, demonstrators, including those opposing the Vietnam War, chant “The whole world is watching” as Chicago police beat protesters at the Democratic National Convention.
November 1, U.S. halts bombing of North Vietnam in preparation for start of peace talks.
November 5, Richard M. Nixon elected president.

• 1969
January 25, first peace talks in Paris.
Spring, U.S. troop strength peaks at 543,000.
June, U.S. begins troop withdrawals.
September 2, Ho Chi Minh dies at age seventy-nine.
October 15, more than 1 million Americans participate in antiwar demonstrations across the U.S.

• 1970
Paris peace talks are at a stalemate throughout most of the year.
March 18, Gen. Lon Nol overthrows Prince Norodom Sihanouk as leader of Cambodia.
April 29, U.S. and South Vietnam begin fighting the North Vietnamese and the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia to cut off supply lines and staging areas.
May 4, four students at Kent State University in Ohio are shot and killed by National Guard troops during an antiwar demonstration. The killings lead to more antiwar demonstrations across the country.

• 1971
January 30, ARVN troops supported by U.S. aircraft invade Laos in an attempt to cut the Ho Chi Minh Trail, North Vietnam’s supply line to the south.
May 3, at least 7,000 people are arrested by police and federal troops during antiwar demonstrations in Washington, D.C.
November, U.S. troop strength drops to 156,800.

• 1972
March 30, North Vietnam launches Easter offensive; U.S. resumes bombing of the North. South Vietnam never does regain all of the territory that is overrun.
April 27, Paris peace talks resume.
June 17, burglars break into Democratic Party offices at the Watergate complex in Washington, D.C.
December, U.S. conducts eleven-day “Christmas bombing” of Hanoi.

• 1973
January 23, President Nixon announces agreement reached with the North Vietnamese for “peace with honor.”
January 27, Vietnam cease-fire begins; hours before the cease-fire, Lt. Col. William B. Nolde, forty-three, is killed by an artillery shell near An Loc. He is the last official U.S. casualty of the Vietnam War.
February 12, release begins of more than 590 U.S. POWs.
March 29, last American POWs released from Hanoi; last U.S. combat troops leave South Vietnam.
August 15, U.S. halts all B-52 strikes in Indochina. The action primarily affects Cambodia.

• 1974
August 9, President Richard M. Nixon resigns in the Watergate scandal; Gerald R. Ford becomes president.

• 1975
January 1, Khmer Rouge launch offensive in Cambodia.
March, North Vietnam begins major offensive in the Central Highlands.
April 17, Cambodia falls to the Communists.
April 30, the fall of Saigon.

• 1976
July 2, North and South Vietnam are unified.
Sources: U.S. State Department, U.S. military, and other government documents; Nam: The Vietnam Experience, 1965–75, by Tim Page and John Pimlott (editors); Vietnam: A History, by Stanley Karnow; Reporting Vietnam: American Journalism, 1959–1969, compiled by the Library of America; The Vietnam War Day by Day, edited by John S. Bowman; Encyclopaedia Britannica; and news and eyewitness accounts.
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DENBY FAWCETT is a political reporter with KITV (ABC) television news. She lives in Honolulu with her husband, former NBC news correspondent Bob Jones.




Denby Fawcett

Walking Point
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Those were the days when all of us were young,
very pure, and very sincere.

—Bao Ninh
The Sorrow of War



One afternoon in the fall of 1966, I went to the Saigon Zoo. Walking past the cages of lethargic, dusty animals, I was drawn to a group of Vietnamese soldiers standing around a cement pit. They were watching two captive bears dancing on their hind legs, begging for candy and fruit. The soldiers threw the bears peanuts; then one of them casually tossed a lighted cigarette into a bear’s mouth. The soldiers laughed as the bear struggled to cough up the burning cigarette.

In Vietnam, I tried hard not to dwell on the plight of the poor bears or think too long about the dramatic deaths of friends I expected to know forever. There was no forever there … just one surprise after another. You had to fortify yourself for what was coming next. Only now, so many years later, do images drift back with mighty and haunting force.

In the night when I can’t sleep, I see the smiling face of my friend Riley Leroy Pitts, the handsome black army captain we called Pittsie Old Boy, a Medal of Honor winner. Pittsie threw himself on a grenade to save his men at Ap Dong, a dud Chinese grenade that failed to explode. After escaping death once, Pittsie got up off the ground and moved forward to kill the Vietcong machine gunners who had trapped his company in a jungle so thick, they could not fire back effectively. Pittsie Old Boy, dead at age thirty, mortally wounded while trying to prevent the Vietcong from shooting more of his men.


On other restless nights, I hear the voices of marines at the Rockpile near the demilitarized zone saying, “They must have paid you a fortune to come here.” The truth is, I paid my own way to the war and initially made so little money, I had to carefully count what I spent for books, clothes, and rent.

Covering the Vietnam War was the pivotal event of my life. Yet in the years afterward, I never mentioned my days on helicopter assaults, my fear of getting shot in the face, or the heady social life in Saigon for the same reason most soldiers kept quiet. It was a “bad war.” Nobody wanted to hear about it, and even if they did, they wouldn’t understand.

I don’t think any of us were prepared for what we would see in Vietnam. I went to the war in May 1966, as a merry explorer, a journalistic kind of person, plagued with a short attention span and an unstoppable curiosity. I was twenty-four years old, the oldest child of an artistic mother and a father in the advertising business, glamorous and brilliant people who loved me dearly. They urged me to always keep one step ahead of comfort, and from them I learned the benefits and perils of making friends with the untamed side of yourself.

I decided I must go to Vietnam when The Honolulu Advertiser sent my then boyfriend, and many years later husband, Bob Jones, to cover the war. The Honolulu morning paper wanted a reporter in Vietnam to do stories on Hawaii’s 25th Infantry Division, a local unit deployed to Cu Chi between Saigon and the Cambodian border, and in Pleiku in the Central Highlands. Hawaii, with its large military population, had a focused interest in the war.

Just out of Columbia University, I was languishing as a reporter on the evening Honolulu Star-Bulletin women’s page, assigned to write features and to help the paper’s star society reporter cover Honolulu social events. I yearned to be part of Vietnam, the biggest news story of my generation. Yet I was stuck wearing a borrowed evening gown to cover the Junior League ball or busy taking endless notes at the Chinese Narcissus Festival. My single goal in heading for Saigon was to remake my destiny.

My Star-Bulletin editors thought I was joking when I asked them to free me from the society pages to cover the Vietnam War. They said it was out of the question, so I quit my $80-a-week job and I was ready to leave for Vietnam as a freelancer when, at the last minute, Honolulu Advertiser managing editor Buck Buchwach took a chance and hired me as one of his reporters. Buchwach told me I would have to pay my own way to Saigon but promised me a letter of accreditation and $35 for each article I wrote.

When I told my parents I was going to Vietnam, they were worried, but rather than try to discourage me, they kept their concerns to themselves. They were friendly extroverts who loved to throw parties on the lawn of our big Honolulu beach house. But between the parties they could be extremely sensitive. My mother read a book a night during the periods when she could concentrate, momentarily free of her episodes of manic depression, a disease that scared us and sometimes swept her away from us when we were children.

My father, a bookish man himself, loved British mystery stories and his volumes of Walt Whitman, lovingly preserved from his days as a Stanford University student. His own darkness was binge drinking—usually two-day-long spells he referred to as “toots”—confusing my brothers and me as we watched him bounce back from the alcoholic binges, miraculously transformed into the thoughtful and kind father he was before.

Both my mother and father were quietly withdrawn as I prepared to leave for the war. I remember the night before I departed walking into my father’s dressing room on the first floor of our house to find him sitting in the twilight in boxer shorts, staring at the wall, the TV set across from him turned off. He brooded by himself, knowing there was nothing he could do to protect me from the danger ahead. The room was shadowy and silent, the only sound the waves crashing on the beach in front of our house.

I packed my suitcase with sundresses recently shortened to the appropriate 1960s mini length by my mother’s Japanese dressmaker, sandals, pearls, dark glasses, and a bathing suit. I had no idea what to bring to a war.

When I arrived at Saigon’s Tan Son Nhut airport, hundreds of soldiers were pouring out of planes—the American presence in Vietnam would double by the end of the year from two hundred thousand to four hundred thousand troops. The only other women in the airport were Vietnamese customs officials. Everyone stared at me. The American embassy listed 758 American women in South Vietnam at the time. Until then, I had spent my life happily unnoticed in the background. The constant attention was unnerving.

The Honolulu Advertiser’s Saigon bureau was in Bob’s two-room apartment near An Quang Buddhist pagoda, the headquarters of the monk Thich Tri Quang, an outspoken critic of the Saigon government. I bought a Chinese bike for $20 to get around the city; the bike made me feel vulnerable and exposed if I happened to ride home at the same time that government troops were tear gassing our neighborhood to quell the pagoda’s frequent antigovernment demonstrations. During the tear gassings, helpful Vietnamese bicyclists signaled me to follow them down side alleys and lanes to escape the acrid air.

Besides the tear gas, there were also blackouts. In a botched attempt to tame the rebellious monks at the pagoda, South Vietnamese officials cut off electricity to our neighborhood almost every night. The enforced darkness only strengthened the monks’ resolve and, for us, heightened our sense of adventure and romance as we typed our news stories by candlelight.

The Advertiser promoted my presence in Vietnam as a reporter “specializing in color stories on Saigon and its environs.” A story in the paper informed readers I would do “articles on men and women who are lending their teaching, building and medical skills to winning the peace.” I was supposed to remain in the safety of Saigon writing features; Bob was to take care of the dangerous war coverage.

It was easy to find bizarre feature stories. One of my first pieces was on tourism in Vietnam, a report I later sold to the Saturday Review magazine. With a shooting war in full swing, the South Vietnamese government continued to spend money to promote tourism. The Vietnam National Tourist Bureau opened its doors each morning in a musty office next to the Majestic Hotel on the north bank of the Saigon River. Pamphlets on the counter proclaimed Saigon as “the Pearl of the Orient.” My favorite pamphlet urged tourists to come to Vietnam … a hunter’s paradise “with game filled areas 50 to 250 miles from Saigon.” A red-lettered stamp across the top cautioned: “Temporarily suspended under the present situation.”

Any American could visit Vietnam without a visa if he stayed for less than seven days. Pan American World Airways offered five flights a week to Saigon from Hawaii and the continental United States. Tourists did come, but not many. They were mostly hippies, druggies, or curiosity seekers such as the Dwight Folletts of Oak Park, Illinois, a couple I interviewed for my piece. Dwight was the president of Follett Publishing Company. “We must be the only tourists here,” he said as he and his wife sipped wine on an American friend’s penthouse terrace. “We came because we wanted to see what was happening in Vietnam ourselves. In the United States everything we read is either black or white.”

The Folletts’ activities included watching Buddhist monks stage an antigovernment protest that broke up after the Saigon police sprayed the monks with tear gas and beat them with sticks. A few days later, the Folletts took a trip to the beach resort of Nha Trang, where they ate fresh lobster in a former French café. Follett told me, “I am coming out of this more a hawk than a dove. We must help these people.”

Two months after I arrived in Saigon, Bob departed to take a new job with KGMB-TV, the CBS News affiliate in Hawaii. At age twenty-four, I became The Honolulu Advertiser’s chief Vietnam reporter. The paper made me a full-time staffer with weekly wages and a living allowance. I moved into the center of Saigon and began to do what I wanted to do in the first place, cover combat. But it wasn’t as easy as I expected.

The main difficulty for women journalists in the early days of the American military escalation was talking your way into combat zones. Military commanders did not like the idea of male reporters getting killed, and they were even more horrified at the thought of a woman reporter getting shot. One of the first officers I asked for permission to go into a combat area turned me down, saying I reminded him of his daughter. I swallowed hard in frustration, knowing the same commander would never say to a male reporter, “You remind me of my son.” Another time in the far north of South Vietnam, I was bumped from a helicopter dropping a long-range reconnaissance team into enemy territory because there was “too much weight.” I weighed 110 pounds.

When I finally did get permission to go into a forward area, it came unexpectedly from the U.S. Marines, a group I had mistakenly stereotyped as sexist. I was so surprised, I did not even have the proper equipment. A redheaded marine private, Francis “Rani” Martin of San Francisco, had to loan me his boots, which were about three sizes too big. The marines flew me to the Rockpile, just south of the so-called demilitarized zone, at the time one of the bloodiest battlegrounds of the war. I was frightened speechless as I watched body bags filled with dead marines placed on the helicopter that delivered us.

The first words from one of the corporals as I got off the helicopter with Tom Corpora of United Press International and NBC’s George Page were: “Hey, you had better dig yourself a hole. We have been mortared every night, and it usually starts about now.”

When it got dark we could see the lamps of the North Vietnamese on the hill across from us moving fast as they got into position to mortar us. A marine captain told us not to smoke because he didn’t want the North Vietnamese to target our lighted cigarettes. Desperate for a smoke and frightened, we disobeyed. We lighted up and then burned a hole in C ration boxes with the tips of our cigarettes and smoked with the lighted end hidden in the boxes. The taste was terrible, but the effect was calming. I felt slightly less jittery when I spotted the old marine sergeant in the foxhole next to us sneaking cigarettes by covering his head with his rain poncho. We waited, but the enemy mortars the captain expected didn’t come.

That same night at the Rockpile, one of the marine radio operators asked me to call the coordinates for an air strike on the mountain across from us where the North Vietnamese had been firing on the Americans. He handed me a piece of paper: an exactly worded script to radio instructions to A-4 Skyhawks on where to drop the napalm, 250-pound bombs, and antipersonnel bombs on the North Vietnamese. The radio operator and other marines huddled close, waiting to hear the pilots’ amazement when they heard an American woman giving them directions of where to bomb. I read from the paper and awaited an answer. “You are kidding,” crackled the radio reply from the sky. “Hey, listen, the grunts have a girl down there. They are living good.” That cracked up the corporal and his friends. Today, I am embarrassed to think how readily I agreed to become a participant in a story I was covering. But at the Rockpile, it seemed normal—a favor for the marines who helped me to get my start as a war reporter.

Field troops laughed a lot, especially in the most dangerous places. One night I tried to urinate discreetly, out of sight of the one hundred or so marines sleeping on the ground in the jungle in the heart of enemy territory. As I walked quietly to the edge of the encampment, seeking privacy, I accidentally set off the trip wire to a flare, illuminating myself like Mick Jagger in concert, waking up all the marines, who at first feared the bright flare light was a warning of an enemy attack.

If it wasn’t others laughing at me, it was GIs laughing at the irony of their own situation, like the two army soldiers who had to get hurt to be saved. I was with Hawaii soldiers from the 25th Division on the biggest combat operation of the war, known as Junction City. We were on a patrol in a forest of defoliated trees in War Zone C, seventy miles northwest of Saigon, near the Cambodian border. When the Vietcong fired on us, American planes responding to a call for close air support bombed us instead of the enemy. We all fell on the ground. There were horrible screams and finally a chilling silence. Then minutes afterward, raucous laughter. Two soldiers in front of where I was ducking for cover had both been hit in the buttocks. They were laughing from the morphine the medics had given them and from the hope and excitement that these “million-dollar wounds” in the butt would be considered serious enough to get them sent home from the Vietnam War for good. They were carried out on stretchers as envious GIs flipped them the bird and cheered and yelled obscenities.

The Vietnamese had their own ways of getting a laugh, sometimes by testing you to see if you fit in, and were ready to indulge in some of their more peculiar customs. I went down to Vinh Long in the Mekong Delta to do stories on Lt. Col. Lou Michael, an adviser to the Vietnamese army. Maj. Luong Dinh Bay, the Vietnamese commander of Chau Thanh district, invited Michael and me to dinner at his house. He wanted to treat us to a regional dish he said we would love. His cook passed around beautifully presented platters of what appeared to be fried chicken. Major Bay told me the meat was frogs’ legs. Everyone took pieces with their chopsticks. The meat was filled with tiny bones but tasted delicious in a light sauce of garlic and butter. After we finished and the maid brought out caramel custard for dessert, Major Bay told me the dish we had eaten was sautéed rat.

Rice-field rat is a delicacy in the Mekong Delta. Paddy rats are clean, country rodents living off rice. After the March harvest, villagers caught the rodents in traps. Often the rats were so bloated with rice, the farmers didn’t need traps. They just chased the rats down, bopping them on their heads with sticks.

·  ·  ·

In any firefight, I had an irrational fear of getting my face shot off. I always flattened myself on the ground, pressing my head into the earth and ridiculously pulling my helmet over my head and face like a tent. Positioning my helmet into a shield for my face made me feel safer even though it was an illusion, like a snail retracting into its shell for protection when a huge human was ready to stomp on it. My elaborate face cover was uncomfortable and limited my vision. But once I saw something out of the side of my face shield so beautiful and disturbing, I still think about it today.

In December 1966, I accompanied Hawaii soldiers from the 2nd Battalion, 27th Infantry, the Wolfhounds, on a helicopter assault west of Cu Chi to search for a sergeant they had heard was captured by the Vietcong. When our helicopters swept down onto an empty field, enemy soldiers in the tree line ambushed us. As their bullets pinged off the sides of our helicopters, we jumped out before the skids touched the ground, throwing ourselves flat down into the elephant grass. I pulled my helmet over my face. While the Hawaii soldiers and the Vietcong were shooting at each other, still facedown, I looked sideways to see two yellow butterflies flutter past my eyes and then dart off through the grass, the sun shining on their wings, the butterflies fragile and perishable, going about their natural purpose, oblivious to the danger of the firefight. The humans screaming and shooting at each other, aberrant and temporal. Nature enduring. The disparity between the soaring butterflies and the destructive humans reminded me of Stein in Joseph Conrad’s Lord Jim, transfixed by the beautiful, rare butterfly darting over the face of a man he had just killed. Stein could not believe his luck, coming across the priceless specimen he wanted to add to his extensive butterfly collection.

Combat could push you to test your own limits. I once asked to walk with the point squad, the most dangerous and exposed unit on a patrol. The point man at the very front of the unit is the most likely to walk into an enemy ambush, the most likely to trip a booby trap or step on a mine. I wanted to see what it would be like to be so vulnerable. As I moved slowly down the trail behind the point man, a Vietnamese peasant suddenly stepped out on the path. The point man shot and killed the man, not knowing if he was a Vietcong or an innocent farmer. I was as startled and scared as the point man and wondered if I would have done the same thing. There were soldiers who loved to walk point because of the adrenaline rush. I did that once and never asked to do it again.

As time went on, I stopped having trouble getting permission to cover combat. If a military commander tried to stop me, I usually gained his confidence by telling him I had been at the Rockpile, had walked behind a point man, and had lived through a direct air strike in War Zone C. I was working hard every day, and I was filing lots of stories.

Then, a chance meeting I had with Gen. William C. Westmoreland, commander of the U.S. armed forces in Vietnam, changed everything and resulted in what could have become an enormous setback not only for me, but for all the other women reporters covering the war. The incident showed how tenuous our hard-earned privileges were, how quickly they could be rescinded. In April 1967, I traveled out to Plei Djereng, a remote army base in the Central Highlands of South Vietnam, to cover a unit from Hawaii, the 1st Battalion, 8th Infantry of the 4th Infantry Division. The unit was nicknamed the “Pineapple Battalion” for its leader, Lt. Col. Harold H. “Pineapple” Lee. While I was there, Westmoreland helicoptered into the base unexpectedly to boost the morale of Pineapple’s troops, who were jittery after losing sixty-four men to injuries and death in a face-to-face encounter with a reinforced North Vietnamese battalion near the Cambodian border.

Lee told Westmoreland what had happened and then led him to a display of enemy weapons captured during the battle. There were Russian AK-47 rifles, rocket launchers, a Chinese SKS light assault rifle, and a pile of Chinese grenades. Westmoreland looked down at the Chinese grenades and told Lee to have them destroyed. “They’re dangerous. One might explode and hurt one of these lads.”

A North Vietnamese “body snatcher” lay in the middle of the captured weapons on display. Westmoreland was fascinated by the small ivory hook on the end of a long wire, a tool the Americans assumed North Vietnamese used to retrieve their dead and wounded during and after battles to prevent Americans from counting them as enemy dead. Westmoreland eyed the body snatcher as a valuable prop to use in future briefings to explain how the North Vietnamese were successfully obscuring their losses by retrieving corpses of their soldiers with body snatchers. In Westmoreland’s strategy of attrition, the goal was to kill more of the enemy soldiers than they could kill of ours to force the North Vietnamese to quit. An important measure for his strategy was the daily body count, the grisly scorecard in which large numbers of dead were supposed to mean victory and few enemy dead failure—a scorecard that in the end turned out to be meaningless.

“May I have it?” Westmoreland said as he looked at the body snatcher. Before anyone could answer, the general’s aide leaned over and scooped up the war souvenir an infantry soldier had retrieved after the battle and probably hoped to keep for himself.

Westmoreland then walked forward to address the troops. “You men look like a bunch of Indians. You are tan, lean, and mean.”

Many of the soldiers were still shirtless, their faces streaked red with dust. They sweated in the midday glare. Westmoreland’s fatigue pants were neatly pressed with creases down the center, his jungle boots shined to a high polish. He did not sweat.

“Red, how many hot meals have you been getting a day?” he asked, pointing at a slim, shirtless blond whose hair had been reddened by the dust. “You, lad,” he said, pointing again.

“Two, sir,” the GI answered.

Before “Red” could continue, Westmoreland finished for him: “One hot meal in the morning and one in the evening, with C rations for lunch.” Westmoreland was famous for asking questions to which he already knew the answers.

Then he launched into a Westy pep talk. “You see, Uncle Sam is taking care of you with chow, weapons, and equipment,” he said as his eyes scanned the soldiers’ faces. “You’re the finest men we ever put into battle. The enemy is tough. His strategy is to discourage the folks at home, but the support at home grows. The world is beginning to realize that we’re giving the South Vietnamese the freedom of choice so that they won’t be taken over by the guerrillas, who are nothing but bandits, and by the North Vietnamese. By keeping pressure on them like you men have been doing, in due time they will realize that their strategy won’t work. We are not like the French. We were invited here to help, I am proud of the job you are doing, and the American people can be proud. You are the finest soldiers America has ever had, and I take my hat off to you.”

As he walked around talking to the troops, Westmoreland seemed surprised to see me. Back in Honolulu, the Westmorelands rented a house near my family’s house. My mother played tennis with Westmoreland’s wife, Kitsy. Westmoreland said hello and asked me how many days I had been at the forward base. I told him several, and then he moved on to talk with the soldiers.

Later, I found out this seemingly casual encounter caused Westmoreland to consider an order to prohibit women reporters from staying overnight in the field in South Vietnam. Westmoreland’s directive would have made it almost impossible for women to cover the fighting. Reporters could not expect to go on a combat operation during the day and afterward demand a helicopter to take them out in the evening. There was no such special taxi service in and out of the war. ABC News producer Anne Morrissy (later Merick) and Overseas Weekly reporter Ann Bryan (later Mariano) organized the women reporters to fight the directive. Eventually Morrissy and Bryan lobbied the Pentagon and succeeded in keeping our battlefield access.

When the women reporters organized to fight the Westmoreland proposal, it was the first and last time we got together as a group. I never made an effort to be friends with other women reporters in Vietnam. I am not sure why. When I think back now, I am sad, knowing how much we had in common and how we could have supported and comforted one another. I felt closest to Kate Webb of UPI, but all that meant at the time was a nod of acknowledgment as we passed each other walking down Tu Do Street in Saigon.

Westmoreland’s notion to prohibit women reporters from staying overnight in the field was prompted because he was concerned we might inconvenience and endanger soldiers who would rush to protect us in firefights. He also was worried that the women correspondents might collapse emotionally when faced with the horrors of combat.

The truth is, the human mind has an amazing ability to block out the full horror of war when it becomes too difficult to endure; of course, this ability to mentally withdraw is the same for men and women. The unbearable event takes a backseat, poised to return when you least expect it, but for the immediate horrific moment, it is buried.

I once walked through a field of American bodies, more dead people than I had ever seen, blocking them out completely as I focused on getting my story. I was covering the aftermath of a battle in May 1967 between a North Vietnamese unit and two companies from the 4th Infantry Division fifty-five miles west of Pleiku in the Central Highlands.

After I arrived by helicopter, I passed through the field dotted with the American dead, their bodies half hidden by mud, some of them blond and red-haired soldiers, looking foreign and out of place, their white legs sticking out of the mud pools in odd angles. Eighteen had been killed and seventy-five wounded in a four-hour attack by the 66th Regiment of the North Vietnamese 1st, or Le Loi, Division.

Their company commander was at the other side of the field. As I got closer to him, I was prepared for him to tell me to get the hell out. I was a reporter coming from the outside, intruding on his grief, shaking him out of his shock with questions about the carnage. A stranger who did not know the tangle of dead and wounded men. When I reached him, the tall blond captain smiled. “Hi. Aren’t you Denby Fawcett? I just saw a story about you in Stars and Stripes





























































































OEBPS/images/Emer_9781588360403_epub_tp_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Emer_9781588360403_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Emer_9781588360403_epub_L02_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Emer_9781588360403_epub_M01_r1.jpg
CHINAG
N )
A, NormH

RS
3

AN
cAos
o
~.
~.

Gulfof
Tonkin

) )

o YQuinhon

South

Gulf of \
Thailand
VIETNAM

circa 1970







OEBPS/images/Emer_9781588360403_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
WAR TORN

Stories of War from the Women
Reporters Who Covered Vietnam

Tad Bartimus, Denby Fawcett,
Jurate Kazickas, Edith Lederer,
Ann Bryan Mariano, Anne Morrissy Merick,
Laura Palmer, Kate Webb, Tracy Wood

o

RANDOM HOUSE








OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





