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			…pessimism…can drive men on to do wonders.

				V. S. Naipaul, A Bend in the River, 1979

				Glory is now a discredited word, and it will be difficult to re-establish it. It has been spoilt by a too close association with military grandeur; it has been confused with fame and ambition. But true glory is a private and discreet virtue, and is only fully realized in solitariness.

				Graham Greene (quoting Herbert Read), Ways of Escape, 1980

			

		

	
		
		
			
			PROLOGUE

			Mozambique

			February 1988

			She was a displaced farmer from Chemba, near to the border of Sofala and Tete provinces, in central Mozambique. Her village was at the intersection of the great Zambezi River and one of its tributaries. She spoke to him through a translator in Sena, a Bantu language of the Mozambique, Malawi, and Zimbabwe border areas. He had found her wearing a black kerchief and blue blouse. She appeared as “quite self-possessed,” crouching on the dirt floor of the hut, and beckoning him to sit beside her on a chair. The government troops of FRELIMO had fled her village, she explained to him, and RENAMO soldiers closed in from several directions, forcing the villagers to the bank of the Zambezi. FRELIMO, the Front for the Liberation of Mozambique, had come to power as an anti-Portuguese guerrilla group, with some support from Cuba and the Soviet Union. But it couldn’t control the countryside where RENAMO, an indigenous African, anti-communist insurgency supported by apartheid South Africa, was on the rampage. RENAMO soldiers executed her niece, and soon afterward her niece’s nursing daughter died of hunger and exposure. The woman told him she saw half a dozen bodies up close: of two young boys and other women and children. There were more bodies still, but she didn’t have the courage to look at them. The woman and her own seven-year-old daughter then began to run but were chased into the big river by more RENAMO troops who had just arrived and were shooting at them, spraying the water’s surface with bullets. People drowned, trying to escape the barrage.

			
			She told him that “she tried as best she could,” but exhausted, made the split-second choice to save herself and in a panic let go of her daughter, “who was swept away by the current and drowned.” She said that “God helped me to an island in the river,” where people from Mutarara, on the far side of the river, came with boats to evacuate them. She remained in Mutarara as a displaced person for five months. But then RENAMO attacked it and she fled again, helped by the cover provided by the outnumbered FRELIMO troops. She then walked roughly twenty miles north to a refugee camp across the border in Malawi. She remained at Makokwe camp in southern Malawi for three months. But “there was no future there,” she told him. So she crossed the border back into Mozambique, where she stayed in a transit camp by a railway yard in Moatize, which was mortared by RENAMO. Then she escaped to a displaced persons camp in Benga, in Changara district, west of Moatize. She had been in Benga four months when he interviewed her on Monday, February 29, 1988, the third person he had interviewed there, according to his diary.

			He remembered each person he interviewed by a distinguishing characteristic that he marked down in his notes. That way he could remember them as individuals, and thus preserve their humanity. This interviewee was “the woman with the black kerchief.”

			“The various expressions on her face, and the way she pronounced the words, were powerful and full of emotion. The moment she told me of letting go of her seven-year-old daughter’s hand in the great River, her hand slowly waved in the air, as if she were letting go again, and again.”

			He had no children of his own yet, though he was already forty-three. But he was torn apart by the image of the woman’s decision between surviving herself and letting her own daughter drown. He never got used to the stories he heard.

			She was the 143rd of 196 refugees and displaced persons of the Mozambique civil war he interviewed, traveling between camps that were separated by hundreds of miles in war zones in Malawi, Zimbabwe, Tanzania, and Mozambique itself. He was eating one meal a day, interviewing people like her during all the daylight hours, concentrating hard so as never to ask a leading question. He lived out of a tent with a sleeping bag and mosquito coil, writing in his lined notebook and typing by candlelight as there was no electricity, remembering each voice through his fingertips.

			
			It was merely another day of work for him, just another assignment, like all the others in war and disaster areas of the developing world: assignments which continued—literally one after another—for four decades, on several continents. He was often lonely, depressed, but lived in fear of being promoted out of what he was doing. He was truly calm only while interviewing and taking notes. It was in such moments that he attained the quality of an ascetic, inhaling the evidence almost. For him, listening to these voices was like slow breathing. So he never stopped doing it.

			The surroundings meant little to him. In his mind, the towering and interminable bush of Mozambique had been reduced to the lined pages of his notebooks, where his swift, graceful jottings became a sacred script: all he was able to remember were the stories that these refugees and displaced persons had told him.

			He was not a journalist or a relief worker. He worked for the U.S. government in a very unusual capacity. He deliberately avoided publicity, and thus many of those who flock to war zones barely knew he existed. In any case, as someone who was at heart an introvert, he was easily ignored by them. They made legends out of other people, not out of him.

			I first met him in a cheap hostel in Khartoum more than a third of a century ago as I write these words, and crossed paths with him over the decades in Somalia, Liberia, Ethiopia, the Sudan-Chad border, Nepal, and other places. He was everywhere the news was, and also where it wasn’t. Yet in a certain sense he was invisible, and he was happy that way.

			To the media and the human rights community, Robert “Bob” Gersony was often the forgotten man.

			This is his story.

			
			It is the story of a son of Jewish Holocaust refugees who dropped out of high school, was awarded a Bronze Star in Vietnam, and then spent forty years interviewing at great length over eight thousand refugees, displaced persons, and humanitarian workers in virtually every war and disaster zone on earth as a special contractor for the U.S. State Department, the U.S. Agency for International Development, and the United Nations. The results were legendary “Gersony reports,” of which Mozambique was one. The story of “the woman with the black kerchief” made it all the way up to Secretary of State George Shultz and Maureen Reagan, whom Gersony briefed days after returning from the field.

			It was a standard pattern for him: living in the bush for many weeks and then briefing high policymakers in person about his findings. They listened to him and often changed policy accordingly—making it smarter and more humane—because of the way that Gersony was able to ingeniously integrate a concern for human rights within the framework of national interest. For the two were inseparable in Gersony’s mind: a mind that eschewed grand schemes and was always emphatically loyal to the minutiae of the local situation, in which each far-flung place was a product of its own unique geography and history. Gersony’s life is about how the granularity of distant places defeats all theories. It is about how if foreign policy ignores the effect it has on individual human beings it descends into a realm of inhuman abstraction.

			Indeed, this is the story of a man who epitomized the American Century more than anyone I know or was ever aware of. His story is that of the Cold War and the post Cold War, of America’s vast moral responsibilities in this world and its total immersion in it, which grew out of both America’s geopolitical necessities and its aspiration to be an exemplar of humanity. It is a story of fieldwork and reporting, of letting the facts emanate from the ground up—what in particular the State Department for so long was so great and indefatigable at, and which he so typified. And it is a story of the last golden age of American diplomacy, as he interacted with ambassadors, assistant secretaries of state, and others who were giants in their day: a day when the bureaucracy at all levels had sufficient money and rewarded talent.

			
			This is as much a picaresque as a biography: a series of overseas assignments that make up an epic life.

			

			—

			This is also a memoir: of someone else’s life rather than of my own, since he unburdened himself in hundreds of hours of interviews with me, revealing a worm’s-eye view of almost half a century of American actions in the developing world: an alternative history almost. But it is a conventional memoir in the sense that he and I have lived parallel lives: not only working around the world in the same countries—countries often obscure to journalists at the time we were there—but working on our own, usually isolated from colleagues, so as not to have our analyses conditioned by the views of the crowd.

			And yet his effect on American foreign policy in many dozens of assignments was always positive and often dramatically so; he was always helping various administrations avoid pitfalls and do the right thing. I can’t say the same for myself. Though I am proud of my journalism, I am not proud of the effect it has had in some key instances.

			But this is no mere recollection. My subject has kept meticulous daily diaries and personal organizers throughout his career. There are, too, his own published reports and secret cables. In fact, Bob Gersony is an obsessive-compulsive—a characteristic you wouldn’t ordinarily associate with someone who has spent a lifetime in places marked by disease and disorder. Of course, his behavior may be a compensation for those very conditions.

			Think of him as an emotionally tortured character straight out of a Saul Bellow novel, engrossed throughout his life in the brooding and dangerous tropical settings defined by Joseph Conrad.

			It is hard to imagine a better-documented existence than his. I interviewed almost a hundred others who crossed his otherwise solitary path, and who actually do remember him. Speaking to them—selfless humanitarian aid workers and development specialists; diplomats during the State Department’s golden age—I realize that if there were any other life I would have wished to have had, it would be his: a frugal, monastic existence that has been both obscure and extraordinary.

			
			For a meaningful life is about truth; not success.

		

	
		
		
			
			MANY SMALL BEGINNINGS

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 1

			Vietnam

			1966–1969

			Discovering Bernard Fall

			“I was called up but got a medical deferment. But I was sick of people in Manhattan going to school and graduate school and getting unlimited deferments. I had started making $20,000 a year as a commodity trader—a lot of money then. Yet it was a game, not life. So I didn’t wait to be called up. I joined. My country was at war. I felt called to do this. I put a brave face on it, but I was scared. What had I gotten myself into?”

			Vietnam saved Bob Gersony’s life.

			It lifted him out of the darkness of his youth.

			“For me, Vietnam was total immersion in America itself. At Fort Gordon, Georgia, during basic training, real red clay country, I met my first Americans. I met Catholics! I don’t know that in New York I had spoken to a Catholic before! I lived with Blacks. I met hundreds and hundreds of different people in Georgia and Vietnam.”

			There was a staff sergeant (three stripes up, one down on his chevron), a lifer, the senior NCO (noncommissioned officer) in the barracks in Saigon. He was maybe six feet tall with a belly, blond hair, and blue eyes: eyes slightly too close together and sunk into his head more than most. His bed was the first one on the right as you entered the hooch, which Vietnamese women in black pajamas would sweep daily.

			“He was a real atrocity. I was one of two Jewish guys in the hooch—single and double wooden bunks ringed by sandbags where there wasn’t a whit of privacy. I remember a refrigerator at one end filled with cans of Pabst Blue Ribbon beer. The staff sergeant would occasionally get loaded and then the real bullying would begin. His abuse was constant. ‘The Jews killed Christ. They control the banks. They run the newspapers. They’re all rich.’ He never stopped. That was all we heard. Nothing original or creative: just a meat-and-potatoes anti-Semite. Nobody said anything or complained about him. Those were tough months.

			
			“The other Jewish guy in the hooch was among the few Jews I met in the U.S. Army in Vietnam. I met this nice gangly kid from Iowa, Gary Galpin, a nerd like me, and others who I stayed in touch with for a few years. Yes, I met my country, the bad and the good.

			“In basic training I had stood out and was offered OCS [Officers’ Candidate School]. But I was happy where I was. I got an award, ‘outstanding trainee of the cycle.’ Later I got a Bronze Star for service, not the much more important Bronze Star for valor. But it was good enough.” The Bronze Star now hangs in his living room, around the neck of a large sculpture of a pet dog from his younger days. “Those were the only awards I ever got in my life.”

			“People in the Army called me ‘Doc,’ short for doctor. I don’t know why. Yeah, leaving Manhattan was like coming out of a cocoon. But I was no hero.” Gersony was a typist in the Casualty and Medical Evacuation Division in Saigon. When the Tet Offensive started, casualties went way up and there was an avalanche of reporting to do, since all the dead and wounded had to flow to the right places. He volunteered to stay for a few extra months and left Vietnam as a specialist 5 (the equivalent of a low-ranking sergeant). His overriding ambition was just to come back alive, even though he was almost never in danger. And that’s been his overriding ambition for over four decades.

			In the years since, whenever he came home from Colombia or Iraq or the Chinese–North Korean border, or wherever he was, he would kiss the floor of his house. He had been scared all his life. He always thought that he would never come home from his assignments. “I’m conservative, a pessimist, I always have to think of the worst in order to prevent it from happening.” From time to time he goes to the Vietnam War Memorial here in Washington and sees names on the wall of people he knew—and was one of—who didn’t make it home.

			

			—

			
			“You can’t imagine what a failure I felt like, especially to my father. There was something wrong with me. It was nobody’s fault. I was just fucked up.”

			Bob Gersony’s voice is loud, commanding, declarative, yet on the verge of breaking down into tears of frustration and thus intimate, despite the harsh New York gutturals. He has a clipped white beard and sometimes likes to wear a hat reminiscent of the African bush, which considering what he has done in life is not at all affected. He always seems to be staring into the distance, as if recollecting something, while rolling his head in a way that indicates he has even more to say. He is intense and often appears overwhelmed, as if taking on the pain and suffering of the world. His “look,” when he focuses on a voice he once heard in Mozambique, Chad, Somalia, Rwanda, Bosnia, El Salvador, Nepal, or wherever else he has been, to quote W. H. Auden, “contains the history of man.”1

			Whenever we meet for an interview outside his home, in whatever circumstances, he wears a jacket and tie, bending over at the waist rather than hunching his shoulders—as if bowing to you—in a stiff but formal greeting. He has a touch of the Old World about him, evoking a sense of reverence and authority. I can see why he was called “Doc.”

			

			—

			Robert Paul Gersony was born in February 1945 in Manhattan, the son of refugees from Central and Eastern Europe, Grigori and Laura Gersony, who Americanized their names to George and Lola. They were modern Orthodox Jews, whose lives, particularly that of his father, revolved around the synagogue. His father, from Libau, a port city in Latvia, was sent by his family in 1935 to Amsterdam, to be an apprentice to a diamond merchant just as Hitler began to rev up his death machine. From there Gersony’s father drifted to Belgium, France, Portugal, Mozambique (where he jumped ship in Lourenço Marques from a boat going on to Shanghai), and finally came to America, where he arrived in New York from Lourenço Marques with the proverbial $50 in his pocket. He had made his way around Europe and Africa mainly as a grain trader and overseas salesman for the Jaffa Orange Syndicate in British Palestine.

			
			“My father was smart and virtuous. He was a commodity trader all his life and his word was trusted. It’s not like today in this digital world when every transaction requires documentation.” In the spring of 1940, his father sensed that the Nazis would invade Belgium. The people he knew there said that he was crazy, since Belgium was a neutral country, even though Germany had invaded Belgium only twenty-six years before. But he offered to sell a large shipment of oranges at a much lower price if he were paid in cash immediately. He wired the money to Palestine and escaped to Marseille just as the Germans invaded Belgium and Holland. “In every place my father arrived he had to learn a new language and start a new life. Every time I’ve arrived in a new country over the past four decades I consciously tested myself against the world, the way my father did.”

			“Yes, Bobby’s father, George, was quite resilient, but not unlike so many refugees at the time. He was a tall, heavyset, intimidating sort of man, but so clumsy—George Gersony couldn’t even drive a car,” recalls Ursula Strauss, the wife of George Gersony’s business partner, and the only person alive who knew the family when “Bobby,” as everyone called him then, was growing up. Ursula, in her early nineties, decidedly elegant despite her age, still talks with the British accent she learned at school in Great Britain as a refugee child from Hitler. “George spoke many languages well, but always with such a terrible accent,” she says with a laugh. “George was all business, completely absorbed in his work. He couldn’t make small talk, unless it was about the synagogue. He was just so intense, so impatient: a hard, formidable man, but with a heart of gold, and funny, in an ironic, world-weary, Jewish sort of way. When he screamed, which was often, nobody took him seriously.”

			Bobby was a terrible student. Even with studying he flunked exams. He had severe trouble recalling the meaning of text from memory, and so couldn’t learn in the usual, regimented manner. Just as Bobby inherited his lifelong emotional intensity from his father, he also developed a lifelong hatred of the classroom and formalistic learning altogether: a signal reason why he would spend his life doing fieldwork. Fieldwork was less abstract and helped him overcome his learning disability.
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					Lola and George Gersony, Bob Gersony’s parents.

				
			
			
			Ursula Strauss remembers: “While George and Lola knew how to love, they simply did not know how to be parents. Lola was busy with bridge, music, tennis, but not so much with the children.” Stepping into the Gersonys’ home, with Lola’s accent and Zsa Zsa Gabor manner, with all the lace tablecloths, was “like going back to Vienna,” one of Bob Gersony’s early girlfriends says: “His parents were so old-fashioned, they were like my grandparents. They certainly didn’t know how to be American parents.” George was a fairly old father, forty-one, at the time Bobby was born. He had no interest in Bobby’s day at school, for example. “If you couldn’t talk business with George, you practically couldn’t talk with him,” says Ursula Strauss.

			“Bob’s father had all of Bob’s intensity and then some. George Gersony was just so large and imposing: he was absolutely penetrating. His presence filled the room. He was abrupt and full of energy, cutting you off in midspeech to get out of his chair and do something else. He was obviously a genius as well as a horrible parent,” says another of Bob’s former girlfriends.

			“My father was tense. He made me and my sister tense. I got no advice from my father, nothing, even though my parents were constantly being called into school because of my low grades. The only thing I had to keep me company in my room was a typewriter. Throughout my life, I could only remember text through the physical act of typing.”

			In the United States, Gersony’s father had become a broker for edible oils and industrial fats. Eventually, when Bobby was failing one test after another, George had enough money to transfer his son out of the public school system to the prestigious Peddie School in Hightstown, New Jersey, a boarding school near Princeton, a reserve for the WASP elite with its Victorian brick buildings and spacious, tree-lined lawns: the alma mater of such mid-twentieth-century establishment figures as Walter Annenberg and John J. McCloy. “It got me out of my home and away from my screaming father: you see, my father was brilliant, but stressed, nervous, afflicted, he actually broke chairs sometimes. Things would just set him off.

			“There was an English teacher at Peddie, E. Graham Ward, a Harvard graduate, buttoned down, herringbone tweed, always looked at you sideways, then would break the smallest smile. He knew I was always in trouble, but he liked the way I wrote. At first I did well at Peddie. But then the same problems returned. I couldn’t pass tests. I was ‘invited not to come back the next year.’ ”

			
			Following that, Ward, who went on to become a quite legendary teacher at Phillips Exeter Academy in Exeter, New Hampshire, and the Brooks School in North Andover, Massachusetts, wrote Gersony a letter, saying “You have real talent.” Ward “thought I was someone when I thought I was no one.”

			Back in Manhattan in 1963, Gersony took a summer writing class, and that fall a friend of his father arranged for him to take courses at New York University. At the summer class he had submitted an essay about beatniks in Greenwich Village, in which he argued that they were living aimless lives, critical of society but not really contributing to society either. He was therefore confused about them and what exactly they thought they were doing. He got an A on the paper. So in the fall when his NYU professor asked his students to submit essay samples, Gersony had the idea to submit the same paper that had earned him an A. A few days later the NYU professor walked into the auditorium lecture hall and announced that he would read aloud samples of the best and worst papers he had seen. Gersony, sitting in the front row, was confident that his paper would be among the best—after all, he had already gotten an A on it. But it wasn’t. Finally, the professor told the class about the very worst paper, and began to read passages aloud from what Gersony had written about the beatniks. The professor alternately smirked, sneered, and delivered the verbal equivalent of a literary hatchet job on Gersony. The paper was full of “pretentiousness,” the professor concluded. “I flushed all over,” Gersony recalls. “I became hot and fearful. I sat in absolute terror that he was going to make me stand up in front of this class of 150 students. I was so ashamed and traumatized that I still haven’t gotten over it. I was too young to understand how one teacher could give an A and another an F to the same essay: how so much of criticism is subjective. I quit school immediately. I never took another class anywhere again. I never actually completed high school. I never had a graduation ceremony of any kind.”

			
			It was just so humiliating, especially since all the other Jewish children of his parents’ friends in Manhattan were getting high grades and going off to elite universities.

			“Bobby could have gone all wrong,” Ursula Strauss, lifting her eyebrows, tells me in a very knowing manner. “But he didn’t turn out wrong, did he? He turned out quite well. He has real social gifts, you know. He always had girlfriends, and every one of them was delightful and interesting. They all came to his wedding with their husbands and to his children’s bar mitzvahs.”

			His father, at last realizing that his son simply couldn’t manage school, hired him for a short time at his office. Leaving school would be the jump start he needed. Bobby and his father grew closer. After all, George—whose mind worked so fast that he would often skip whole portions of what he wanted to say—could now talk business with his son. The two would often go out to lunch in a basement Greek restaurant near his father’s office, in the Standard Oil building in lower Manhattan, and would take walks on long summer nights. There was even a telex machine in their home that shook and clanged twenty-four hours a day, which constituted a running tutorial on the commodity business. Later on, in Vietnam and elsewhere, his father would write him letters on foolscap about the tallow and oil markets, about this tonnage he had sold, about that Egyptian tender, and so on. Nevertheless, “my father would never believe I could do anything right, after I did not go on in life to take over Gersony-Strauss Co.”

			The truth about George Gersony was that like other Jewish refugees, he kept a lot hidden. That was a reason why he was almost always all business. His sister, brother, and other members of his family and their friends were all murdered by the Nazis and their Latvian allies. When Bobby once asked him directly about all this one evening at home, his father, who was reading a book in bed, turned on his side and cried.

			George Gersony was at this moment, among his many other ventures, selling tallow (beef fat used in the making of soap) to Pakistan under the U.S. government’s PL 480 program, a form of foreign assistance that involved massive and complicated paperwork. It turned out that the young Gersony was very good and very fast at filling out forms. But then, the same weekend that President John F. Kennedy was assassinated in November 1963, there was the “Great Salad Oil Swindle” that almost crippled the New York Stock Exchange, and made Gersony’s father go bankrupt. Essentially, a soybean oil trader had gotten $150 million in loans from Wall Street by using tanks filled with soybean oil that he had sold to commodity dealers, including Gersony’s father, as collateral—except that the tanks were really filled with water, with soybean oil floating only at the top. They were practically worthless. “My father was ruined. He didn’t want me in the office during this period and arranged for me to apprentice with another high-strung, tortured Jew, who dealt in, among other things, bird seed and animal by-products.”

			
			Gersony’s new employer, Francis J. Koppstein, discovered that his protégé, in addition to being good at paperwork, had a quick talent for commodity trading. And so Gersony became a commodity trader like his father: an interlude in his life, but one that would have a profound influence on him, because of the commodity market’s emphasis on statistics, the most basic economic trade-offs, and disciplined, ground-level practicality, all of which would prove tremendously valuable to Gersony later on.

			Gersony was succeeding in life for the first time but completely unsatisfied. Manhattan suffocated him, especially after he had a chance to briefly visit the Midwest to inspect companies with which he and Koppstein did business. That was a trip he would never forget—opening a window on his country and the ground-level truths that the commodity trade offered him. In the middle of the freezing winter of 1964, he visited fifteen meatpacking plants in Green Bay, Wisconsin; St. Cloud, Minnesota; Dubuque, Iowa; Indianapolis, Indiana; and Chicago, Illinois, staying in the suburban homes of the plant managers, talking late into the night with them about actuals and futures. Could beef lips, normally used for rendering tallow and making dog food, also be useful for making other products for Koppstein’s customers in France? And by the way, what about prospects for lard and pork livers? It was those sorts of questions that the nineteen-year-old high school dropout had to deal with constantly on this trip. The real revelation of this journey—and it truly was a journey of discovery—was the clean beauty of middle America and the “salt of the earth” types of people who populated it, and who showered him with friendliness and hospitality: so radically different from the world of Manhattan. Buried in a snowy winter whiteout, the towns of the northern Midwest dramatically widened his horizons.

			
			Perhaps, deep down in his psyche, Gersony was a wanderer, like his father, always starting over, as his father had begun to do so successfully after the bankruptcy—rebuilding his business from scratch—often in a different part of the map. Gersony at this point in his young life simply wasn’t grounded. School had proved impossible. And he wasn’t quite ready to spend his life in the commodity trade. This is how Bob Gersony found his way to Vietnam: about the last place on earth at the time where one would have expected to find a young Jewish man, who had grown up in a Manhattan apartment filled with art and a grand piano, on West 77th Street facing the American Museum of Natural History—the same apartment where the opera star Renée Fleming would one day live.

			

			—

			In Saigon, the head of Gersony’s casualty reporting unit was a Captain John Quandt, an officer with a sharp nose, black hair, and horn-rimmed glasses. His desk faced Gersony’s, so there was no avoiding him, and the two frequently talked. Quandt valued him because Gersony was such a whiz at numbers, record keeping, and typing (over a hundred words per minute), all reasons for the Bronze Star he was later awarded.

			“You should read Bernard Fall,” Quandt casually told Gersony one day during a bull session about the depressing, gut-wrenching material that their office had to process 24/7. Quandt loaned Gersony one of Fall’s books, which Gersony devoured and then returned. “While on R&R sometime later in Formosa, I picked up several knockoff editions of Bernard Fall and again devoured them. My months of reading and typing up casualty reports, plus what I learned from Bernard Fall, revealed to me that Vietnam was not just beyond America’s capability, it was beyond doing, period.”
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					Bob Gersony soon after he arrived in Vietnam.
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					Bernard Fall in Vietnam in 1967 shortly before his death in the field. His example motivated Bob Gersony’s lifework of deep reporting.

				
			
			
			Bernard Fall was an Austrian-born, French-American war correspondent and historian, who had fought in the French Resistance and later specialized in Indochina in the 1950s and 1960s. In 1961, just as the Kennedy administration was escalating the war in Vietnam, Fall published Street Without Joy: The French Debacle in Indochina. In that book, which profoundly affected Gersony, Fall most famously established his method of digging out ideas from firsthand field experience, rather than from the comfort and safety of a library or a government office in Washington. He was a from-the-ground-up thinker rather than a from-the-top-down one. In 1967, the year before Gersony discovered his work, Bernard Fall was killed by a land mine north of Hue.

			Fall’s message was that nations lose wars because of incomplete ground-level intelligence of the most profound cultural variety, making them unable to grasp the mentality of the people they are trying to help or change or conquer, a mentality accumulated from thousands of years of history in a specific landscape. The Americans would lose in Vietnam just as the French had lost, Fall predicted, because the Americans were given to abstractions that obscured the cultural reality on the ground in Vietnam.

			Street Without Joy depicts painful marches through roadless jungles by French troops suffering with heavy packs on their backs, in places where scrappy guerrilla fighters are needed rather than common infantrymen. He describes the light and mobile Viet Minh and the plodding French, who needed proper roads and bridges to complete their laborious operations. In the course of a massively detailed, tactical account of French military movements in Vietnam, Fall became the first writer to describe the new Cold War age of irregular fighting, out of which modern counterinsurgency doctrine would emanate. Fall writes about “the tiny human error” in a jungle encounter “which, even in the Atomic Age, still can shape human destiny.”2

			
			Fall’s passages are filled with tragic human folly. There are the thirty French battalions demoralized by one Viet Minh regiment simply because of the impossible terrain, with its dense vegetation and labyrinthine villages whose populations were antagonistic to the French. The terrain itself kept the French from even knowing where they actually were. In Fall’s account, the French commanders were only just beginning to realize that while the great set-piece victories of World War II were still fresh in everyone’s minds, this new age of Cold War guerrilla fighting would be brutal to such a conventional mindset. Finally, there is la rue sans joie, “the street without joy,” a string of heavily fortified villages stretching from Hue to Quang Tri, through dunes and salt marshes, which would prove agony for the French. With the nearest friendly village many miles away through dense forest, “this was not like Korea,” and thus was a different war entirely. As Fall writes: “Night began to fall over the four thousand villages of the Red River delta, and the night belonged to the Viet Minh.”3

			“Fall made me really think for the first time in my life,” Gersony says. Fall was the first author whose message Gersony could consciously remember the details of after reading. “Reading Bernard Fall began my journey towards an understanding of what America could do in the world and what it could not do, based not on some lofty ideal of history, but on knowledge and empathy of the human terrain itself, about places and people as they actually were.

			“It is all about collecting information and insights from the field, so that we don’t operate with one eye closed. It is about searching out that vital insight about a place that any journalist or relief worker has, but which wonks and highbrow policymakers often don’t.”

			This all complemented Gersony’s own experience at this point in his life. School and literature had so far been beyond him. Intellectually, he knew only the most basic, concrete aspects of existence: the commodity trade and the typing-up of casualty reports, memorizing each battlefield death or wound through the movements of his fingers. If the evidence did not exist right in front of him, it didn’t exist, period. And following from that would come his belief in the essential wisdom of the common person, who also knew the world only from the grassroots level in the most immediate, concrete way. He simply trusted people at the bottom, like the plant managers in the Midwest—for whom economics were never abstract—and distrusted people at the top.

			
			It was in this way that he would eventually discover the world of refugees and displaced persons. To him, refugees were people at the end of the chain of events that had begun with decisions made by those at the top and the beginning of the chain.

			Gersony was to become the ultimate fieldworker: in continuous, tactile contact with the evidence. And he would let the evidence—rather than theories, of which he knew nothing—always drive his conclusions.

			

			—

			Today, Gersony’s library in his home, surrounded by woods in Great Falls, Virginia, forty minutes from Washington, is a monument to that sensibility, elaborated on in the course of almost half a century. Amassed over a lifetime of travel, there are practically no books of political science with its grand and abstract theories, and almost nothing on globalization (another flimsy word). Rather, his shelves are packed and cluttered with works of local history, art, travel, and literature about specific parts of the world, since it is often in the guise of fiction where writers can more easily tell the truth. There is little here that is not the product of firsthand knowledge and encounters with terrain. Almost every geography is represented, from the Mosquitia on the Caribbean coast of Central America to the northern half of the Korean peninsula. Gersony seems to have a knack for quickly locating the best that literature has to offer on the area where he has to go next, so that Joan Didion’s Salvador (1983) lies on the Latin America shelf above Noel Malcolm’s Kosovo: A Short History (1998), where his books about the Balkans are. There are The Lake Regions of Central Africa by the explorer Sir Richard Francis Burton, published in 1860, and John L. Stephens’s Incidents of Travel in Central America, Chiapas and Yucatan, published in 1841. I notice The Bridge on the Drina (1945) by Ivo Andric, the Yugoslav Nobel Prize laureate, and the British explorer Wilfred Thesiger’s The Marsh Arabs (1964). The best of journalism is here, too, and not just Didion: such as Ryszard Kapuściński’s The Soccer War (1990), essays about coups and upheavals in Latin America, Africa, and the Middle East; and Michael Ignatieff’s Blood and Belonging (1994), about the still-resonant appeal of ethnicity and nationalism, despite the optimism of a supposedly unifying world that greeted the end of the Cold War. The entire globe is here in this library, but without exception it is built up from many geographic particulars. The shelves reveal a generalist, who has earned that old-fashioned title by burrowing deep into so many different regions.

			
			Over the decades, with lots of work, he has learned to better remember what he has read, even without typing.

			In his basement there are large and detailed maps of the regions where his research left the deepest impact on policymakers: Rwanda, the border areas of Mozambique, Uganda’s Luwero Triangle, and so on. This emotionally wrought son of Jewish Holocaust refugees is a quintessential nineteenth-century man, someone for whom geography and culture are the beginning of all knowledge, one of the very few left in Washington or anywhere; an explorer dedicated to the often unpleasant and often wondrous granularity of places, who, nevertheless, doesn’t quite fit the part.

			It all started with Bernard Fall’s ruminations about the ground-level reality of Indochina, which are right here on these shelves. It is in our libraries where Gersony and I meet each other, for I also throughout my career as an author and journalist have been obsessed with specific geographies and the cultures that emanate from them, and are specific to them, and are thus another reason for me to tell his story.
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			CHAPTER 2

			Guatemala

			1970–1977

			The Gruesome Threesome

			The writings of Bernard Fall had focused Gersony’s mind on the problem of America in the Third World. But he was still young, in his midtwenties, aimless, and with few prospects. Gersony was offered two well-paying positions in the commodity trade in the Midwest, which he turned down. It was not a direction where he wanted to go. But in what direction he should go, he just didn’t know.

			His path to Guatemala began by accident, with little forethought, on the campus of Long Island University in Brooklyn, where a girlfriend was taking courses around the same time that he was released from the Army.

			With her help, he sat in on classes about political transitions taught by Leon Sinder, the chairman of the sociology department and a cultural anthropologist, “a short Jewish guy with a big head of hair,” born in Romania, who had flown over fifty combat missions in the Pacific in World War II. This was an era when college professors had military experience and had actually done something in their lives besides having gone to graduate school—and in subtle and indirect ways they brought these vital experiences into the classroom. Sinder, like Graham Ward, was another person who thought Gersony was someone, or might become someone, when he thought he was no one.

			Sinder mentioned to Gersony that a colleague of his was going to lead a group of students on a field trip to Guatemala, and needed a driver and assistant to help him explore the terrain in advance. So at the end of 1969, Gersony went for ten days to the historic Guatemalan town of Antigua, as well as to some Mayan shrines and pyramids. Instantly, he became smitten with the people and the landscape, and while there met a “terribly overweight” Catholic priest from Oklahoma who invited him back. Gersony spent only a month in New York at the beginning of 1970 before he returned to Guatemala. Twenty-five years old with $3,000 in savings, he went to live at the Catholic mission in Antigua, paying $30 per month for room and board.
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					Bob Gersony in Guatemala in the 1970s.

				
			
			

			—

			Antigua, Guatemala, 1970. A rectilinear town of cobblestone streets and grand Spanish baroque architecture, ringed by three soaring volcanoes in a landscape of lonely, ocean-like vastness; with such fine all-year-round weather that it is justifiably called “the land of eternal spring.” This old colonial capital teems with churches and monasteries, built hundreds of years ago, often in a state of majestic, charred, and rubble-strewn ruin on account of repeated earthquakes over the centuries. The stucco pilasters and pendentives are so intricate as to induce hallucination. There is an Angkor Wat quality to this place, with vines crawling over heaps of fallen masonry. The blazing, loose-fitting costumes or trajes of the indigenous Mayan inhabitants fill the landscape with color: twistingly woven ponchos, the design often specific to each village. The paganized Catholic processions with mahogany-borne floats appear refracted by incense from the swinging lamps.

			There is smoke from the lamps, smoke from the volcanoes, smoke from burning wood scarring the white ceilings and porticoes, and dust rising from the porous soil, all intensifying the theatricality of the lush forested setting, in which a rugged geography and heavy rains, bringing floods, disease, and landslides, have for hundreds of years hindered development.

			
			The entire visual drama of Spain’s interaction with the New World is condensed here, a place that in the early nineteenth century was the political heart of Central America. Guatemala, geographically tucked away at the bottom of Mexico and utterly absent from world media consciousness, a place you would never think about, is also a place that deeply imprinted itself on Bob Gersony’s memory. In a visual sense, it would be the only place ever to do so.

			Though Vietnam put Bob Gersony on a certain path and gave him his worldview, Vietnam was also an ordeal of boredom and psychological survival, something he just had to get through. Guatemala, on the other hand, was sheer exploration and the most adventurous kind of personal fulfillment: something he had never before experienced in his life. This is why Guatemala made such an intense, lasting impression on him. After Antigua, and what happened there, he did not have to remember another landscape quite as vividly.

			In Antigua, he was free at first to enjoy the place and absorb its landscape details, since he had as yet no firm plans there. For the rest of his life after Guatemala, everywhere he went he would have to hit the ground running, with enormous pressure on him and a job he had been assigned to do—usually a mystery he was ordered by superiors to solve. In such circumstances, for someone as compulsive as he became regarding work, the details of the landscape itself became more and more of a distraction, since he just couldn’t wait to get to the embassy, and out into the field, to start gathering facts.

			Gersony never really did develop an eye for landscape, despite the books he has accumulated over a lifetime. He barely remembers the details of the dozens of Third World capital cities from where he began his forays into the bush, despite the fact that he reads and collects the sorts of books he does out of a conscious dedication to thinking locally; to thinking about the factors peculiar to each country and its geography, rather than in terms of grand schemes and overarching ideas about the world. Bernard Fall taught him why this was important. But it was Guatemala where he first applied this lesson. Respect the landscape, but the solution to each situation will lie elsewhere, in the world of men and women and their decisions. Gersony, in sum, was never a fatalist, one who just gives up on a situation.

			
			Guatemala was the beginning of a life dominated by many places that foreign policy elites ordinarily never think about, and of discovering the world, just as Bernard Fall did, from the ground up.

			

			—

			Guatemala actually constitutes one of the most famous geographies of the Cold War. Guatemala in 1954, along with Iran in 1953, were the two countries where the Eisenhower administration—specifically the two brothers, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles and CIA Director Allen Dulles—most famously toppled democratically elected governments seen to be hostile to American interests.1 In Iran, the CIA, helped by the British Secret Service, deposed prime minister Mohammad Mosaddegh after he had nationalized the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company. A year later, the CIA deposed Guatemalan president Jacobo Árbenz Guzmán for expropriating land of the United Fruit Company and, more generally, for adopting a pro-Soviet foreign policy. Had Mosaddegh not been toppled and had his social reforms been allowed to take hold, the Iranian Revolution of 1978–79 that brought the radical ayatollahs to power might never have happened. In Guatemala, similarly, the 1954 coup ended years of mild social reforms, and ushered in decades of repressive military rule that spawned leftist rebellions, answered, in turn, by right-wing death squads.2 Guerrilla warfare and assassinations became widespread. It was known as the Thirty Years’ War. American policymakers didn’t care. They were simply not going to tolerate the creation of a pro-Soviet regime of any kind so close to the United States. (This policy was redoubled after Fidel Castro came to power in Cuba in 1959.) Guatemala was an iconic demonstration of just how tragic the Cold War was for the developing world.

			Starting with Vietnam, Gersony had begun experiencing not only the world, but specifically the Cold War itself, at ground level, from the Asian, African, and Latin American periphery where all the violence and casualties of that great global struggle occurred. Thus, as Gersony’s professional life began to take shape, it is important at this juncture—at the very beginning of my story about him—to put the Cold War itself in historical context.

			

			—

			
			The United States and the Soviet Union were, in fact, engaged in a conflict over the very definition of European modernity. The two superpowers needed to change the world in order to prove the universal relevance of their ideologies, and Third World elites proved fertile ground for this competition, explains Yale historian Odd Arne Westad. The Cold War ethos “was at least as alluring and evocative as the imperialist ethos that it replaced,” judging by the sense of duty and sacrifice of the advisers on both sides.3 Gersony was to become one of them: a Cold Warrior even as he dealt almost exclusively with the victims, affecting in turn how he interacted with the State Department and other agencies. Indeed, the Cold War in Asia, Africa, and Latin America was more than simply a struggle for geopolitical positioning. It was also a test of the core ideas and values of both superpowers about the very path of historical change. What was at stake was nothing less than the question of whose side history was truly on.4 In fact, the American and Soviet systems were both “imperial in all but name,” observes Oxford historian John Darwin.5 And in this neo-imperial struggle, it all came down to Vladimir Lenin versus Woodrow Wilson: that is, the Leninist model of seizing, holding, and extending state power that so attracted the new Third World elites, who were equally attracted by the Wilsonian model of self-determination and a rules-based international system of which they could be a part. The Leninist model really meant authoritarianism unbridled, whereas the Wilsonian model implied a world of democracies. (The competition between ruthless, top-down control as opposed to one of people determining their own fates is still with us.) It would become a struggle in which whole societies were devastated.6 In short, for the Third World, there was no escape from the Cold War.

			For it was a cold war in Europe only. In Asia, Africa, and Latin America it was hot, cinematic, and bloody. The aftershocks would continue beyond 1989. Bob Gersony would have a vivid front-row seat for key parts of it on several continents. And while each Cold War crisis had its own unique origins, Gersony would see them all through the filter of refugees and displaced persons.

			
			Because the Cold War coincided with the collapse of European empires, between 1945 and 1970 (the first half of the Cold War) the number of independent states increased almost fourfold, creating many new battlegrounds. Indeed, twenty years after the atomic bomb fell on Hiroshima, no fewer than forty new states had been created.7 It was a process that actually began in the midst of fighting Hitler, since World War II had exhausted and demoralized even the victor nations such as imperial Great Britain and France. Already, at the November 1943 conference in Tehran, where Allied leaders gathered to discuss World War II strategy, many critical matters were settled directly by Roosevelt and Stalin, with Churchill, the commander of the British Empire no less, only on the sidelines. And thus as the United States and the Soviet Union quickly rose to dominate the postwar world, there was a striking loss of prestige and influence among Europe’s traditional imperial powers.

			In Asia alone, as Westad notes, colonialism “seemed in free fall,” as economic exhaustion in Europe—the upshot of a great depression followed by world war—met with rebellion in the tropics, with indigenous leaders like Nehru, Ho Chi Minh, and Sukarno suddenly emerging to eject British, French, and Dutch imperialists.8 Making matters worse for these old empires was the new Soviet threat to Europe, which required Great Britain and France to reinforce their own defenses at home. One moral justification for European imperialism as it culminated in the early twentieth century was the promise of improving the lives of those under its rule, but that had become impossible for these economically wearied empires, beset with an overwhelming security challenge in Europe itself.

			The United States and the Soviet Union filled the vacuum for the British and French in Africa and Asia. Though the initial American impulse was to look down on colonialism and celebrate the passing of empire, Washington’s immediate fear was that the newly established states would be drawn into the embrace of the Soviet Union. And thus as anti-communism overtook anticolonialism, one imperial age was soon replaced by another, though it called itself by another name: the Cold War.

			
			President John Kennedy was quite blunt about it, believing that the Cold War would be won or lost in the developing world. The establishment of the Peace Corps, with all of its idealistic aura, was part of his realpolitik strategy of heading off the expansion of Soviet influence. By the 1960s, as Europe itself settled into a generally immobilized conflict, violence in the developing world gave the Cold War truly global dimensions. The United States, having already used the CIA to topple regimes in Guatemala and Iran in the 1950s, now cheered on or supported rebellions and coups in Algeria, Ghana, and Indonesia, to say nothing of what it was attempting in Cuba and Vietnam. Meanwhile, Egypt, Guinea, Mali, India to some extent, and other postcolonial states all looked to the Soviet Union for support. Later Soviet allies would include Syria, Iraq, South Yemen, and Somalia, to name but a few. Then, in the 1970s, almost in unison, came the communist victory in Vietnam and the collapse of the decrepit Portuguese empire in Africa. The secession of Guinea-Bissau, Cape Verde, and the two sprawling colonies of southern Africa—Angola and Mozambique—were all the consequence of a bloodless coup against an out-of-gas reactionary regime in Lisbon. Angola and Mozambique would turn into panoramic wastelands of violent conflict as the United States and South Africa, employing their local proxies, fought the Soviet Union and Cuba, employing theirs. By the early 1980s, three decades after the coups in Guatemala and Iran, superpower conflict in the tropical periphery was at its peak.9

			Through it all, the term “Third World” gradually came into vogue as a Cold War construction, after French journalists, beginning in the 1950s, began describing developing countries as le tiers monde, grouping together the “poor, nonwhite, and uncommitted” parts of the globe that lay apart from the first two worlds, those of the capitalist West (the first world) and the communist East (the second world).10 The radical activist from Martinique, Frantz Fanon, would popularize the term in his pathbreaking manifesto, The Wretched of the Earth, published in 1961, which dealt specifically with the Algerian war. By then, the resistance movement against Great Power domination had already been formalized at the Bandung Conference in Indonesia in 1955, which drew the likes of Indonesia’s Sukarno, India’s Nehru, Egypt’s Nasser, and Yugoslavia’s Tito. The Non-Aligned Movement was declared for all the world to see in the Yugoslav capital of Belgrade in 1961, in a conference hosted by Tito.

			
			Yet the Non-Aligned Movement was merely aspirational, and as time went on more and more of these new states found it necessary to side with either the United States or the Soviet Union in some way. And because the Cold War was so binary, any Third World regime could gain a superpower patron, no matter how lethal or foolish its domestic agenda.11 For the Cold War was the organizing principle of the world in the second half of the twentieth century, igniting conflicts in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, or making them worse. It quickly became a backdrop to Bob Gersony’s entire professional life.

			But while elites in Washington believed they were bringing liberty to the world, that was mainly true in Europe, not in the vast Afro-Asian and Latin American periphery where Gersony labored. For in many of these countries American national interests—by supporting hated regimes—ran up against the very struggle for freedom and human rights. Thus, periodically, Gersony would find himself recommending against the very policy supported by the U.S. Embassy; or in support of the embassy but against ideological factions back in Washington.

			His professional life would also continue beyond the Cold War, as he reported on conflicts and carnages that the Cold War had set in motion and were consequently aftershocks of it. More crucially, Gersony’s life was a forerunner to today’s concentration on the environment itself as a national security issue, as he was also dispatched to interview the victims of one natural and weather-related catastrophe after another. The Cold War, environmental catastrophes, genocide, and, most fundamentally, refugees all became part of his professional domain. And whereas foreign correspondents interviewed dozens, representing the State Department and other agencies he would often interview hundreds in each place: more than eight thousand refugees, displaced persons, and related others interviewed over a lifetime. Whereas an individual foreign correspondent might cover some or most conflicts and disasters, he would cover almost all of them.

			
			Guatemala would be the first, in the course of his bottom-up experience of the Cold War and afterward from the battlefields of the developing world.

			

			—

			Of course, the Cold War, precisely because it was so archetypal, was a vast and crude generalization for the many dozens of crises going on around the globe that each had its own individual elements, themselves products of intricate little dramas with their own vivid realities for those in the field. It was as if the Cold War existed only on the surface, below which were depths and more depths of local minutiae. Gersony’s life played out in the midst of these complex little pageants about which those in Washington usually knew next to nothing.

			Thus, we return to Gersony first setting foot inside the forlorn Catholic mission in Antigua, Guatemala.

			

			—

			The Catholic mission where he stayed was, in part, a response to the growing power of Protestant evangelicals in Guatemala that were organized around the Wycliffe Bible society with its Summer Institute of Linguistics, which offered a better and more productive life in the present in return for conversion from Catholicism. Wycliffe’s influence came from its translations of the New Testament published in each of Guatemala’s twenty-two Mayan languages—the linguistic consequence of each indigenous community’s isolation wrought by an impossible mountainous landscape. Indeed, beauty, poverty, and isolation were the upshots of Guatemala’s lush, dizzying topography.

			Add to this the numbing element of Indian stoicism, a product of millennia-old pagan traditions with Catholicism superimposed on them, together with the half-buried communal memory of the violence of the Spanish Conquest and the centuries of slavery that followed. Very few of the Indians spoke Spanish, the language of both the ladinos (those of mixed European and Indian blood) and the descendants of the Spanish conquerors themselves, who owned most of the plantations and other valuable land.12 And because the Mayans knew only their native tongue, they had little access to education in a country where the whole school system was based on Spanish. The Indians, moreover, were relatively passive against the Grand Guignol of political intrigue and violence that continued to afflict this country, especially in the drawn-out wake of the 1954 CIA-inspired coup. Successive right-wing military governments ruled Guatemala while Gersony lived there. They would be followed by a truly brutal regime guilty of widespread murder against the Indians, after coming to power in a fraudulent election in 1978.

			
			Gersony’s first task after he arrived back in Antigua was to learn Spanish. But there were no Spanish schools. “One day I was in the central square by the cathedral, truly the most beautiful place I have ever seen, getting a shoeshine while communicating in basic Spanish with a garage worker, Luis Monzon, who told me he worked for the equivalent of fifty cents per week. I don’t know, he just seemed sparky, ambitious. I said I would pay him a dollar a day to be my friend, and spend all his waking hours with me, teaching me Spanish.” They traveled all over Antigua and its surroundings together. For Gersony, the great advantage of Luis was that he didn’t know a word of English. For twelve hours daily, Gersony plodded through Spanish with him and with his Amsco workbook. It was altogether exhausting. Luis talked constantly. Gersony couldn’t daydream for a minute. There was no escape; he had to learn.

			Six weeks later he had advanced from the basic Spanish of guidebooks to a working knowledge of the language, which he would continue to build upon in coming years until he spoke Spanish fluently. Little by little, seeing Gersony with Luis, tourists and other gringos came over to him, asking where they could learn Spanish. It was an anomalous situation. The area’s natural beauty and Antigua’s historical monuments drew young visitors, hippie types and others, even as there was no place to study the official language. Gersony, with Luis’s help, found families for the gringos to live with, ordered Amsco workbooks, and again with the help of Luis and others he met, set up Spanish classes offering individual instruction. The money Gersony made, which was very little, he gave to the Catholic mission where he was staying.
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					Bob Gersony in Guatemala in the 1970s.

				
			
			During this time, Gersony met an “extremely dark Mayan” named Aparicio Teleguario who spoke Kaqchiquel, one of the twenty-two indigenous languages. “Aparicio was eighteen and very personable, and wanted to write a history of his people in his own language. He was a brilliant local organizer. There was something alluring about him. He specifically had a plan for a radio program in Kaqchiquel. Sometime later he died of pneumonia after being misdiagnosed by a doctor, but he left me with an idea for the future….” It was more than that: Gersony, with all the vitality and enthusiasm of someone young and on an adventure, became obsessed with doing something that would be true to Aparicio’s memory. It was the beginning of Gersony’s road to humanitarianism.

			
			This was also the era of Catholic liberation theology in Latin America, in which priests and nuns, influenced by the poverty-stricken communities where they served, began in the 1950s to combine religion with a call for social and economic justice. It was a gospel of freedom from the tyranny of the Church’s complicity with capitalism and despotic regimes.13 Inevitably, liberation theology became an asset to Marxist opponents of the conservative oligarchical orders in Latin America that the United States, for reasons of Cold War geopolitics, was supporting. It led in some cases to radical reinterpretations of Church doctrine. In this way, Gersony, on one Saturday, the day before Easter, March 28, 1970, found himself invited to the wedding of a Catholic priest in the fog-wrapped village of Nahualá, surrounded by fantastic mountain formations, with the men in white, gray, and black kilts and the women in Spanish-imposed trajes of bold colors. Lay missionaries made up a half-pagan procession. It was beyond magical.

			Here Gersony met an Englishman with a terribly glum expression because he had hoped to marry the bride himself. His name was Tony Jackson, the only person in his rather poor, working-class family to go to university. He had studied French and linguistics at Trinity College, Oxford. “Tony was absolutely charming and charismatic, a real inspiration, with his bowler hat, umbrella, and fine accent,” not to mention his affinity for English Breakfast tea and the works of Lewis Carroll.

			But Tony was even more than that. Completely unaffected and able to befriend anyone in an instant, Tony Jackson, with his rail-thin frame, moved his hand and body as he talked to you like an actor doing pantomime. Thus, the glum expression disappeared the moment he began talking with Gersony. In fact, Jackson, too, will never forget the moment of meeting Gersony. With a short black beard, black glasses, a mop of dark hair (just before he started losing it), and a fierce, unforgiving stare, Bob Gersony at twenty-five, however insecure he felt on the inside, could have been Che Guevara’s aide-de-camp or a member of the Weather Underground. Gersony immediately poured out his grief to Tony about America’s misadventure in Vietnam. They both agreed that the problem in Latin America was land and how unfairly distributed it was.
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					Tony Jackson, one of “the Gruesome Threesome,” who helped Bob run the network of language schools in Guatemala in the 1970s.

				
			
			Gersony had an idea. One day in Antigua a few months later, out in the rain, where Tony opened the umbrella to protect them both, Gersony offered to put Tony in charge of his small Spanish school, which had begun to grow with more and more students from the United States, Canada, France, and even a few from Japan. “Guatemala, Mayan Indians, the fabulous mountains and volcanoes, of course I will do it!” Jackson said, glad to be able to permanently escape from a job in Nicaragua—educating the elite for their Miami shopping sprees—that he hated. He gave Gersony $396 in savings for more chairs and workbooks, to add to those Gersony had bought himself with proceeds from buying and reselling native handbags to students. It was at this moment when the Spanish school had its true start.

			

			—

			It was the beginning of a lifelong collaboration. Though, according to a mutual friend, “Tony and Bob could not have been more different. Tony was charismatic and got along with everybody. Bob, on the other hand, was not particularly outgoing, despite possessing a strong wit.” Jackson calls himself and Gersony the “odd couple,” the British Oxford graduate and the American high school dropout, who disagreed on many aspects of politics, but who nevertheless would come to agree on the operational aspects of administering humanitarian assistance. For Gersony, Jackson would become his “lifelong ambassador to the left wing, and someone who would never complain about living conditions in the Third World, no matter how awful they were.” At the time Gersony met him, however, Jackson was still a devout Catholic, and his left-wing politics would not flower until he returned to England and settled in Oxford.

			
			On Christmas Day 1970, Jackson arrived back from Nicaragua for the last time to settle in Antigua, Guatemala.

			“We rented classrooms for fifty-five students, who began to include NGOs,” Gersony explains. These were aid workers in non-governmental organizations, like the Peace Corps and the Canadian International Development Agency, who, while technically government employees, were lumped into the humanitarian aid category. “Everyone studied seven hours daily for five days per week. Tony was brilliant at inspiring students and inspiring teachers to teach. People would practically jump out of the window for Tony. That’s how much he was loved. I was the bad guy in the act: the budget guy. The months went by and we grew to be 150 teachers and students.” Gersony’s policy with hiring teachers was not to care about credentials, but to look for good, animated talkers. “With that, we could teach them how to teach,” he explains.

			It never occurred to Gersony to apply for grants to run his school. All his instincts learned from his father and the commodity trade were about making the venture a self-sustaining business. Indeed, during his early days in Guatemala, he still didn’t know what grants were.

			Then Terrence Kaufman showed up in Antigua. He was in his midthirties, absolutely weird, endearing, with long red hair tied in a ponytail, a beard, and a ring in his ear long before its time. He looked like a pirate or a drummer for a heavy metal rock band—that is, he didn’t present well. People tiptoed around him. Kaufman was a Mayan linguist with a PhD from the University of California at Berkeley, and already famous in his field for reconstructing proto-Mayan languages. After Gersony had the idea of having Peace Corps volunteers sent down to Antigua to teach descriptive linguistics and help Mayan speakers to compile dictionaries and grammars in their native tongues, Kaufman devoted several of his summers to helping implement it. The program empowered Mayans to be experts in their own languages and to build beyond the Protestant Bible translations.14 It was during this period that Gersony kept thinking about the young Mayan Aparicio Teleguario who had died of pneumonia before he could start his radio program in Kaqchiquel. His and Kaufman’s vision followed in the young Mayan’s spirit.

			
			The plan was launched. Gersony’s school system, having grown out of a rudimentary operation nominally run by a group of tired Catholic priests, expanded further, with Peace Corps volunteers coming down to Antigua
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