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			For my mother, Florence, and for Laura

		

	
		
			Vietnam is a graveyard of lost hopes, destroyed vanity, glib promises, and good intentions.

			
				
					—The lead sentence filed by Time magazine correspondent Charles Mohr for an August 9, 1963, cover story. The sentence was not published.
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			1

			A NICE LITTLE WAR IN A LAND OF TIGERS AND ELEPHANTS

			Malcolm Browne, a tall and gawky thirty-year-old former chemist whose red hair would soon turn sandy, stepped down in a sweat from Flight One, Pan American’s new around-the-world jet service.

			Saigon’s heat, humid and oppressive at 96 degrees, hit the new man from the Associated Press like a wave. Just out of Baltimore, where winter had arrived in a sudden early surge, Browne wore the only suit he owned, a wool one. Over one shoulder he lugged a useless topcoat; over the other a battered $25 Japanese camera he had picked up secondhand.

			On the hot tarmac at Tan Son Nhut Airport two photographers took his picture, one for South Vietnam’s secret police, the other for a small English-language newspaper called the Times of Vietnam. It would not take Browne long to realize that there was little difference between the two. Otherwise, the arrival did not seem auspicious. No military man met him with a jeep and driver as a correspondent from America’s premier news-gathering agency might have been welcomed to a war zone in another time and place. Those at the American Embassy, soon to be bogged down with an onslaught of arrivals of a different sort, noted the date—November 11, 1961, a Saturday—with only passing interest. Beneath lazily turning fans inside the low, open-air terminal building, South Vietnamese customs officials languidly riffled through his single suitcase, glanced without interest at the wry smile on Browne’s passport photo, and waved him through.

			

			—

			In the beginning it was such a nice little war.

			“A dapper, debonair little war in a land of tigers and elephants,” enthused the CIA man in one of the dark novels written later by Ward Just, a distinguished correspondent whose life after Vietnam was consumed by bleak, Conrad-like trips deep into the American soul.

			In 1961 the United States stood at the height of its power, primed by a national “can-do” attitude that anything lay within its reach and sustained by a near-religious certainty about the rightness of its goals. During this first of the few, but hyperkinetic, Kennedy years, “saving” South Vietnam became one of those goals. The trickle of Americans passing through Saigon during the fifties turned abruptly into a relentless stream.

			The newcomers had little historical reference to the place. Vietnam, clinging to a tropical peninsula south of China, was not a prominent Second World War battleground still tugging at American memories. Nor had the French in their final colonial struggle in Asia just a few years earlier left Americans with more than scratchy, newsreel-vague recollections of a strange war in an unknown place called Indochina. The American government had spent $2 billion supporting that lost cause and another billion after the French departed in 1954. But, to workaday Americans, Vietnam remained as distant and obscure as any place in the world. Official Washington did not know it much better. Two examples make the point:

			George Reedy, an aide to Lyndon B. Johnson, accompanied the Vice President on a visit early in 1961. Reedy, an intelligent man, realized soon after he landed that he didn’t have the foggiest notion where he was. He found a map, searched for Saigon, and positioned it in relation to more familiar landmarks to give himself that sense of place that comforts seasoned travelers.

			General Maxwell Taylor, a prince in Kennedy’s Camelot and his special assistant for military affairs, made a fateful fact-finding trip in October, only weeks before Mal Browne’s arrival. A newspaper reporter following Taylor observed that, throughout his inspection tour, the general continually referred to the object of his attention as South Korea.

			Both Johnson and Taylor returned to Washington and recommended major increases in military aid for the little Asian trouble spot, seeing it as a strategically crucial Cold War prize.

			Vietnam, a place so foreign to their experience that it often took on a storybook surreality, captivated Americans. It became a fairy kingdom, a toy country as alien and enticing as the Siam of The King and I, as remote and mystically alluring as Shangri-la. Vietnam was not simply exotic. It was erotic. And narcotic.

			In the cities women of exceptional Asian beauty—tiny, porcelain, ephemeral images of perfect grace—wafted past. They did not walk, they glided, oblivious to the Western faces swiveling to follow the silken trail of their raven hair and flowing white ao dais, the uniquely Vietnamese pants-gown that so remarkably enhanced their femininity. Or they flowed by in serene waves on fleets of Saigon bicycles, their conical sun hats tilted back neatly on proud shoulders.

			Buddhist monks, with heads shaved and lithe bodies cloaked in saffron robes, moved silently through a babble of Hindu money changers. Down narrow Asian alleyways expatriate Chinese with three-strand beards and opaque eyes introduced visitors to the ancient pleasures of the poppy—one pipe, two pipes, three pipes, four; the brown gum bubbling into amber, the rock-hard smoker’s couch softening to velvet at the first inhalation, the stranger drifting blissfully to a still more exotic land.

			Outside the cities, the countryside turned to a poet’s panorama unchanged for centuries. To the south of Saigon, in the broad delta of the Mekong River, ageless peasants toiled in endless green seas of rice. To the north, sinewy Montagnard tribesmen still carried spears as they had in the Stone Age, the men clad in loincloths, the women bare-breasted.

			Strange religious sects abounded. One, the Cao Dais, kept a pink-and-blue cathedral. A single huge Masonic eye hovered over the church’s entrance. Inside, the Cao Dais worshiped icons of their saints—Buddha, Joan of Arc, Jesus Christ, and Victor Hugo—with equal passion. Vietnam’s Buddhists, who would soon move to the forefront of Mal Browne’s story, were almost inexplicable in Western terms, mixing ancestor and animal worship into their mystic journey along their religion’s Eightfold Noble Path.

			The little war flared intermittently in brutal attacks. Wispy figures appeared suddenly in the black-pajama garb of peasants, did their violence, and then, just as suddenly, melded back into the shadows of triple-canopy jungle. A faceless youngster emerged briefly from a sidewalk crowd and rolled a sapper’s grenade into a Saigon bistro, then disappeared into the natural cover of teeming Asian streets.

			The American-supported Saigon government called the guerrillas the Viet Cong, a derogatory term for Vietnamese Communists. The Americans would bastardize the name further, abbreviating it to VC, codifying it in radio lingo as Victor Charlie, shortening it again to Charlie, and, in the end, when the going got very rough, restoring a begrudging measure of respect. “Mister Charles,” the Americans would finally call the enemy when the war turned big, mean, and impossible.

			But, in the beginning, even the war was an enticement. It gave the outsider, as Graham Greene had described it while the French still fought there, “that feeling of exhilaration which a measure of danger brings to the visitor with a return ticket.”

			A few of the early arrivals found the country dark and ominous, and could not wait to leave. “It was a sinister place,” said Homer Bigart, a renowned New York Times war correspondent who arrived six weeks after Browne. “There was a feeling in the air. The place was unlucky, and you could watch it corrupt the Americans.” He hated it.

			But Bigart was an exception, and even he did not foresee how much the place would corrupt or how much the visitors would corrupt the place. In 1961 there was no sense of impending disaster, no sense of an Apocalypse Now future. Vietnam remained a place where adventurers could roam, and unwary nations as well as unwary men fell hopelessly and dangerously in love, captivated, sucked up, as Michael Herr would put it much later and long after it was too late, by some sort of irresistible Venus’s-flytrap.

			

			—

			Halfway around the world at the White House on November 11, 1961, the day Mal Browne arrived in Saigon, the National Security Council met in an unusual Saturday session.

			The Kennedy administration, after weeks of debate following General Maxwell Taylor’s October inspection trip, approved a plan to step up its military commitment to South Vietnam. Since 1954 the United States had maintained a nominal force of 685 military advisers in the country, the number allowed by the Geneva Accords that had ended the French colonial war and split the country into halves. Earlier in the year the Americans had secretly begun to violate the Accords, sending in additional advisers to help the beleaguered South Vietnamese government. Now Washington would commit much more—thousands of military advisers, squadrons of helicopters, detachments of armored personnel carriers, more dive-bombers, assault weapons, antipersonnel mines. This, too, the government would foolishly try to do secretly. The plan was called Project Beef-Up.

			The Vietnam that became burned into the American psyche, a Vietnam with whump-whump-whumping Hueys and Cobras and Chinooks blackening the skies, with half a million American soldiers bogged down hopelessly in the jungles…that Vietnam remained years away.

			But this was the beginning.

			

			—

			As Mal Browne moved past the somnolent Vietnamese functionaries at Tan Son Nhut Airport, neither he nor his distant bosses at Associated Press had any special insight into the luck of his timing. To his editors in New York the arrival marked only a routine transfer of bodies at one of their backwater, if exotic, Asian outposts. To Browne, disengaging from his second failed marriage, the adventure, the romance, and the splendid isolation of the place were lure enough. He stood eleven time zones, almost a half-spin of the globe, away from his old world. But the coincidence was remarkable, marking Browne forever as the first of a new and contentious breed of American war correspondent. No more unlikely character could have been cast in the role.

			A loner in a boisterous crowd, Browne was a man of quirks and eccentricities. He even looked improbable, cutting the figure of an Ichabod Crane, not a Hemingway, his six-foot frame carrying a bare-sustenance 145 pounds, his Adam’s apple ever pumping, his eyes ever savoring one of life’s hidden jokes. His redhead’s skin was almost translucent, so fair it lobstered up in minutes in Vietnam’s hot sun.

			Outside the airport he lighted up a cigarette, one from the four packs a day he chain-smoked. He held it between long spidery fingers, one of which sported a ring mounted with a golden death-head’s skull. In the heat his wool suit sagged into a wet wilt, causing him to hike up the trousers and reveal the bright red socks he wore everywhere. During an army tour in the fifties he had found red socks on sale at the PX and bought them all. He had worn them ever since, and the spot of red would be there ever after, peeking out of the bottom of combat fatigues, business suits, and occasional tuxedos. Mal Browne was a character. He cultivated his idiosyncratic image; he liked to provoke.

			Born in New York’s Greenwich Village at the height of the Great Depression, Browne came by his quirks honestly. The pubs and coffeehouses of the Village had also given birth to the storied Bohemian Brigade, a rabble-rousing tribe of nineteenth-century war correspondents who delivered more terror to generals than truth to the public during the American Civil War. But the youthful Browne showed no early sign of following in those footsteps. The son of an architect father forced by the hard times to design wooden squirrels for Central Park, and a Quaker mother deeply devoted to pacifism, Browne turned his sense of adventure inward to science. He studied chemistry and, for five years after graduating from Pennsylvania’s genteel Swarthmore College, he probed for his truths in a laboratory. Only a late army draft call would pull him away from his test tubes. Sent to Korea with the postwar border forces, Browne first drove a tank, then landed a job on the soldiers’ newspaper, Stars and Stripes. He began mixing new sets of chemicals, heating photo-developer fluid over bonfires in the harsh Korean winter. He learned to type with his gloves on, two-fingered hunt-and-peck style at 10 below zero, and never returned to his test tubes again.

			Vietnam hooked him quickly. Inside the toy country Browne found a toy war.

			To the south in the Mekong Delta, young Vietnamese troops in baggy American-surplus uniforms marched off to battle with oversized M-1 rifles slung over their shoulders and live ducks hanging, heads down and squawking, from their gun belts. Aging Second World War fighter planes lumbered home from unexplained sorties with arrows jutting out of their metallic hides. The first of the crew-cut and leathery American “counterinsurgency experts,” those Green Berets trained at distant Fort Bragg to survive alone in the jungle on a diet of palm tree rats and tropical beetles, told tales of shadowy hit-and-run ambushes by guerrillas who fought with coconut hand grenades and bamboo land mines, or sudden assaults by nomadic tribesmen still armed with shields and spears.

			Inside that disarming time warp the newly arriving men from the high-tech other side of the world peered through their cultural filter at a nice little war and came away with a fascinated, sanitized illusion of immunity for both themselves and their mighty country. There were many illusions in Vietnam.

			If the countryside and its little war were captivating, Saigon was addictive. The Europeans still called it the Paris of Southeast Asia, a city of broad avenues lined by tamarind trees, pastel French villas hidden by walls splashed with flowering mimosa and brilliant bougainvillea, and bustling open markets where wrinkled peasants hawked black thousand-year eggs, fresh tiger lily buds, and the everyday fare of fresh bok choy. Airline pilots approaching the city looked out over a sea of low-slung, red tile roofs and radioed for landing instructions from Paris Control, their code for the tower at Tan Son Nhut.

			But Saigon was also a place of endless Oriental intrigue, a bottomless pit of plots and cabals and schemes. The Asians gave it a different nickname: “the forest of tigers.”

			Browne moved into a tiny office at 158 Rue Pasteur, kitty-corner from the alternate palace of South Vietnam’s puzzling leader, Ngo Dinh Diem—he could literally stare across the palace grounds, over the balustrade, and into the windows. Also across the street sat the police station, a happenstance that at first seemed more convenient than ominous.

			The office was a rudimentary workplace. Hungry dogs wandered in off the busy street, as did prying plainclothes cops. Even without the visitors, the place was cramped—a clutter of banged-up file cabinets, rickety desks, and two battered old Remington upright typewriters. The single green plastic phone had been broken so many times it was patched together by dirty-white adhesive tape. In the back the bathroom doubled as a darkroom, with three Chinese stoneware jars of developer fluid perched precariously on the commode. Horst Faas, the German-born photographer who arrived six months later, recalled that the enlarger sat on top of the toilet seat. On busy days, which were coming, no one in the office of America’s leading news service took a pee.

			The American media had not been particularly alert to the slowly accelerating developments in Southeast Asia in 1961. The year had been full of diversions, a time of great change and plentiful news elsewhere, not the least of which had been the coming of John F. Kennedy.

			Kennedy had descended on Washington and the world’s most powerful nation like a young king—dynamic, charming, vigorous, the first president born in the twentieth century, the first born in The American Century. Coming after the lulling years of Dwight Eisenhower, Kennedy promised verve and action. The media thrived on verve and action, these being basics, along with disaster and pathos, of an elemental definition of news.

			Kennedy was also crisis prone. He had come into office sounding dire warnings about a nonexistent missile gap with the Soviet Union. But if the gap didn’t exist, other problems did. Less than three months after his inauguration, a boyishly smiling Russian named Yuri Gagarin became the first man to orbit the earth in space. “I am eagle!” the cosmonaut exulted, and it seemed as if the Soviets not only had usurped America’s new frontier but its historic emblem as well. Five days later American prestige took another beating with the grotesquely failed Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba. In June the new President met in Vienna for a testing of wills with the Soviet premier, Nikita Khrushchev. Kennedy fared badly, although the media image of the handsome American royal coming up against the squat Russian peasant briefly disguised the failure. Kennedy would be that good at media images, the first to manipulate them. But suddenly there were crises breaking out in Berlin, Cuba, the Congo, as well as the home-grown wrenching of racial turmoil in the South. None of these had an easy answer. And, after Vienna, the shell-shocked young President needed a place to prove his moxie, especially to the Russian who had pushed him around with such ease. “We have to confront them,” Kennedy privately told James Reston, the chief of the New York Times Washington bureau. “The only place we can do that is in Vietnam. We have to send more people over there.”

			Rumblings of trouble had emerged from Southeast Asia throughout the year. But in late 1961 Vietnam remained so low on the radar screen of the distracted American press that Browne found Saigon manned by a small and motley crew: a handful of underpaid wire-service reporters, struggling freelancers, and journalistic adventurers. The corps was bolstered by the wistful French and the ubiquitous Brits, who kept a man or two on hand in memory of empires lost.

			By far the most memorable of the lot was a devilishly suave thirty-three-year-old Frenchman named François Sully, a part-time stringer for the American newsmagazine Newsweek.*1 Sully loved camaraderie, combat, adventure, women, and luxury, and spent most of his life making all those loves compatible.

			A teenage Resistance fighter against the Nazis, he arrived in Vietnam in 1947 as a French paratrooper. He never went home, steering an expatriate course from failed tea planter to rogue war correspondent. No one fully trusted his news; it came spiced with a good French bias. But he was such a dazzling character, filled with such wonderful joie de vivre, that he was beloved nevertheless by all but the governments who endlessly mucked around in Vietnam. The stories about him were legion.

			Trapped behind enemy lines during the French war, he bluffed his way out by pretending he was a Russian and shouting “Heong ho!”—a triumphant “Hurrah!” for the revolution—each time he ran into a guerrilla roadblock. During the war’s last days he wangled his way inside the doomed garrison at Dien Bien Phu. A fastidious dresser, he arrived at the besieged outpost in perfectly pressed fatigues, which he shed at the end of the day for a pair of navy-blue silk pajamas with white piping. Crawling into his sleeping bag, he toasted his grimy colleagues from a silver hip flask of Courvoisier. “Good for the morale,” he said with a grin, and dropped off to sleep amid the pounding of the incoming artillery.

			In 1961 Sully was a handy person to know. The war was still so small—little more than hit-and-run skirmishes—it was often hard to find. The correspondents got little help from either the Vietnamese or American governments. The Vietnamese found the tradition of an unfettered press both alien and absurd. Why confide in foreign reporters about a war they were losing, sometimes embarrassingly? To the Americans the correspondents presented a less cultural but nevertheless highly political problem.

			This was not like past wars. Because Project Beef-Up directly and openly violated an international treaty, Washington unrealistically wanted to fight on the sly.*2 And it wanted the reporters to go along with the fiction, to play the ostrich. The emperor was naked, but it would become unpatriotic to say he was wearing no clothes. When the policy didn’t work, American officials clammed up, covered up, and lied—not only to the public and the press but eventually to themselves.

			So the reporters had to find the war on their own. Information, good and bad, acquired by almost any means, became everything, and it came from strange places. The reporters frequented a collection of cafés and bistros, making their rounds just as a reporter back home might do his daily check of the offices at city hall. It was a romantic beat:

			Brodard’s, a sassy little French bistro famed for its ice cream and hot rumors; Givral’s, the brassy, noisy café across Saigon’s famed Rue Catinat*3 from the Continental Palace Hotel; and the place the correspondents called Cheap Charlie’s, a hole-in-the-wall, neon-lit Chinese restaurant where lunch went for twenty cents and information was often passed for less.

			As Browne quickly discovered, getting the story in Saigon required what he later called “methods uncomfortably close to those used by professional intelligence units.”

			Over the next two years the rumor mill became such a Saigon fixture that the correspondents gave it a name: Radio Catinat. Picking up word, maybe a few whispers from a wizened waiter at Cheap Charlie’s, the correspondents would bolt into the street, hail one of those beat-up little Renault taxis, and race to a nearby jungle battlefield. That was the way it worked: a tip, a dash, and take a cab to war.

			Nobody was better at the game than François Sully. After fourteen years, he had sources planted in every office and smoke-filled hangout in town. He knew where to find the girls and where to find the spies and, because the two seemed to go together, mixing business with pleasure seemed the essence of Gallic good sense. And he understood things. He knew that, after a century of colonialism, the best eateries in town were French and Chinese. But he also knew that if you wanted to get in on the nightly gripe sessions of the Vietnamese military you went to one of downtown Saigon’s two Vietnamese restaurants. Dong Khanh’s was the favorite, and there, over lemongrass soup and Ba Moui Ba rice beer, you could get plugged into news of the latest plot to overthrow Diem or today’s battle disaster in the south.

			Sully and Browne made an unlikely pair. Browne would forever be the quirky loner, the skinny guy with red socks who went home to his tiny apartment every night to listen to booming Wagnerian operas instead of joining his buddies out on the town. A friend once asked what he did each night at home and he replied, “Make paper airplanes.” The telling thing about Mal Browne is that the friend believed him, envisioning an intent man laboring over a fleet of intricately designed foolscap flying machines. Sully was so different—outgoing and carefree, a man who would talk his way through the girls, the spies, and the bullets until his luck finally ran out a decade later in a burning helicopter. Even then he would make one last valiant attempt to live, leaping from the plummeting machine and dying hours afterward from his 75-foot fall rather than the flaming crash.

			But in the beginning it was all so heady and exotic that, if the Frenchman mentioned that the target of the night was La Cigalle, a garish nightclub in the teeming Chinese district of Cholon, Browne, like the others, canceled everything else.

			At La Cigalle, run by a tough Corsican, the information flowed with the best French wines. Saigon bankers drank next to Viet Cong spies and, as Sully pointed out, the bankers often had reason for inscrutability. Sometimes they were the Viet Cong spies and the Viet Cong spies doubled for the government’s secret police. Nothing was as it seemed. Agents from half a dozen countries and as many mysterious Vietnamese political factions mixed easily with American colonels who drank too much and diplomats who chased too hard. All too obvious CIA men eyed lingering French operatives from the Deuxième Bureau as if they were the real enemy. Then, as a winsome Vietnamese singer warbled a sad ballad of love in singsong French soon to follow the demand curve to canary-soprano English, someone whispered the tip: a hit-and-run ambush in the south—and the good guys got stomped, so don’t expect to hear it from the embassy.

			Early the next morning Browne jumped into a Renault cab and bumped south down Highway 4 into the delta. By evening he was back in the little office on the Rue Pasteur, Saigon’s timid lizards skittering across the sick-green ceiling as he batted out his 500-word report, punishing the old Remington with the same hunt-and-peck assault he had learned in Korea. Browne was not a poetic writer, and the Associated Press of the day demanded a straightforward, nuts-and-bolts approach. But the quiet ex-chemist had trouble keeping the exuberance out of those first stories. A wire man ends his stories “30.” But Browne so loved this place that he took a few liberties. The name of the popular local rice beer meant “thirty-three” in Vietnamese. So he ended his early cables:

			
				B MOUI BA

				BROWNE.

			

			Then he headed for the radio-telegraph office, the PTT, striding out into a warm evening filled with strange sights and wondrous smells, past darkened pagodas and tiny shops with joss sticks burning in the windows and shelves cluttered with healthy brain pills and the ancient Chinese aphrodisiacs of powdered rhinoceros horn.

			No aphrodisiac was needed. Browne had few illusions about Vietnam’s harsher realities. But like so many who came before and after, he was quickly seduced. Mal Browne fell instantly and madly in love—“the greatest love I’ve ever had,” he said, “and the greatest I ever will.”

			

			—

			
				One of the harshest realities about South Vietnam in late 1961 was its ruling family. In a time when despotic leaders were as much the rule as the exception throughout the world, the South Vietnamese government was not the cruelest—nor even the cruelest supported by the United States. But it may have been the most bizarre. Charles Mohr, whose bosses at Time magazine supported the family even more passionately than the U.S. government and thus opened their correspondent to unusual access to the palace, summed up his impressions succinctly: “They were the most neurotic family I’ve ever known about, even in history. They simply were a bunch of dingbats.”

			Vietnam had been divided north and south in 1954, with the North going to the Communists who had ejected the French and the South going to the non-Communists. Ho Chi Minh, a national hero who had led the anticolonialist revolution, took over North Vietnam. The South had more trouble finding a natural leader. But by late 1954 Ngo Dinh Diem, an obscure and often-puzzling ascetic who had gone into exile in Paris and the United States during the war, took control in Saigon. Diem was staunchly anti-Communist and the United States bought in quickly. The new leader became known as America’s Mandarin, her Puppet Without Strings.

			A round little man with a soft, baby face, Diem could be spartan and monastic in his religious devotions, ruthless in his rule. Early in his regime he purged and killed thousands of political, religious, and other opponents as he consolidated power in his factionalized and artificial nation. But recently he had become detached and inward, mystifying visitors with long, soporific monologues followed by longer retreats into deep meditations. In a land of many unusual religions Diem practiced a stern form of Roman Catholicism inherited from proselytizing French priests. As his troubles grew, Diem withdrew further, meditating more, communicating less, and handing off many duties to his brother. It was a fateful hand-off.

			If Diem became more bewildering than despotic, his brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu, looked and often acted the embodiment of evil. His sharp-edged hawk face split by an unnerving smile, Nhu*4 was rigid, scheming, double-dealing, highly intelligent, and hopelessly neurotic. He had also begun the steep slide into the erratic behavior of a heroin addict. Brother Nhu, as the American correspondents called him, ran the secret police, was the second most powerful man in the country and, at times over the next two years, appeared more in control of the family enterprise—which was South Vietnam—than did Diem.

			The sense of wickedness was enhanced by Nhu’s wife, who acted as First Lady for the unmarried Diem. Madame Nhu’s capacity for intrigue was boundless. A fiery and starkly beautiful woman given to lacquered hairdos, scalpel-like scarlet fingernails, and wild tantrums, Madame Nhu looked and acted like the diabolical femme fatale in the popular comic strip of the day, Terry and the Pirates. Americans gave her the comic-strip character’s name: the Dragon Lady.

			Two other brothers, Thuc and Can, extended Diem’s hold. They ran South Vietnam’s second-largest city, the old imperial capital of Hue 400 miles north of Saigon. The city was also the family home, and the two brothers controlled it and the country’s northern reaches with an iron hand that sometimes exceeded Diem’s grip on the national government.

			Ngo Dinh Thuc was an ostentatious Roman Catholic archbishop, an ambitious cleric who believed in the richest mix of church and state. Thuc also held a devout faith in power, money, and taking his pleasures on earth as well as in heaven. Can handled the secular side as an old-fashioned Oriental warlord. He used a band of toughs, his own secret police, and an army that usually fought the Viet Cong more effectively than Diem’s government troops.

			Madame Nhu’s family was also brought into the act. Her father, Tran Van Chuong, served as ambassador to the United States, her mother as informal ambassador to the United Nations. They were quite a pair. He had become rich collaborating with both the French and the Japanese, who occupied Vietnam during the Second World War. She, a great beauty as was her daughter, occupied herself with extravagant parties and an entourage of lovers while her husband made the money.

			The two sides of the family would soon have a great falling out. “They are very much like medieval inquisitors who were so convinced of their righteousness that they would burn people for their own sake,” Tran Van Chuong said of Diem and Nhu as he resigned his post in Washington in mid-1963.

			Nhu responded in kind. Let his father-in-law return to Saigon, he said, and he would string him up in the central square, with Madame Nhu tightening the knot around his neck. The feud came to a dark and unsettling end almost twenty-five years later, long after the end of the Vietnam War, when the parents were found murdered in their Washington home. Madame Nhu’s brother was charged with the crime, but his trial was interrupted and he was committed to a mental institution when he was found too delusional to continue.

			Reaction to the American press followed the family’s personality patterns. Diem could never understand why the Americans could not control their reporters the same way he controlled his. But he was philosophical about it. “If you bring in the American dog,” he said, “you also must accept the American fleas.”

			Brother Nhu was inclined toward more activist measures, using his secret police to harass, beat, and arrest reporters. The government’s most extraordinary figure, Madame Nhu, eventually came up with the most straightforward suggestion. Burn them alive, she said, “and I’ll provide the match.”

			Nor did the family bow quietly toward its benefactors in Washington. As the Kennedy administration edged in deeper, it also sought to quiet criticisms at home by forcing the regime to make political changes—allow greater individual freedoms, crack down on corruption, and implement land reforms in the countryside where the Communist guerrillas drew their greatest support and where the government, if it were ever to succeed, would need to gain the confidence of the people.

			It was to this unlikely family that the United States had sent $1 billion since 1954 and the Kennedy administration had now decided to chase with still more wealth and blood. Diem liked the billions. He did not like the advice. In late 1961, as Browne settled in, the Diem-controlled Saigon newspapers were filled with harsh attacks on the United States and “the velvet-covered iron hands of the colonialist imperialists” attempting to “strangle” Vietnam by placing conditions on its aid.

			The Kennedy people were devout Cold Warriors, convinced that the United States, as the activist young President had put it in his inaugural address, was engaged in “a long twilight struggle” against the forces of Communism. They were also convinced that they could beat the Communists at their own game. In 1961 that meant meeting insurgency with counterinsurgency, combating black-pajama guerrillas with Green Beret special forces who lived just as comfortably in the night. Counterinsurgency became a Washington buzz word, the capital’s new game.

			Now, with Project Beef-Up, Vietnam would become counterinsurgency’s first test, a handy tropical practice field for the war of the future. A basic ingredient of this new kind of war was stealth—and secrecy, a degree of secrecy unusual in an open Western society. This would be a problem, a serious one. Again, the government expected the press to ignore the self-evident. Not even the Vietnamese went along.

			As Project Beef-Up got underway, the Vietnamese-language press in Saigon was anything but quiet about the “velvet-covered iron hands” reaching out from Washington. Nor did silence reign in the English-language press in the United States. Three days after Mal Browne’s arrival, The New York Times published a story headed:

			
				U.S. OFFICERS CROWD SAIGON ON

				“ROUTINE MISSIONS”

				Stealthy the beginning was not.

			

			

			—

			
				The muddy Saigon River winds lazily through the capital city, providing a natural harbor that, in 1961, was populated by a picturesque collection of junks, sampans, a few small military patrol boats, and the usual waterfront assemblage of oceangoing ships of call. A few miles to the south the Saigon empties into the broader Dong Nai and begins thirty miles of meandering through some of the world’s densest jungles and mangrove swamps before emptying into the South China Sea. Within weeks the Americans would begin to dump toxic defoliants on the impenetrable tangle along the riverbanks. But the effort would never succeed in rooting out the guerrilla fighters entrenched in this jungle stronghold. The little men in the black pajamas watched everything that moved up Saigon’s waterway supply line; always did, always would.

			On December 11, a month after Browne arrived, Stanley Karnow of Time magazine made one of his periodic visits to Saigon. Leisurely drinking a Ba Moui Ba with an American military information officer at the riverside Majestic Hotel, Karnow’s eyes bulged as the American aircraft carrier Core suddenly loomed around a bend and cautiously maneuvered through the junks and sampans. Lashed to the deck of the Core, in open view, sat the first fleet of forty American helicopters.

			“My God,” said Karnow, “look at that carrier!”

			“I don’t see nothing,” the officer replied.

			Karnow walked away thinking that the little war would not remain little much longer. Knowing how many eyes had watched the carrier steam up the river, he also concluded that his government’s efforts at secrecy were aimed more at fooling the American public than fooling the Viet Cong guerrillas. So did a visiting correspondent from The New York Times, who reported in a December 12 dispatch from Saigon:

			
				
					South Vietnamese and United States official circles kept the entire operation under strict security wraps despite the fact that the Core, towering high above the surrounding rice paddies and with her unmistakable deck cargo visible for miles, had to travel upstream for about 45 [sic] miles through a countryside said to be alive with communist agents and sympathizers.

				Even without an announcement of the vessel’s arrival, thousands of persons lined both banks of the narrow, muddy Saigon River to watch the former World War II auxiliary carrier tie up at a pier in front of the Majestic Hotel [with] hundreds of grinning, waving [American] servicemen [on deck].

			

			Well before the carrier’s arrival the attempts at secrecy had taken on an almost comic tone. Stars and Stripes had announced the ship’s departure from San Francisco fifteen days earlier, even identifying the helicopter companies and their home bases. The eyes along the river provided more information, as did prying eyes in the welcoming crowd. Saigon was a city of spies. Within days North Vietnam’s Radio Hanoi broadcast not only the number and type of choppers but their serial numbers as well. So much for secrecy. But not for foolishness. The Defense Department, in a cable to Saigon, asked for an investigation to “track the source of the leak.”

			The fiction that the growing American force was advisory and noncombatant also quickly took on darkly ludicrous overtones. By the end of the year the American military force had grown to 3,200 and was climbing rapidly at the rate of 1,500 a month. Just before Christmas the first of the new American “advisers” was killed in a jungle ambush. But wounded American soldiers were denied the Purple Heart because their government denied they were at war. Not long after Browne’s arrival, Life magazine, the premier publication of middle America, published a full-color photograph of a U.S. napalm strike. Despite the obvious, Washington insisted until 1964 that it was not using the flaming jelly in Vietnam.

			The charade began an escalating friction between the correspondents and the American officials in Saigon, who received daily “rockets”—critical cables from their bosses in Washington—demanding that they keep the lid on what not only the reporters but the guerrillas and their legions of spies could see with their own eyes. It was a hopeless job and a preposterous one as well, one that would taint the relationship between the government and the media from day one in Vietnam.

			But from the beginning the instructions from Washington to Saigon had been as clear as they had been foolish and unrealistic.

			On November 28, 1961, Secretary of State Dean Rusk had tersely cabled the American Embassy:

			
				DO NOT GIVE OTHER THAN ROUTINE COOPERATION TO CORRESPONDENTS ON COVERAGE CURRENT MILITARY ACTIVITIES IN VIETNAM.

			

			On December 7, four days before the Core steamed into Saigon with an open deck laden with violations of the Geneva Accords, Rusk sent a further awkward order to lie about the obvious:

			
				NO ADMISSION SHOULD BE MADE THAT ACCORDS ARE NOT BEING OBSERVED.

			

			Looking back on it much later, some American officials could see the absurdity of their position, and the inevitably doomed outcome. “We were making clear violations of the Geneva understanding and we were determined not to convict ourselves out of our own mouth,” William Trueheart, the U.S. deputy ambassador to South Vietnam, said. “This was not a very realistic position. It was at the root of the really bad problems we had with the press, this no-comment kind of position on things that were self-evident to anyone on the ground.” Trueheart remained convinced that the policy was one of “foolishness, not duplicity.” In either case, it was made for disaster.

			Conflict between the press and the government is so deeply rooted in the American experiment in democratic government that it has become part of the country’s central nervous system. In the years following the Second World War, some of the natural antagonism between the press and the government muted itself, particularly on foreign affairs. America suddenly saw itself in a life-and-death showdown with Soviet and Chinese Communism. The world was being divided up, and the division solidified by burgeoning arsenals of city-killing nuclear weapons. American correspondents newly arriving in a foreign country routinely checked in first with the ambassador, then with the CIA’s head of station, and often worked out a mutually beneficial arrangement for sharing information. Including secrets. Which were kept. The State Department often considered correspondents, even—perhaps even more so—from the prestigious New York Times, as useful extensions of foreign policy. Many correspondents, looking at a changed world in which they, too, were part of superpower hardball, viewed themselves the same way.

			Vietnam immediately became sharply different. The very nature of the war was new to America, and neither officialdom nor media had worked out rules for untidy covert conflicts that were not so covert. The mutual confidentiality disappeared in the government’s paranoia over its own actions. In Saigon, American officials refused to confirm, on or off the record, the most obvious facts. The reporters, quite naturally, scrambled for secondary and sometimes less-reliable sources (although, as time wore on, the information from those sources often proved to be more accurate than the highly politicized official reports going to Washington). It was an extraordinarily self-destructive policy, one that began with lies to the public and press and soon led to the government lying to itself.

			Even the most sensitive secret of the heavily censored Second World War, a secret so closely held it was kept from Vice President Harry Truman, was shared with a newspaper reporter. William Laurence of The New York Times not only was made privy to the super-secret of the atomic bomb but he was also taken to Alamogordo to view its first test. But, in Vietnam, aircraft carriers in the Saigon River became official mirages, like UFOs.

			Nor was the situation helped by the nature of the American officials dispatched to Vietnam. In Washington, President Kennedy actually liked reporters. He confided in them, dazzled them, and often, with his charm, controlled them.

			Not so the President’s representatives in Saigon. They had neither the intellectual flexibility to work out new rules as they went nor the political sophistication to deal with men they clearly considered their inferiors. Homer Bigart would later describe the conditions as worse than those he found working behind the Iron Curtain. “You couldn’t believe anybody,” he said. “Half the time the Americans didn’t even know where they were, let alone know what to tell you, and the South Vietnamese government made the Kremlin look like an open society.”

			Ambassador Frederick (Fritz) Nolting, an aristocratic Virginian, viewed the tiny and relatively inexperienced press corps as a bumptious rabble and, at times, retreated from the correspondents behind weeks of silence. Part of his problem came from Washington’s firm and unrealistic orders. He took the orders for secrecy literally. And under no circumstances would his primary instructions to hold things together with the difficult Diem regime have been easy.

			But, in the attempt, Nolting often looked foolish. He argued with reporters that Diem truly was a popular leader “because his picture is everywhere,” and then grew distressed when newsmen scoffed at such unusual logic in a dictatorial society. He became so politically cautious that, before one television interview, he replaced an embassy painting of Thomas Jefferson with one of George Washington because he thought Washington was less controversial.

			General Paul Harkins, the American military commander who arrived in February 1962, seemed at his best parading in tropical dress whites bedecked with his Second World War battle ribbons. Harkins was a handsome former polo player and onetime aide to General George Patton. But, unlike Patton and most other Second World War generals, Harkins refused to tell correspondents about armed engagements until days after the battles were over.

			Even some who worked with Harkins wondered what Patton would have thought of his protégé. John Mecklin, a former Time correspondent soon to arrive as the chief American press officer, was forever puzzled by the general’s intransigence. Mecklin had been among the war correspondents covering the Normandy invasion when the legendary Patton briefed the press on a top-secret breakout operation known as Operation Cobra. Several correspondents passed the information on to reporting colleagues in other commands, and Patton erupted. The general accused the correspondents of “blabbing” and “risking the lives of tens of thousands of American soldiers.” At the end of an unforgettable tirade, Patton added: “It is not my intention, however, to change my policy of telling you everything I know.” Patton kept briefing; the reporters stopped blabbing.

			In the end Harkins was best remembered for his order forbidding American soldiers from kissing their Vietnamese girlfriends good-bye at the airport lest such displays offend President Diem’s monastic sensibilities.

			In this zoolike setting the little band of correspondents opted for gathering their leads from Radio Catinat and, broadening their base of sources with American field advisers, who were growing increasingly frustrated that their pessimistic reports were being ignored first in Saigon and then in Washington. The situation produced an inevitable mix of insightfully accurate and flamboyantly inaccurate stories. Both kinds infuriated the Saigon authorities, and their angry retreats into deeper isolation and stricter secrecy drove the correspondents still further from official sources.

			

			—

			Meanwhile, Mal Browne wandered farther afield from the Rue Pasteur. He soon began to see the dangers and began communicating them home.

			On his first trip outside Saigon, Browne traveled fifteen miles northeast to a small airstrip outside the little town of Bien Hoa. Project Beef-Up had already moved into full swing, with sunburned Texas construction crews laying the thick strips of steel mesh that would quickly turn raw, red land into new runways. Browne was astounded. Old propeller-driven T-28 trainers jockeyed for takeoff positions with vintage SC-47s, and he immediately began snapping photographs with the battered Ricoh reflex camera he had brought from Baltimore. As he turned to leave, a crisp American MP stopped him and stripped the exposed film from his camera.

			Riding back to Saigon, Browne mused that the problem was not that his photographs showed American warplanes. The problem was that they showed “blond, Western faces in the pilot’s seat”—evidence that, in these first days, contradicted the American cover story that the new “advisers” were noncombatants.

			To the American pilots the fiction that the Vietnamese were flying the combat missions while they advised from the backseat quickly became a joke. They took to calling their Vietnamese trainees “the sandbags.” To avoid more confrontations like the one with Mal Browne, American correspondents were barred from the burgeoning air base at Bien Hoa for the next two years. By then, dozens of American flyers were dead in combat, and Washington’s admission of the obvious came only after the angry widow of a downed American pilot gave U.S. News & World Report her dead husband’s last, bitter letter complaining that his buddies were not getting credit for their work.

			Browne also moved out on forays with the Army of the Republic of Vietnam, commonly known as the ARVN and nicknamed Arvin. In the field it became Arvin versus Charlie, and Arvin rarely got the best of it. Not only did the young South Vietnamese troops have trouble finding their enemy, but their heavily politicized and often corrupt commanders usually ducked serious battles.

			Browne quickly saw the problem. Diem feared his best French-trained commanders and reduced them to desk jobs in Saigon, where they had fancy titles but no troops. Let them fill the cafés with their talk of coups, which they did. But how would they mount one, commanding only desks? Meanwhile, the field commands were given to preening palace favorites, paid in privilege, money, women, and rapid promotions. The war had moved very near Saigon, battles often fought only twenty or thirty miles away. The field commanders understood their unspoken priority well: They and their troops were coup protection, ready to retreat quickly to save their patron from his own people in the streets of Saigon. Meanwhile, to fight and be defeated by the Viet Cong meant losing face and favor. The better course was to avoid showdowns or fight charade battles. They were good at both. Being men who came by privilege so easily, they also were good at tromping on the people they were in the field to protect, the peasants.

			In late December Browne went on his first full mission with the ARVN—a 300-man amphibious assault near a complex of hamlets crisscrossed by muddy Mekong Delta canals. As the troops came ashore at dawn, their landing boats crashed into sampans, catapulting families into the water.

			The day became a long, muddy slog without action. In mid-afternoon the unit entered a village and spooked a man—farmer? guerrilla?—into a frightened sprint into his paddy. A thunderous volley of automatic weapons fire brought him down. He died minutes later in the arms of his wife. It was an introduction to the war that Browne never forgot. For a terrible moment the woman’s eyes rested on him, the huge Western interloper, her gaze haunting him so much that he wrote of it often over the years to come: “Her face showed neither grief nor fury; it was unfathomably blank.” Shortly afterward, the Vietnamese commander called off the mission. “It’s not a good idea to be moving around out here when the sun goes down,” he said.

			Over the next months Browne went on several such missions, and they were all lessons in how difficult it would be for the Vietnamese government to win this war in its own countryside. All the missions failed. After one disaster, an American adviser shook his head in dismay. He had planned the attack intricately, and the ARVN had surrounded a group of guerrillas. Then their commander refused to move in. “Old Buddhist custom,” the adviser said ruefully. “Always allow defeated enemy honorable path of escape. I didn’t know I had so damned many Buddhists in this battalion.” Later, Saigon reported a “body count” of fifty. Not a body had been found. But Browne had found an angry new American military source in the field, an American who would talk.

			At times the can-do young Americans made comically ingenious attempts to overcome the frustrations. Browne watched one adviser capture bedbugs and rig a box to electronically amplify the sounds they made when they sensed people. He tried to use it to smell out Charlie even if Arvin would not. Like a thousand more sophisticated American devices to follow—from the swooping helicopters that would deprive Charlie of his mobility to the infrared beams and phosphorous flares that would light the night in which he hid—the bedbug machine didn’t work.

			Browne also discovered that the war was anything but dapper and debonair. In isolated villages he saw the bodies of hamlet leaders beheaded by the Viet Cong. Soon he found that the brutality became horribly infectious. “There were no good guys in Vietnam,” he said later. And in 1965 he wrote The New Face of War, a book describing his early years in Vietnam. The cover photograph showed a bright-eyed American GI thrusting forward the decapitated head of a Viet Cong guerrilla.

			Browne’s daily reports began to take on a bite. American newspaper editors published more Associated Press dispatches about America’s new little war. The Vietnamese authorities hauled Browne in for a weekly dressing-down about his increasingly gloomy reporting. The American Embassy, catching more incoming rocket fire from Washington, complained that Browne was too young and inexperienced for a complicated job in a newly complicated world.

			As 1961 neared its end, and Browne watched the American commitment expand, he began working on a memorandum for the correspondents he now knew would follow him. Future correspondents, he wrote, would find the people of Vietnam “pleasant and agreeable.” They would find Saigon enticing and the nightly embassy parties a seductive lure. News, however, would come the hard way, and the newcomers “should expect very little help from most official sources.” Among the American officials, Browne advised, the higher the rank, the less help a correspondent would get. As to Vietnamese officials, the correspondents would be regarded “as ‘scabby sheep’ and treated accordingly.”

			Mal Browne never lost his entrancement with Vietnam. He would marry a Vietnamese of high station, a vivacious woman named Huynh thi Le Lieu. When they met during his first weeks in Saigon, Le Lieu worked as the Diem government’s deputy director of information, and it was she who called him in for weekly lectures about his “malicious” reporting. Their early dates were marked by loud arguments growing out of crossed loyalties. Less than two years later, at the height of the 1963 crisis, Browne would find it necessary to jam a loaded Schmeisser submachine gun into the chest of a Diem agent who came in the middle of the night determined to collect Le Lieu as a traitor bound for an uncertain fate.

			Nor, even with that, did Browne ever lose his certainty that the country was worth saving. Fourteen years later, in 1975, he would be in Saigon at the end. Friends remember him that last day, sitting on a battered combat helmet, head in hands, weeping, waiting for the last helicopters to lift away from a wrecked country and a wrecked dream. By then, his deepest personal ties were in Vietnam. He and Le Lieu had been married for a decade, and he spent most of the last weeks trying to get his extended family—personal and professional—out of the collapsing country. But he had not been able to convince Le Lieu’s mother to make the trip to America with them. The old woman distrusted the ways of the Americans even more than the French, surely more than the northerners at the edge of the city. She stayed, and died two years later in what became Ho Chi Minh City.

			“Vietnam is dangerous, confusing and frustrating,” he wrote in another warning to unsuspecting newcomers at the end of 1961. “There is a sinister fascination about the country into the grip of which most foreigners fall…. I am no exception.”

			After less than two months in the country, the atmosphere in Browne’s cluttered little office on the Rue Pasteur had also changed. Above his battered Remington the new man from the Associated Press hung a trophy brought in from the jungle. Visitors were shocked. But to Browne it served as a reminder that beyond La Cigalle and the narcotic lure of the Rue Catinat, far from the glittering embassy parties and easy talk of Saigon, something altogether different was happening in the charming land of tigers and elephants. Above his typewriter the introspective son of a Quaker mother had hung a severed and withering human hand.

			
				*1 The full list of resident correspondents included John Griffin, whom Browne replaced at AP; Mert Perry of UPI; Peter Smark of Reuters; Jerry Rose, a stringer for Time magazine; David Hudson, a freelancer; François Nivolon of Le Figaro; Pierre Ghauvet of Agence France-Presse; John Stirling of The Times of London, and Sully.

				*2 The North Vietnamese had been violating the agreement from the beginning, infiltrating both men and supplies into the South. But the United States played on a larger, grander stage, and presumably was tied to a stricter standard of international law.

				*3 By 1961 Rue Catinat had been renamed Tu Do Street, the name by which it would be known to a generation of American GIs. But in these early years almost everyone stuck with the more romantic French name.

				*4 The Vietnamese placed their family name before given names, which technically made the brothers the Ngo brothers. The formality was rarely followed. Even in Vietnam they were called Diem and Nhu.

			

		

	
		
			2

			THE CHANGING OF THE GUARD

			Back home, television had lent itself to the creation of the first media president and had changed American politics forever. Soon the strange new hypnotic power of the tube would deliver up another phenomenon: the living-room war, spilling blood on the rug in millions of suddenly not-so-comfortable American homes. Eventually, shrewd generals, like shrewd politicians, would learn to manipulate television’s images to their advantage. The result, three decades later, became the controlled, false-sterile Orwellian visions projected from the Persian Gulf.

			But in 1961, on the battlefield, television was too young.

			In the field, an early television crew was a sight to behold, three men bound together by snaking cables, prisoners of their revolutionary but awkward technology, lugging old Auricon or Filmo or Bolex cameras that weighed thirty-five to fifty pounds, packing another hundred pounds of gear needed for their trade or simply to stay alive in the jungle—sound equipment, film packs, batteries, tool kits; food, water, rain ponchos, spare clothing, sometimes weapons. They were the future. But they lumbered through the brush like caravans of old pack elephants linked trunk to tail.

			Occasionally a crew would stumble into action—the bang-bang that New York later demanded as the staple of television war.

			Charles Kuralt, then a young CBS correspondent, walked into it during a brief visit shortly before Browne’s arrival. With him were his cameraman, carrying a Filmo, and a soundman with a tape recorder unsynchronized to the film. The action, an ambush just outside Saigon, was sudden, brief, and extremely violent. The correspondent and his crew hurled themselves to the ground, the careening Filmo and sound recorder running open to catch what they could. Half the patrol, nineteen men including the Vietnamese lieutenant who had been talking to Kuralt, died almost instantly. In moments it was over, typical of the hit-and-run war. By sheer luck none of the TV crew was hit.

			Back in Saigon, Kuralt pieced together his new kind of story. The Filmo had captured a swirl of indistinct black-and-white chaos, with not an enemy shown. The sound man recorded the random, disconnected pop-a-pop-a-poppa of gunfire and an occasional human shriek—“wild sound,” they called the unsynchronized noise. Kuralt’s crew wove the two together, then patched the correspondent’s studio-recorded voice over the top.

			Technologically, Kuralt’s piece was not much advanced over the newsreels of the Second World War. The earlier newsreels had been composed in much the same way: a narrator dramatizing events on silent film, the thunder of the big guns drummed up literally—Tha-WHUMP! Tha-WHUMP!—by a sound-effects technician in the studio. But Kuralt’s film was magically different. It could be transmitted directly into American homes. Even after a two-day trip to New York by airplane, the ethereal television image had stunning immediacy.

			The clip caused a flurry of we-have-seen-the-future excitement at CBS and, within a very short time, television would pass the newspapers once and for all as Americans’ primary source of news. But not quite yet.

			Television remained an enfant trouvé, a journalistic foundling that still yielded status, wisdom, and influence to the written press. So little did the print media think of this childlike intruder in 1961 that the White House Correspondents Association denied membership to television reporters, arguing that they were not true journalists. TV was radio with pictures, no personality of its own, living in a black-and-white world without uplinks or downlinks from satellites that weren’t there, without videotape or Minicams or million-dollar salaries. CNN’s global village was not yet a dream, it was a fantasy. The showcase evening-news programs, the front pages of the three commercial networks, were only fifteen minutes long and the “anchors”—the term was not yet part of the language—relied largely on what the trade called “rip and reads.” Instead of anchoring reports from an array of far-flung correspondents, Walter Cronkite ripped the story off a wire-service ticker and read it into the camera. Television news was still in the process of inventing itself. It would be four years after Kuralt’s pioneering story before CBS sent a full-time correspondent to Vietnam.

			That left a handful of print correspondents—Browne, Neil Sheehan, David Halberstam, Charley Mohr, Peter Arnett, the German photojournalist Horst Faas, and a few others—with unusual influence over the emerging Vietnam story. For the next two years they would dominate both the words and the images sent home from the war.

			In this brief but crucial period they would also establish the skeptical standards for a new generation of war correspondents—and television as well. These were provocative, new, adversarial standards that broke from the old and would be used to chronicle America’s disaster in Vietnam and events long after. In so doing, this small group of young men would bring down upon themselves the wrath of every power structure they confronted—the White House, the Pentagon, the South Vietnamese government, the old guard of the press itself, even their own bosses. It would be the last time such a small group of journalists would wield such influence. Their extraordinary adventure would mark the beginning of the era of the modern media, and, ironically, the beginning of the end of the golden age of print.

			

			—

			The American press had no shortage of seasoned war correspondents in 1961. Only sixteen years had passed since the end of the Second World War, less than a decade since Korea. Many of the Second World War veterans—Walter Cronkite, Edward R. Murrow, Wes Gallagher, Drew Middleton, Eric Sevareid—were perched at or near the pinnacle of their profession in Washington and New York. A few, such as Homer Bigart, whom many considered the greatest war correspondent of the era, had practiced their trade nonstop for two decades, there being no rationing of violent conflict since the end of the big war.

			The press establishment also had a powerful contingent of old Asia hands who had cut their teeth on the Pacific wars. They were often dashing figures: Keyes
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