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Will the Vietnam conflict be the first war recorded better by women than men?… The story of war is not the same as the story of men at war.

Richard Eder, Los Angeles Times, 19861

The Vietnam press corps was a male bastion that women entered only at the risk of being humiliated and patronized; the prevailing view was that the war was being fought by men against men and women had no place there.

Peter Arnett, Pulitzer Prize–winning war correspondent2
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Preface

When I encountered her at the Hong Kong airport, a cigarette dangling from her free hand, I had never met anyone like Kate Webb. It was January 1973, and I was on the penultimate leg of my flight from Seattle to Cambodia to become a war correspondent.

She was immediately recognizable from the news photographs: the thick-cropped brown hair, shy smile, and intense brown eyes. After I waved to her, she steered me through arrival formalities and into a dim sum restaurant with a view of the harbor. Our mutual friend, Sylvana Foa, had arranged for Webb to host me overnight and make sure I caught the morning flight to Phnom Penh.

Webb had been in the news for surviving capture by the North Vietnamese and then writing a book about the experience. Soft spoken and to the point, she asked, Why had I crossed the ocean to cover a war?

The short answer was a nightmare I was all too keen to leave behind. My master’s adviser had rejected my thesis on the Bangladesh War of Independence after I refused to sleep with him. He said the one was not related to the other.

I had worked my way through college, petitioned to create a degree program in South Asian studies, and won a fellowship to graduate school. The professor essentially kneecapped my academic future. So, determined that he would not control the rest of my life, I found another dream: I would use my education to become a journalist. I filed a complaint against him with the campus Women’s Commission, a meaningless but important act for me, cashed my fellowship check, and bought a one-way ticket to Cambodia.

That’s where Foa came in. For a year she had been urging me to join her in Phnom Penh and become a reporter, as she had done. We’d met by chance in India when we were both traveling students in 1970. She left graduate school and went on to Vietnam and Cambodia. She sent me heart-stopping letters that were anything but tempting:

“War has broken out in the southeast with a ferocity I have never seen in Cambodia—tanks, B-52s, everything and despite the fact that the major battleground is 40 miles from here, the smell reaches Phnom Penh,” she wrote in 1972. “Take care of yourself and think again about coming to live here.… It’s more important than graduate school.”1

As a member of the Committee of Concerned Asian Scholars that used historical and political research to oppose the war, I had never wanted to go within a hundred miles of a B-52 raid. But once I was pushed out of graduate school, Foa’s invitation suddenly looked like a lifeline.

I justified the decision to Webb by pointing out that Cambodia was integral to my studies of India and the countries influenced by India.

Webb looked at me, a flicker of a smile in her eyes. She had been through so much more than my sad tale. Then she laughed out loud. She had done the self-same thing—bought a one-way ticket from Sydney to Saigon with no idea whether she would find a job in the war zone. “You’ll do fine,” she said. And that was that: I left the next day.

Foa was waiting for me at Phnom Penh’s Pochentong Airport, from where she drove me into the city. I was dazzled by the city’s beauty—the golden spire of the Buddhist temples and the shaded sidewalk cafés—but mostly by Foa’s self-confidence. The friend who had shared dosa and thick chai with me in Delhi was now a war correspondent with an office, interpreters, a manager—and a desk for me.

That day I was under the wildly mistaken impression that it was normal for young women to show up in Indochina and become battlefield reporters. In my backpack I carried a careful selection of paperback books on the war and one hardcover: Fire in the Lake by Frances FitzGerald, the American woman who had made her name as a reporter in Vietnam. I thought I was ready. I was twenty-five years old and had no idea what I had gotten myself into.
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Foa was expelled from Cambodia three months later at the beginning of April. In the middle of a massive American bombing campaign, she published her investigation revealing that the United States embassy was illegally directing the pilots. Washington was furious. The US ambassador Emory Swank told her boss that “Miss Foa distorted the US role and activities in Cambodia” and it would be best if she stays out of Cambodia.2

Sydney Schanberg wrote nearly the same article in the New York Times one week later with no dire consequences to his reputation or career.3

With Foa gone, I was the only female foreign correspondent in the country. The Far Eastern Economic Review, an Asia-wide news magazine published in Hong Kong, hired me after a two-week trial period that I passed thanks to Foa’s help. My base salary was $150 a month, and I rented the least-expensive room in the best hotel for $50 a month. (It came without hot water and was “cooled” by a colonial-era ceiling fan.)

I had arrived in time to cover the escalation of the American bombing campaign in support of the Cambodian government army that was fighting the guerilla Khmer Rouge with machine guns, rockets, and mortars—the heavy artillery of war.

I was paralyzed the first time I saw the smoldering wreckage from a bombing campaign. Tropical palms were reduced to black stubs. The carcass of a water buffalo lay bloated in a cratered rice field. Displaced villagers told me they had no idea why fire had fallen from the sky. In the three months of March, April, and May 1973, 140,000 tons of American bombs were dropped.

The risks were beyond anything I had imagined but so were the rewards. In the US, I would have been lucky to write for the local women’s page. In Cambodia, I was covering the central story of the war and learning the trade alongside reporters like James Markham of the New York Times, H. D. S. (David) Greenway of the Washington Post, Ed Bradley of CBS News, Tiziano Terzani of Der Spiegel, and Jacques Leslie of the Los Angeles Times—a cumulative masterclass in journalism.

But they didn’t live in Cambodia. They arrived on assignment from their bases in Saigon, Hong Kong, and a few other cities. That meant news staffs were stretched thin and news organizations needed a resident reporter, or stringer, in Cambodia to fill in the gaps. They were sufficiently desperate that I became the contract stringer for the Washington Post, NBC radio, and Newsweek magazine in Cambodia just four months after I arrived.

When he hired me, Tom Lippman, the Washington Post’s Saigon bureau chief, said that I was the only person vaguely qualified for the job, and it did not matter that I was a woman. Not to him, perhaps, but mine became a rare female byline from the war, and I quickly became a target.

An anonymous parody written on Reuters stationary was circulated among the press corps casting me as a woman with “high school cheerleader looks” who had used her feminine wiles to win prize assignments. (I still have a copy.) I learned to barricade my door at night in case a colleague decided I was lonely. At a news conference, US ambassador John Gunther Dean asked a reporter to repeat a question, saying he had been “distracted by Miss Becker’s legs.”

I found friends: Ishiyama Koki, the correspondent for Kyodo News Service and translator of George Orwell into Japanese; Stephen Heder, an American freelancer who became a top scholar of the Khmer Rouge; and James Fenton, a British poet and unlikely war correspondent who wrote the best poetry of the war; and the diplomats Louis Bardollet, first secretary of the French embassy, and Renji Sathiah, head of the Malaysian mission.

Writing for the Post was more than a privilege. It felt like a higher calling, and I broke several important stories: I witnessed a US Army officer illegally advising the Cambodian army under attack, and I published an investigation of the Khmer Rouge identifying their leader for the first time as a man named Solath Sar (who would later be known as Pol Pot) and describing his revolution as brutal and ruthless as well as antagonistic toward their Vietnamese allies.

As the war neared its end, the great women correspondents returned. Kate Webb arrived in Cambodia on assignment, and we reported together; she showed me how to use my feet to measure a bomb crater and surreptitiously send rice to refugees, circumventing the journalist stricture against helping anyone you interviewed. One night we went to Café le Paradis for Chinese noodle soup. I complained about various indignities I had endured, but her frustrating advice was that I should keep a low profile. Perhaps my troubles seemed slight to her. She said her problem was nightmares. She would wake up trembling and not know which atrocity she had remembered in her sleep.

Frances FitzGerald was also back reporting on the war from Vietnam, crossing over to the Viet Cong area with Greenway, one of my bosses at the Post.

Then, out of the blue, two French women my age showed up in Cambodia to work as photographers. Françoise Demulder, a novice, arrived on a motorcycle with her boyfriend and a camera. Christine Spengler was something of a veteran after photographing the troubles in Northern Ireland. Suddenly I found myself alongside these French dynamos who were breaking into the rougher male world of war photography.

They were the unofficial protégées of Catherine Leroy, the diminutive French photographer whose images in Paris Match changed how the Vietnam War was imagined. During her first year, Leroy was the only woman photographer on the battlefield. She became the first woman to win important photography awards and became one of the photographers who helped make Paris the center of the photojournalism world. Demulder and Spengler were right behind her, inspired by her raw courage and winning their own share of prizes.

We were all so fixated on reporting the war that it took us decades to understand what we had accomplished as women on the front line of war.

Before Vietnam, the US military forbade women on the battlefield, and news organizations routinely sent men to chronicle war. Nearly every woman had to pay her own way to Vietnam and then find work and prove herself once she arrived. After Vietnam, that era was over. News organizations sent women as well as men to cover wars, and the US military dropped its prohibition against women covering the fighting.

The few dozen women who managed to cover the Vietnam War forever changed who wrote about and photographed war. The term woman war correspondent was no longer an oxymoron.

Leroy, FitzGerald, and Webb were the three pioneers who changed how the story of war was told. They were outsiders—excluded by nature from the confines of male journalism, with all its presumptions and easy jingoism—who saw war differently and wrote about it in wholly new ways.

Catherine Leroy spent most of her time on the battlefield taking striking photographs of war in the moment, stripped of patriotic poses. Frances FitzGerald, the American magazine writer, filled a huge void by showing the war from the Vietnamese point of view and winning more honors than any other author of a book about the war. Kate Webb, the Australian combat reporter, burrowed inside the Vietnamese and Cambodian armies and society with such determination that a top journalism prize for Asian journalists is named in her honor.

They kept a low profile, as Webb commanded me, and shied away from publicity, especially any that pigeonholed them as “girl reporters,” as if that were a different and inferior category to male war correspondents. They didn’t write their memoirs. Two of the women have already died.

They made their way to Vietnam at the beginning. I came at the tail end, following their paths, which I’ve retraced, scouring their diaries, notebooks, letters, photographs, classified military files, and writings and interviewing those close to them. Together, their lives offer a new way to see the war. And it is long overdue.

1







CHAPTER ONE

Petite Lady

They received the twenty-minute warning. Catherine Leroy was waiting in her assigned seat on the left-hand side of the C-130 cargo plane, the air thick with the heat of Vietnam’s dry season. She was quiet, trying to blend in. Leroy was the only journalist on the plane, the only photographer—she had two cameras draped around her neck—the only civilian and the only woman. Her US Army–issued parachute nearly swallowed her. At five feet tall and weighing eighty-seven pounds, she was less than half the size of the dozens of US Army parachutists sitting alongside her.1

In February 1967, Leroy was selected as the best person to capture on film the United States’ first offensive airborne assault of the Vietnam War. The Pentagon hoped to repeat in the tropical jungles the success of World War II airborne operations that helped shift the course of that war. After more than a year of mixed results, the US military wanted a big win.

The day before Leroy had been called to the office of public information at the Military Assistance Command Vietnam, or MACV, the headquarters of the US Armed Forces in Saigon. Not sure if she was in trouble, Leroy was relieved when she was asked just one question: Did she still want to jump?

For the next twenty-four hours she was with the Second Battalion of the 173rd Airborne Brigade and sworn to secrecy until the operation began. She barely slept, rose with the troops before dawn, and climbed onto the truck convoy to Bien Hoa Airport. She boarded the seventh plane to shouts of “airborne all the way.”

The target was a battleground near the border with Cambodia.

Leroy listened as the plane rose, excitement overwhelming her. Her stomach cramped.

She had lobbied to jump with the troops ever since she arrived in Vietnam from Paris. Few other press photographers were remotely qualified. Leroy had earned first- and second-degree parachute licenses in France while still in secondary school, egged on by a boyfriend who had dared her to try it, where she jumped eighty-four times over the vineyards and meadows of Burgundy.

The cavernous plane flew for more than an hour before the paratroopers heard the telltale drone of the engine slowing, signaling the pilot was near the target zone. Leroy photographed the game faces of the soldiers the moment the jumpmaster began the countdown.

“Ten minutes,” he shouted, “ten minutes.”

“Six minutes!”

“Get ready!”

“Stand up! Hook up! Check static lines!”

Soldier after soldier hooked onto the line of steel cable suspended above them, stamping their feet and shouting. The green light above the door lit up.

“Go!”

Leroy fell in with the others. The jumpmaster grabbed the static lines, guiding each soldier out with a “go, go, go, go.”

Like a controlled explosion the men thundered down the long dark aisle toward the back of the airplane, Leroy keeping pace with them.

She jumped out the door with butterflies in her stomach, her dark blond pigtails lifting as she fell. Then: “Everything became light.”

Leroy’s parachute opened into cool air with no trace of wind. From above, the menacing jungle was an undistinguished blur of deepening shades of green. Almost beautiful. She grabbed the Leica, then the Nikon cameras around her neck, and photographed the hundreds of parachutes as they opened. She shot their images from above and below and sideways. Even in their helmets and heavy boots the soldiers reminded her of flowers opening their petals.

In no time the lush earth raced up to meet her. “I landed in a drained rice paddy, lovely and springy and soft, rolling over in my easiest landing.”

Operation Junction City looked majestic in Leroy’s photographs that first day. Parachutes filled the sky in artful patterns; soldiers hit the ground running, echoing the operations over France and Holland against the Nazis. But there the similarities ended. This tropical assault was a search-and-destroy mission in Tay Ninh Province in southwest Vietnam. It was not a set piece battle intended to capture a city or heavily armed positions. These soldiers were dispersed over rice paddies and villages looking, sometimes blindly, for the elusive headquarters of Vietnamese communists.2

In Washington, President Lyndon B. Johnson was waiting for news, anxious for a winning operation. His experience of World War II had been a series of battles that led inexorably toward victory. He had been a naval officer awarded a Silver Star for bravery as the observer member of bombing missions in the South Pacific.

Vietnam stumped him; the war was nothing like that. After nearly two years of disappointment as commander in chief, Johnson expected Operation Junction City to deliver a classic military turning point, an outright success that would impress the American public.3

With so much riding on the operation, other reporters had demanded to be on the ground with the paratroopers. Many were upset, some even disdainful, when they found out Leroy would be the only accredited journalist to jump. For over a year, Leroy had been the only woman combat photographer in Vietnam and had given up trying to change attitudes. Even the great photographer Don McCullin, who admired Leroy’s work, was taken aback seeing her on the battlefield. “She did not want to be a woman amongst men but a man amongst men. Why would a woman want to be amongst the blood and carnage?… I did have that kind of issue with Cathy.”4

After the initial landing, the rest of the press arrived by land and filed their stories. The next morning Brig. Gen. John R. Deane showed up in the press tent with a surprise for Leroy. He pinned the master jump wings badge, its gold star signifying a combat jump, onto her shirt. “Wear this,” he said. “That was your eighty-fifth jump.”5

She wore the badge permanently on her crumpled fatigues, an eloquent rejoinder to anyone who had questioned whether she was qualified to cover the war.
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Leroy’s photographs from that day became historic. She had memorialized the first and, it would turn out, the only airborne US assault of the Vietnam War.

Only one other woman had preceded Leroy with a camera in the paddy fields and jungles of the Vietnam War—the celebrated photographer Dickey Chapelle. Chapelle became famous in World War II photographing battles of Guam and Okinawa. She had maneuvered around the official American ban on women covering combat by accepting an assignment aboard a navy hospital ship off the coast of Iwo Jima in 1945 and from there getting local permission to go on the island. On Okinawa she was caught photographing combat and placed under arrest in quarters. After the war, she photographed the struggles of postwar Europe, the uprising in Hungary, and wars in Algeria and Lebanon.6

Chapelle spent several months in Vietnam in 1961, before the American buildup, when President Kennedy sent 3,205 US troops as advisers to the South Vietnamese army. She burnished her reputation by winning a George Polk Award for her memoir. Her return to Vietnam in 1965 as the sole woman combat photographer was treated like a news event.

Chapelle was killed in November 1965, only months after she arrived. While on patrol with the Marines in Quang Ngai Province, she was hit by a piece of shrapnel from a booby trap. Her death made history: she was the first female war correspondent to be killed in combat. The news was published around the world, with accompanying photographs. When news organizations saw the picture of a Marine bending over her bloodied body crumpled on the ground, her pearl stud earring barely visible, they solidified their policies against allowing women to be combat photographers.

“There was a horror of assigning women to sports much less war,” said Hal Buell, the New York photo editor of the Associated Press who worked with the Vietnam War photographs sent from Saigon. “Look at the history of photography. It was male oriented for so long: the equipment, the printmaking. We didn’t think women could handle it. Women just weren’t part of that pool.”7

Leroy was the first woman photographer daring enough to follow Chapelle to cover combat in Vietnam and stick with it. For two years, Leroy remained the only one.
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Her mother said that Catherine Leroy was born angry, on an angry night of heavy Allied bombing toward the end of World War II. Their home in suburban Paris was not hit, and Catherine grew up in peace, in a prosperous bourgeois household where her father, Jean Leroy, an engineer, managed an iron foundry and her mother, Denise, doted on her only child.8

Young Catherine’s anger and stubborn temperament may have been part of her DNA, but it was exacerbated by severe asthma. Tiny and in generally poor health, Catherine had to endure traditional treatments that failed to alleviate her condition. Despite the cost, her parents sent her to a boarding school in the French Alps for one month at a time to strengthen and clear her lungs. She despised the school, but the fresh air worked. Back at home, young Catherine was routinely forbidden to overexert herself. “You can’t do that” was a familiar refrain of her childhood.

Her Catholic parents sent her to strict Catholic schools in their community of Enghien-les-Bains, best known for its casino. Monsieur and Madame Leroy were loving parents but repressed their feeling much of the time. Catherine saw her father break down only twice. In 1954, when she was ten years old, her father was listening to the radio, tears running down his face, as the announcer described the rout of the French army at the battle of Dien Bien Phu. Catherine had heard her father argue with his brother over the war to keep French colonies in Indochina. Until then, she hadn’t grasped its profound importance to her father.

The second time was over the death of Michel Leroy, her father’s twenty-one-year-old son from a previous marriage. Michel had died suddenly at a Catholic seminary where he was studying for the priesthood. To Catherine, he was a distant figure, more like a cousin.

As a young teenager, Catherine took up piano with a discipline she hadn’t shown before. She was talented, and with practice she mastered the keyboard and found a style she loved. Catherine told her mother she preferred the blues, to which Denise answered simply: “Do you want to end up in a brothel?”

Catherine was determined to concentrate on popular music, and when she was fourteen years old was granted an audition with Bruno Coquatrix, the director of L’Olympia in Paris, Europe’s biggest music hall. Top celebrity artists like Édith Piaf and Jacques Brel performed on the Olympia’s stage. Acceptance by Coquatrix would bring Catherine close to her dreams of playing American jazz.

Her audition went well. Coquatrix complimented her, saying she was very good but also very young. Come back in a few years, he told her. Leroy would have none of that. Instead, she closed the lid of her piano and said: “I know all I need to know about piano.”

She stopped playing forever.

She still loved music and stole away to Paris at night to hear jazz and meet boys. She was more than ready for the 1960s and a looser lifestyle and spent nights with her best girlfriend to avoid her mother’s restrictions. To her parents’ horror, Catherine dropped out of secondary school. Frustrated, they sent her to England, to London, where she was supposed to learn English.

Rather than play cat-and-mouse games with her English teacher, Catherine explained early on that she had no interest in formal language lessons and offered a compromise: she would make herself useful washing windows in exchange for enough money to disappear into the London nightlife.

Her parents called her home.

Back in France, in need of an alternative source of excitement, she took up sky jumping. One of her instructors was a veteran French Foreign Legionnaire who had been scarred from stepping on a land mine. His stories brought to life the photographs of war and conflict in Paris Match magazine she admired, especially of the French paratroopers. She took photographs of the instructor with a small Instamatic camera.

“We talked a bit,” she said. He introduced her to a professional skydiver who had been a freelance journalist in Saigon. She was intrigued. “I persuaded myself that if I could not be a blues singer like Billie Holiday, I would be a photographer,” she wrote in a fragment of an unpublished memoir.

She was serious about photography and found a mind-numbing job at a temporary hiring agency in Paris, abandoning any idea of returning to school. In her free time, she roamed Paris, practicing with her camera. Working overtime, she saved enough francs to cover the costs of a Leica camera and a one-way ticket to Vietnam. After her twenty-first birthday, when a French child could legally leave home without parental consent, Catherine told Jean and Denise Leroy that she was going to Vietnam on her own for three months. In France, this was especially gutsy for a female, since the French were behind the times for gender equality. French women only gained the right to vote in 1944. But Leroy told her parents a white lie saying she would go only long enough to photograph a nice feature story on women in Vietnam. In fact, she was fully focused on being a war photographer, getting as close to the battle as she could.

“Photojournalists are my heroes. I want to be a photojournalist. The biggest story in the world right now is the Vietnam War,” she wrote. Knowing next to nothing about Vietnam, Catherine Leroy arrived in Saigon in February 1966.9



[image: image]





Jean Leroy had raised his daughter to believe in France’s civilizing mission in Indochina—Cambodia and Laos as well as Vietnam. In her first vote in a French election, Leroy cast her ballot for Jean-Louis Tixier-Vignancour, an extreme right-wing politician who never forgave the French loss at Dien Bien Phu.

The history behind the end of the colonies wasn’t discussed in her family, nor how and why the United States came to replace France as the reigning foreign power in Vietnam. Preferring to look at photographs rather than read long newspaper articles, Leroy had a negligible grasp of the history of the French and American occupations.

During World War II, Vietnam and every other colonized country was promised “the right of all peoples to choose the form of government under which they live” at war’s end. The American president Franklin D. Roosevelt convinced Great Britain and then the other allies to make the pledge in the Atlantic Charter of 1941. The United States, at least, considered this a European promise to give up their colonies in Asia and Africa once the Axis powers of Germany, Japan, and Italy were defeated. President Roosevelt was determined to prevent France from resuming its colonial rule in Indochina.10

The British kept their word in India, Pakistan, and Burma by 1950, though the African colonies were not yet free of colonial interference. But France hesitated.

French leaders in Paris, trying to boost the local population’s confidence after the war’s devastation as well as the shame of occupation by the Nazis, were divided over whether to relinquish their colonies despite the Atlantic Charter.

After a series of failed negotiations, the French army returned to Vietnam and in 1947 began fighting to dislodge the provisional independent Vietnamese government of Ho Chi Minh in Hanoi. During World War II, Ho had worked with the United States Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the forerunner of the CIA. He was recruited in Kunming, China, at the Dragon’s Gate Café. As Agent 19 of the OSS, Ho shared intelligence on the Japanese invaders with the OSS. Importantly, the Americans worked with Ho and his government in exile knowing they were communist.

But by 1948, the United States viewed communism as a global threat and was manipulated by France to change its priorities to line up with the French goal of retaining the Indochina colonies. Ho Chi Minh, once the intelligence asset, became the enemy.11

By the 1950s, Asia had changed dramatically. Communist Soviet Union developed and exploded an atomic bomb. China became a communist country after Mao Zedong’s army won the civil war at the end of 1949. The anticommunist Red Scare in Washington, fueled by Senator Joseph R. McCarthy, led to accusations that some of the State Department’s top China specialists had been disloyal and “lost China,” the baseless accusations ruining their careers. The US Army faced off against the Chinese communist army in a war in Korea ignited by an invasion of the south by Soviet-backed Korean communists. The war ended in 1953 with a standoff that has endured into the twenty-first century.

Fear of a worldwide communist movement defined the politics of Washington. The United States considered itself in a cold war with the Soviet Union, which under the dictator Joseph Stalin had turned Eastern European nations into captive communist states. Every Soviet-allied communist country was considered an enemy to the US. The Atlantic Charter would take a back seat to this new and frightening threat.

With ease, the French convinced the United States government that Vietnam was a critical theater of the new Cold War, not a relic of colonial days. The American public went along and accepted the US decision to bankroll the French fight in Vietnam.

The French defeat at Diem Bien Phu was wrenching for Leroy’s father and much of France because they believed that with American wealth supporting French forces they would win and France would revive its stature by keeping Vietnam and Indochina as overseas territories. Defeat was an unimaginable humiliation.

At the 1954 Geneva Conference, which followed the defeat at Dien Bien Phu, the French agreed to withdraw from Indochina. Vietnam was divided into two parts, North and South, until a national reunification election could be held. President Dwight D. Eisenhower decided that Ho Chi Minh was likely to win the election and predicted that would lead to disaster: “The collapse of Indochina would produce a chain reaction which would result in the fall of all Southeast Asia to the Communists.”12

Eisenhower fully backed South Vietnam and rejected holding an election, citing a theory that each Southeast Asian country would fall once Ho Chi Minh won power. This became known as the domino theory. The Soviet Union had no such intentions in the region. It was fixated on controlling Eastern Europe. China barely had the resources to care for its own people after the Korean War and had a long history of antagonism with Vietnam.

President John F. Kennedy inherited Eisenhower’s war in 1961. By then, South Vietnam was mired in the corruption and cronyism of President Ngo Dinh Diem, a Catholic. The Vietnamese, especially the Buddhists, were increasingly disenchanted with the political leadership and with war against the North. Kennedy increased American aid and military advisers to give South Vietnam’s civilian and military leaders time to iron out their differences and unite against North Vietnam and the Viet Cong, the communist guerrillas in the South.13 The South Vietnamese generals decided the solution was to overthrow and assassinate their own President Ngo Dinh Diem. Kennedy had tacitly agreed not to stop the coup d’état against Diem but had not imagined it would lead to Diem’s murder.

Three weeks later, after Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas, Vietnam became Johnson’s war. One year after his own election in 1964 as the candidate of peace, Johnson ordered American troops to Vietnam to fight as the main force against the communists. In March 1965, Maxwell Taylor, the US ambassador in Saigon, had given the South Vietnamese premier one-week advance notice that an initial deployment of 3,500 Marines would land in Da Nang to kick off America’s direct involvement in fighting the war. They were joining 23,000 American soldiers already in Vietnam as advisers. Later that summer, President Johnson announced he would raise the number of combat troops in Vietnam to 125,000.
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During her first days in Saigon, Leroy was dutiful. She called on Vietnamese and French contacts—friends of friends whose names she had collected in Paris. She introduced herself to officials at the American military headquarters where she received press credentials based on a letter from Paris Match magazine promising to consider publishing her photographs. Leroy called the press pass her “open sesame card.”

After bouncing around, she rented a room for a few nights at the elegant Continental Palace Hotel, a French oasis in the heart of old Saigon across from the ornate Opera House. She convinced Mr. Le, the hotel manager, to allow her to use the hotel as a mail drop once she found much cheaper lodgings.

Half of the trees had been cut down along the streets in central Saigon to make way for the wartime traffic of jeeps, black limousines, motorbikes, automobiles, and GMC trucks, which clogged streets made for rickshaws and bicycles. Yet Saigon still resembled a tropical provincial French city as the colonialists intended. Leroy wrote her mother reassuring letters that she had landed on her feet. Saigon, she said, “is a very pleasant town that you would like. People are insouciant and smiling. Many Americans in civilian dress. All this doesn’t give the impression of being in a country at war.”

Christian Simonpietri, a photographer who met Leroy in the early days, saw something else: a slight young woman distinctly out of place. “She was walking around the city center with only a few dollars in her pocket and a Leica camera strapped around her tiny neck. A tiny French person with a blond ponytail,” he said. “She looked lost, so helpless. That is why we became friends.”14

Simonpietri was part of a Corsican-French network that had kept Indochina running since colonial days. Born in Vietnam, he knew the country, the press corps, and the French expat community. For all those reasons, he was a valued guide for visiting foreign journalists.

With one look, Simonpietri knew Leroy needed help. They lunched together at the Continental, talking about war coverage over plates of spaghetti carbonara.

“I was giving her a few tips on how to cover the war in South Vietnam and how to behave with the troops,” he said.15

Simonpietri was right. Leroy needed help. She was dangerously naïve about the hurdles she faced. But she was also a quick learner. Her letters home included descriptions of beggars, lepers, “thousands of dogs,” and expats gone native. These old-timers, she wrote “are reliving the Indochina war all night long… ‘When I was in Tonkin’… the key word, their faces light up. As far as I am concerned, I don’t give a shit. What I’m interested in is today.”

The far more sophisticated French and international society she met at diplomatic meals and social gatherings, like the French Cercle Sportif, a tennis and swim club, was more proper, and Leroy’s wardrobe was barely adequate. She asked her mother to send her more stylish clothes: a new dress from Galeries Lafayette in Paris and, from her closet, the classic red silk dress, her navy-blue bikini—oh, and the top of her white bikini.

The better wardrobe would also help her in her work. After meeting several American officers, she realized that “being a woman, particularly a French woman, really brings a lot of advantages.”
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In late February 1966, her confidence and wardrobe boosted, a petite woman with a long elfin face and piercing blue eyes walked into the Associated Press office in the Eden Building opposite the Continental Hotel. Unannounced, she introduced herself to Horst Faas, the editor of photography. Catherine Leroy had decided to jump-start her professional life.

Faas was a minor deity to photographers, especially freelancers. A talented photographer himself—he had won the Pulitzer the year before for his Vietnam War photographs—Faas was also an unusually gifted editor. His organizational skills, his grasp of history and photography’s influence on events, and his deft handling of photographers helped put the Associated Press at the top. Above all, he had an eye for the most expressive photographs. Under his watch, the AP was the source of the best war photographs in Vietnam.

He was also a kingmaker. Faas took one look at Leroy and, new wardrobe notwithstanding, was not impressed. “She was a timid, skinny and very fragile young girl who certainly didn’t look like a press photographer,” he thought.16

He told her as much. “I’m not used to a young woman photographer,” he said. “I don’t know how you’ll be perceived out there. Maybe you should concentrate on the Vietnamese and life in Saigon—pictures war photographers normally wouldn’t like to take.”

Leroy would have none of it. “No, no,” she answered back. “I am a paratrooper.”

Faas laughed: “You—a paratrooper—I can’t believe it.”

Luckily for her, beneath his daunting façade, Faas had a distinctly open-minded attitude within his profession. A German born in Berlin in 1933 who grew up with war’s sorrows, he left his country as a young man, becoming cosmopolitan as he photographed conflicts in Algeria and Africa before arriving in Vietnam in 1962. He won the respect of the troops he photographed by living the war with them, famously wading through streams hoisting his camera above his head.

He worked easily with photographers from around the world: the US, Britain, Japan, and France, along with a few Italians and Vietnamese. They all respected him, not only for his evident talent but because he was fair, decisive, and exceedingly hardworking. And he gave them a chance to prove themselves.

But women? Faas’s policy as photo editor, then a rarity, was to buy good photographs no matter who took them. Even, now, from a woman.

During that first meeting, they spoke in French. Leroy barely remembered English from her party days in London, although she had already started to Americanize her name, introducing herself as Cathy. Faas gave her several rolls of film, an essential gift since freelancers couldn’t afford to buy their own. Then he delivered his routine conditions leavened with his dry humor. Once you’ve taken your photographs, he told her, bring back the film and AP will develop it in the bureau’s darkroom. Photographers receive $15 for every photo purchased by AP, and AP retains the copyright on all these photos. No discussion.

With Faas’s implicit encouragement, Leroy won a degree of legitimacy denied to other young women who had to spend months proving they were good enough to even be considered for freelance work.

Leroy’s first assignment in Vietnam was an immersion in American culture, not war. She photographed the Swedish American actress Ann-Margret who was touring Vietnam to bolster troop morale. Leroy stood offstage as Ann-Margret performed at the US base in Da Nang in front of thousands of American men, all military, all in a frenzy at the sight of the actress in a skintight white costume. All Leroy could hear was raucous American noise—shouting, catcalling, and four thousand pairs of hands clapping, as every eye in the house converged on the dazzling woman singing and dancing onstage.

The coverage in the Stars and Stripes military newspaper was exuberant. How Ann-Margret, one of Hollywood’s hottest stars, brought along a backup band of Johnny Rivers, Mickey Jones, and Chuck Day. How she danced the swim, the frug, the jerk, and the monkey to the deafening cheers of the troops, some of whom tried to dance along.17 The mood in 1966 was optimistic. It was the first full year that American troops were actively engaged in combat in Vietnam. President Johnson had ended years of US vacillation between sending in American combat troops or searching for a peace settlement that would allow them to withdraw. Vietnam was now an American war, with the South Vietnamese in a secondary role. The Marines were gung-ho.
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The next day, Leroy followed Ann-Margret to the Da Nang hospital where she greeted soldiers with smiles and close-ups. For a French woman who had never been to the United States, knew few Americans, and had never been close to the military, it was a heady initiation.

Leroy came away from the assignment impressed by the American military, especially by the traffic of warplanes steadily taking off from the base on bombing missions over North Vietnam, raids begun by President Johnson in 1964 that signaled his decision to jump into the war.

The heat on the bases was overwhelming. It felt like a sauna. Sweat coated her scalp and collected around her neck. She took the next day off to swim in the waters of the South China Sea before hopping on a military flight back to Saigon. A Swiss magazine bought two of her color photos of Ann-Margret. Her career had begun.

Buddhist demonstrations broke out one month later in April. They appeared to be a resumption of the huge 1963 Buddhist crisis symbolized by a Buddhist monk who burned himself to death on a busy Saigon street in protest of the corrosive policies of President Diem, protests that helped lead to the president’s downfall.

Now in 1966, the Buddhists were agitating against the escalating American military role, which they saw as a foreign power taking over their country. President Nguyen Van Thieu feared the Buddhists were becoming effective rivals and struck back. He fired a popular Buddhist general and claimed the Buddhist clergy was under the influence of communists.

Most of the recent South Vietnamese history was lost on Leroy. When she went back to Da Nang to photograph the growing protests, she wrote in a letter home that they had been “skillfully led by the Buddhists, who in turn are manipulated by the communists.”18 She was parroting the South Vietnamese government’s baseless charges.

Da Nang itself was off-limits when














Praise for 
You Don’t Belong Here

“Becker not only shines a light on the contributions of those correspondents—along with the risks they took to show and tell the raw truths of the war as they saw it—but provides a valuable depth of cultural and historical insight into the conflict… There is a fourth woman who rewrote the story of war, and that is of course Elizabeth Becker, who with a depth of research and an abundance of grace gives fresh insight into the background and achievements of three extraordinary war correspondents—and the price they paid for the intensity of their work… You Don’t Belong Here is deserving of a wide readership. My guess is that every young woman filled with journalistic ambition will have a copy in her backpack, perhaps as she ventures into a war zone with her laptop, her satellite phone, and a sustaining dose of idealism.”

—Washington Post

“With controlled anger, in a riveting narrative… Becker conveys the particular sacrifices that these three women had to make: the indignities, the psychological cost, the elusiveness of stable relationships and children. Still, it’s exhilarating to read Becker’s account of how these women overcame the narrow definitions of their early lives and found themselves by surrendering to the extreme demands of reporting a war.”

—The Atlantic

“Compelling… Becker’s book does an excellent job of bringing back what my colleague in Bosnia, the New York Times reporter John F. Burns, once nostalgically called ‘that time, that place, of war.’ She writes beautifully of the heartache the women suffer, their struggles to be taken seriously, the guffaws, the catcalls, the daily small humiliations that amounted to the French photographer’s fierce indictment: You don’t belong here.”

—Janine di Giovanni, Foreign Policy

“Becker blends [the journalists’] individual stories with wider history, setting the unfolding tragedy in Vietnam in the background as her protagonists develop doubts about the logic and legitimacy of the war. She provides vivid accounts of their journalistic exploits and tales of how they suffered in their work—their injuries, traumas, excessive drinking, and complicated affairs.”

—Foreign Affairs

“Insightful portraits of courageous women war correspondents who helped break down stereotypes.”

—The Washington Times

“A prize-worthy page-turner of tension, suspense, and drama. The tone of the book intensifies with each chapter… Becker never loses sight of her goal to illuminate these women in the larger context of America’s biggest foreign policy disaster of the twentieth century.”

—Mike Tharp, Asia Times

“An absorbing narrative.… Included are gripping stories of Webb’s and Becker’s coverage of Cambodia’s bloody killing fields, and Webb’s three-week imprisonment by the North Vietnamese… Readers interested in the Vietnam War and in women’s history will be engaged.”

—Library Journal

“You Don’t Belong Here provides a fresh perspective not just on how the Second Indochina War was reported, but also on how it can be narrated through the lives of those who witnessed it. In writing it, Becker has made a significant contribution to the history of women in journalism and women in war.”

—Mekong Review

“You Don’t Belong Here is a significant contribution to the history of both the Vietnam War and women in journalism.”

—Bookpage

“Whether as a woman’s story or a war story, this should find a wide audience.”

—Booklist

“Sensitively written and utterly absorbing.”

—The Canberra Times

“Becker, who also reported from Cambodia in the 1970s, fluidly sketches the history and politics of the Vietnam War and captures her subjects in all their complexity. Readers interested in women’s history and foreign affairs won’t be able to put this fascinating chronicle down.”

—Publishers Weekly

“An incisive history of the Vietnam War via the groundbreaking accomplishments of three remarkable women journalists… A deft, richly illuminating perspective on the Vietnam War.”

—Kirkus, Starred Review

“A riveting read with much to say about the nature of war and the different ways men and women correspondents cover it. Frank, fast-paced, often enraging, You Don’t Belong Here speaks to the distance traveled and the journey still ahead.”

—Geraldine Brooks, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of MARCH, former Wall Street Journal foreign correspondent

“Riveting, powerful, and transformative, Elizabeth Becker’s You Don’t Belong Here tells the stories of three astonishing women. This is a timely and brilliant work from one of our most extraordinary war correspondents.”

—Madeleine Thien, author of Do Not Say We Have Nothing

“Elizabeth Becker’s luminous book not only belongs, it demands at last that these daring, resourceful, and pathbreaking women take their rightful place in the history of the Indochina wars and journalists who covered them.”

—David Maraniss, author of They Marched into Sunlight: War and Peace, Vietnam and America, October 1967

“Every journalist should read this stunning book. Actually everyone should. Elizabeth Becker has that rare ability to weave the fascinating stories of three groundbreaking, very different women journalists with a riveting history of the Vietnam War. She challenges you to see who these women were in a place they allegedly didn’t belong, while describing what and how they witnessed it.”

—Anne Garrels, former NPR foreign correspondent and author of Naked in Baghdad

“Ms. Becker has done us a great service by shining a light on three hidden women stars of the wars in Indochina: Francis FitzGerald, Kate Webb, and Catherine Leroy. They fought their way through opposition from the ‘men’s club’ of war corresponding to focus on reporting the truth, proving that they actually did belong there. Put You Don’t Belong Here on your reading list!”

—Joseph L. Galloway, coauthor of We Were Soldiers Once

“Elizabeth Becker resurrects the long-forgotten stories and enormous sacrifices made by a generation of women who paved the way for the rest of us. Elegant, angry, and utterly engaging, it is a long overdue story about a small band of courageous and visionary women. You Don’t Belong Here is a masterpiece of a book.”

—Rachel Louise Snyder, author of No Visible Bruises: What We Don’t Know About Domestic Violence Can Kill Us

“When these three women were born, ‘lady journalists’ wore flowery dresses and white gloves and wrote about fashion and housekeeping. Today, because of the tenacity and bravery of women like Leroy, FitzGerald, and Webb, women report from the frontlines of the bloodiest conflicts… and they aren’t wearing white gloves.”

—Tony Clifton, veteran Australian journalist

“Here is a unique and valuable perspective on the Vietnam War. Elizabeth Becker has gracefully weaved admiring but clear-eyed portraits of three remarkable women who reported from its front lines. At a time when most female journalists were relegated to covering food, family, and fashion, these fought for a chance to take on the biggest story of their day, battling the military, their families, and male colleagues—hostile and amorous (sometimes both). Their work, in Becker’s description of French photographer Catherine Leroy, ‘eschewed classic heroics,’ recording both the courage and the human toll of war, earning the amazed respect of soldiers, and making an indelible contribution to our understanding of the war, then and now.”

—Mark Bowden, author of Black Hawk Down and Hue 1968

“In this meticulously researched and drama-filled book, we can feel the sweat and heat of the jungle, hear the explosion of bombs, and witness the lies and political machinations justifying the doomed Vietnam War. Most importantly, Ms. Becker, a master international journalist herself, profiles the extraordinary courage, talent, and raw determination of three wartime female journalists, who succeeded in a man’s world and helped pave the way for women everywhere to receive the recognition and respect they deserve.”

—Alan Lightman, author of Einstein’s Dreams and The Diagnosis
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