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FOREWORD


Most of the world’s great newspapers were established in the middle of the nineteenth century – or even before. In America the New York Times was established in 1861, in Britain The Times started to thunder in 1785 with the Observer and Sunday Times and even the tabloids such as the News of the World and the People coming on stream by 1881. A century ago, many of the titles which are familiar to readers from news stands today were up and running, including many of the periodicals. The golden age of journalism in many respects is seen to be between about 1880 and 1910 when newspapers really had a stranglehold on the news market and the technology to make their grip count.


But since then newspapers have undergone a rather different kind of revolution. What has changed dramatically in the last 100 years is the inclusion of women’s voices. They are still not as widespread as they should be (a recent survey by the Center for Media Literacy in the US discovered that female bylines on the front pages averaged only 27 per cent of the stories there); but that is still nearly a third of all front page stories: a massive change in how things used to be.


I remember when I first became editor of the News Review section of the Sunday Times in London in 2001 having lunch with Godfrey Smith (the man who invented the first magazine supplement within a newspaper), who had worked for the paper for sixty years. ‘When I first started,’ he said, ‘there was only one lady journalist on the staff: the woman’s editor. She used to sweep in on Thursdays to conference, tell us what she was going to write – always dresses, or children’s behaviour, and then disappear. We were absolutely terrified of her. Amazing how things change.’


Ever since then I’ve been fascinated by how women made their way into newspapers and by the history of the women – particularly writers – who came before me. Despite the millions of articles written by women all over the world, there is no anthology of the best of their contributions. I hope this volume will remedy that and bring some of their writing to a wider audience.


Of course, there are all sorts of journalism anthologies out there, but mostly from particular publications, so you get for instance ‘the best of the American Vogue or Cosmopolitan, but nothing that gives the general reader an overview of the incredibly diverse journalism that women have been producing for over a century.


No single volume could do justice to this vast amount of material: but what I have tried to do in this book is to bring together some of the very greats – the ‘must know abouts’, if you like, such as Martha Gellhorn or Rebecca West, whose reporting stands proud in any company – with some more obscure pieces which illustrate aspects of the female experience which still resonate today.


How does one define ‘journalism’? The basic criteria for inclusion: the piece of writing should have been written for and first published in a newspaper or magazine. I wanted to reflect all the different sorts of articles in newspapers, so the anthology contains everything from first-hand accounts of battles, or events (such as Martha Gellhorn describing the horrors of Dachau or Ann Leslie witnessing the fall of the Berlin Wall) to book and film reviews, comment pieces, interviews, pamphlets, fiction (Bridget Jones began in a newspaper as a fictional diary about a singleton’s life) and more personal features. Although women can report ‘objectively’ as well as any man, what women have really brought to newspapers is a more confessional, intimate voice. The strong voices of clever women warming to their themes and giving up details of their own lives and experiences in order to do so, comes across very clearly in this book. I am proud to have included such groundbreaking articles as Ruth Picardie’s column written as she was dying of cancer, which spawned a whole subspecies of confessionals in imitation.


As an editor myself, I know the delight of commissioning a really top-class wordsmith, whether professional journalist or novelist, to write on the issue of the moment; many such pieces by well-known women writers appear in this collection. Some of the best journalism comes when you get a brilliant writer on a subject they feel passionately about. It is amazing how such gems survive the years and thunder on down the decades; I’m glad to rescue some of them from decaying old stacks of paper for new readers.


My aim was to make the scope of the anthology as broad as possible to reflect the range and different styles of women who have written for newspapers over the last 100 years. From the delights of making blackbird pie through the reality of birth to the ethics of the Nuremberg trials and the terrible tales of racism which led to the civil rights struggles in America, this collection shows the vast range of female voices in newspapers over the last century.


What is striking to me is the passion of the women and how ahead of their time they were in what they wrote and believed. Take for instance the radical Emma Goldman’s articles, who called for birth control for women and whose attacks on prostitution made her a pariah at the time. Many took great risks in the social sphere by saying what they did and caused outrage, while many are just funny, humane and enduringly insightful about their lives and those of the people around them. This is not just a women’s collection, it reflects the great dilemmas and struggles of humanity in the last century from an often new point of view.


We have kicked off with a section on war as it most vividly encapsulates how women’s roles have changed. Before and during the First World War activists such as Sylvia Pankhurst wrote of the effects, on the ground and for civilians, of air raids on the East End, while the anarchist Emma Goldman wrote against ‘The promoters of war mania’ – with the ongoing protests about the situation in Iraq, her argument feels very modern. But a campaigning woman’s role then was very much to write diatribes from the home front against the war: how different to women like Nancy Cunard who reported from the front in the Spanish Civil War with thrilling dispatches in the late 1930s, or Martha Gellhorn’s inspirational World War Two reporting where she squeezed herself on to whatever troop transports she could to tell the world what was really happening. Or Rebecca West at the Nuremberg Trials, who reports brilliantly on the trials of the Nazi elite. Or Mary McCarthy’s vivid dispatches from Vietnam from 1967. Here women are truly doing jobs that were formerly a male preserve, but bringing to them a particular woman’s eye for detail and the sufferings of the local population. It is true that many of the women who wrote on war, particularly early on, were pacifists, which is perhaps overly reflected in the collection, but then objecting to the horror and pity of war has always been a woman’s prerogative.


One of the very best and bravest of the modern female war reporters is Marie Colvin, whom I have had the honour to work with on the Sunday Times. She befriended the Palestinian leader, Yasser Arafat, over several decades and her article about his life is reprinted here. Even after losing an eye covering the Tamil rebellion in Sri Lanka, she has continued to report from hot spots around the world. What changes a century brings: where once all women could do was protest from the home front, or write letters to their husbands, it is now normal for women to report from war zones, bringing a new kind of sensibility to the writing of the first draft of history.


Journalism is by its nature ephemeral; today’s newspapers is tomorrow’s rubbish. So it is perhaps not surprising that many of us who come after have so little idea of what has been written on issues in newspapers before. But what has struck me most during the reading for this collection is how so many dilemmas that we think of as ‘modern’ are really no such thing. Take Maddy Vegtel’s piece on having a baby at forty (first printed in the 1930s in American Vogue) – people’s reactions to her being an ‘old’ mother and her own thoughts about it resonate just as strongly today. In fact when I first read it, I assumed it said 1980 and did a double take when I realized the true date.


This pattern was repeated over and over, particularly with regard to the great home v work dilemma which still haunts so many of us working mothers today. In 1924 Good Housekeeping magazine published an article called ‘Should Married Women Work?’ The essential problem Mrs Alfred Sidgwick describes of how to spend enough time with children while carrying on a career outside the home and the broader social pressures women feel with regard to juggling a career and family has barely changed in the ninety years since. Over lunch with the columnist Melanie Phillips, I said how surprised I was that such ‘having it all’ dilemmas were being written about so long ago. ‘That’s because these problems have still not been resolved,’ she said matter-of-factly, ‘so they go on feeling new to every generation who encounters them.’ I felt strangely comforted by the thought that women had been grappling with this one for a century.


From this cri de coeur in the 1920s, to Erica Jong’s brilliant piece ‘The Post-feminist Woman – is she Perhaps More Oppressed than Ever?’ (Seattle Times, 1984), which describes hilariously the exhaustion of the working mother. I seem to wade through more articles on this subject than any other, but none surpassed Erica’s from the early Eighties. Women are endlessly reinventing the wheel on these arguments so there is much to learn from what has been said before.


The struggle for emancipation and feminism has spawned some of the very best women’s journalism. Every young woman who takes her vote for granted should read Djuna Barnes’ account (from 1914) of how it feels to be forcibly fed. In one of the first instances of female ‘gonzo’ journalism, Barnes joined the women on hunger strike for female suffrage so she could write about what they were going through. She was not the first to use the technique of ‘stunt’ journalism to draw attention to a big issue; in 1888, the American journalist Nellie Bly describes a classically modern stunt of going undercover into an insane asylum in New York, which led to the authorities radically changing their provision for the mentally ill.


Women from the suffragette, Sylvia Pankhurst to the black writer, Alice Walker are represented in this anthology using journalism to campaign passionately on issues from votes for women to racism.


One aspect of this book that I found particularly frustrating was politics in its day-to-day sense: women have written extensively about the struggles of the women’s movement, but certainly in Britain – and to some extent in America too – the scrum of domestic politics and the lobby in the House of Commons has been very much a man’s world. There are notable exceptions: for instance Elizabeth Drew wrote brilliantly about the ins and outs of Washington and Watergate in the 1970s.


Over lunch with Julia Langdon, the first woman to be political editor of a national newspaper in Britain, I asked if I was missing some crucial women who had been key to British political coverage. ‘No,’ she said. ‘It really was a gentleman’s club.’ She described how as recently as the 1980s she had been one of only two women in the press lobby at parliament. ‘The men would come up to me and say, “Did you get that letter I was talking to you about yesterday?” I’d look blank and they’d insist that they’d given it to me. And then I’d realize that they’d given it to Eleanor (Goodman), the other woman in the lobby. We looked totally different but to the men we were interchangeable. It was extraordinary.’


Fortunately things are beginning to change and there is now a host of feisty young female lobby reporters and political columnists on both sides of the Atlantic. Unfortunately much of it needs so much contextualization that many articles I liked, I decided, ultimately, not to include.


There are some articles which once read have haunted me: particularly Audre Lorde’s piece ‘That Summer I Left Childhood was White’. Her description of a Washington where a black family couldn’t be served an ice cream in a diner is a chilling reminder of what the civil rights struggles of the sixties in the US were all about. Angela Carter’s ‘Notes from a Maternity Ward’ should be read by every expectant mother and Mary Stott’s ‘Learning to be a Widow’ with its mixture of practical advice and raw grief still brings tears to the eyes.


The book can be read all the way through, or dipped into. One of the key criteria for inclusion was that it passed a very high threshold of excitement: the test was, could an article keep me reading late at night after a full day juggling the demands of my two-year-old, a tricky pregnancy and the Sunday Times?


There are a few pieces that I would have liked to have included but which were just too long: Lillian Ross’s New Yorker interview with Ernest Hemingway was the main one, along with Isabel Hilton’s ‘The General,’ an amazing account of trying to track down and finally meeting General Stroessner, Paraguay’s fallen dictator. We also decided that rather than printing a small extract, we would exclude Gloria Steinem’s ‘I was a Playboy Bunny’ as it is readily available elsewhere. I would have liked to include the moralist, Hannah Arendt, but much of her work was in German and this is a collection of journalism in English. Some pieces have been abridged; I hope readers will be encouraged to seek out the fuller versions themselves.


What kept me awake at night was the thought that there was someone totally brilliant we hadn’t included; of course there are hundreds of other pieces we could have chosen. A collection like this can only ever be a starting point and some pieces were excluded to keep the anthology in balance. All I hope is that it opens as many windows into other times, lives and thinking for you as it has for me.


Eleanor Mills
London, April 2005




INTRODUCTION


It seems like such an extraordinarily necessary idea – an anthology collecting together, for the first time that I am aware of, the key voices of women journalists about the key issues of their times, leading up to the present. Thank goodness Eleanor Mills, who as News Review editor of the Sunday Times of London is in a position to assess weekly the leading contenders to write the first draft of history, and to see precisely how gender shapes or distorts the news, has collected these crucial essays reflecting what women reporters thought and said about the turning points in their own history.


In a sense, this collection is even more important and more illuminating than are the tomes we now have of thoroughly digested and meticulously thought-through historical analysis of women’s place and sensibility over the past 150 years or so. Finished historical texts cannot begin to convey the flavour of the time from a woman reporter’s point of view; it is one thing to read from a distance about the suffrage movement – another to have an account from Sylvia Pankhurst written before anyone knew that her campaign for women’s equality would ever amount to more than a fanatic’s fantasy.


It is one thing to read dispassionately a summary of the civil rights movement – another to see it from a child’s-eye view from the vantage point of a writer as gifted as Audre Lorde.


This collection reminds us why both journalism and women’s presence in journalism are so important. Journalism is so important simply because it is the first, most urgent and visceral glance at history: the relatively rough, impressionistic, almost breathless firsthand report – say, by Martha Gellhorn of Dachau, a confrontation with the evidence of human evil that stayed with that intrepid reporter for the rest of her life and led her into a prolonged existential crisis, according to her biographer – reawakens a sense of fresh horror in a way that a fifty-year-on commemoration of the now-familiar look of the camps can never do.


And women’s voices in journalism are so important because, as this collection makes so painfully clear, it takes a century of first glances by waves of engaged, passionate minds at a single issue – such as domestic labour added to labour in the workforce, or the absence of child care, or the politics of sexuality – for those first glances and impassioned reactions to turn into a readiness for society as a whole to enact the kind of change that finally turns the historical page.


I would wish this collection to be given as a gift to every high school and college graduate, male and female; it is very, very hard to remain stupid about women’s history and current situation after having absorbed this anthology.


Seeing the same issues reappear, decade after decade, byline after byline – each essay or article written, clearly, with some conviction that this, surely, will tip the social balance into reason – puts the long, stubborn resistance to women’s equality into a sharper light than any polemic can manage.


I would wish Ms Mills’ inspired collection on to every night table in the UK and the US simply because it is so delectable to take in, the quality of the writing so high and varied; lastly, I would wish it on the desks of every news editor; for surely reading about the issues of the day written in the first-person female voice, bringing new light to ‘old stories’, will jar any editor into awareness that male hegemony in the newsroom simply distorts the news and makes it frankly less interesting.


Ms Mills’ anthology is better than history from the front lines; it is a blazing reminder of why it matters – to good writing and to good journalism – to get gender balance for the bylines who are tasked with writing history’s first draft.


Naomi Wolf
New York, April 2005




WAR




EMMA GOLDMAN


1869–1940


Known to supporters and detractors alike as ‘Red Emma’, Russian-born Jew Emma Goldman was a revolutionary figure in the United States. She campaigned on a huge range of issues, including workers’ rights, women’s rights and freedom of speech and was repeatedly incarcerated for her views. In 1893 she was sentenced to a year in Blackwells Island penitentiary after urging the unemployed to take bread ‘by force’. This was quickly followed by another sentence for distributing information about birth control. Her longest term came in 1917, when she was arrested for conspiring to obstruct the draft and was sentenced to serve two years, before being stripped of her citizenship and deported to Russia.


Her opposition to World War One had been typically strident, as is evident in the following article. This piece was first published in Goldman’s own magazine, Mother Earth, which circulated from 1906–17 and published some of the most anarchic and radical writings in journalistic history.


The Promoters of the War Mania


March 1917, Mother Earth, vol XII, no. 1


At this most critical moment it becomes imperative for every liberty-loving person to voice a fiery protest against the participation of this country in the European mass murder. If the opponents of war, from the Atlantic to the Pacific, would immediately join their voices into a thunderous No!, then the horror that now menaces America might yet be averted. Unfortunately it is only too true that the people in our so-called Democracy are to a large extent a dumb, suffering herd rather than thinking beings who dare to give expression to a frank, earnest opinion.


Yet it is unthinkable that the American people should really want war. During the last thirty months they have had ample opportunity to watch the frightful carnage in the warring countries. They have seen universal murder, like a devastating pestilence, eat into the very heart of the peoples of Europe. They saw cities destroyed, entire countries wiped off the map, hosts of dead, millions of wounded and maimed. The American people could not help witnessing the spread of insane, motiveless hatred among the peoples of Europe. They must realize the extent of the famine, the suffering and anguish gripping the war-stricken countries. They know, too, that while the men were killed off like vermin, the women and children, the old and the decrepit remained behind in helpless and tragic despair. Why then, in the name of all that is reasonable and humane, should the American people desire the same horrors, the same destruction and devastation upon American soil?


We are told that the ‘freedom of the seas’ is at stake and that ‘American honor’ demands that we protect that precious freedom. What a farce! How much freedom of the seas can the masses of toilers or the disinherited and the unemployed ever enjoy? Would it not be well to look into this magic thing, ‘the freedom of the seas,’ before we sing patriotic songs and shout hurrah?


The only ones that have benefitted by the ‘freedom of the seas’ are the exploiters, the dealers in munition and food supplies. The ‘freedom of the seas’ has served these unscrupulous American robbers and monopolists as a pretext to pilfer the unfortunate people of both Europe and America. Out of international carnage they have made billions; out of the misery of the people and the agony of women and children the American financiers and industrial magnates have coined huge fortunes.


Ask young Morgan. Will he dare admit his tremendous pecuniary gain from the export of munition and food supplies? Of course not. But the truth will out, sometimes. Thus a financial expert recently proved that even old Pierpont Morgan would be astounded could he see the dazzling profits gathered in by his son through war speculations. And, incidentally, do not let us forget that it is this speculation in murder and destruction which is responsible for the criminal increase in the cost of living in our own land. War, famine, and the capitalist class are the only gainers in the hideous drama called nationalism, patriotism, national honor, and freedom of the seas. Instead of putting a stop to such monstrous crimes, war in America would only increase the opportunities of the profit mongers. That and only that will be the result if the American people will consent to thrust the United States into the abyss of war.


President Wilson and other officials of the administration assure us that they want peace. If that claim held even one grain of truth, the government would have long ago carried out the suggestion of many true lovers of peace to put a stop to the export of munition and food stuffs. Had this shameful trade with the implements of slaughter been stopped at the beginning of the war, the good results for peace would have been manifold.


First, the war in Europe would have been starved out through the stoppage of food exports. Indeed, it is no exaggeration when I say that the war would have been at an end long ago had the American financiers been prevented from investing billions in war loans and had the American munition clique and food speculators not been given the opportunity to supply warring Europe with the means to keep up the slaughter.


Second, an embargo on exports would have automatically taken out American ships from the war and submarine zones and would have thus eliminated the much discussed ‘reason’ for war with Germany.


Third, and most important of all, the brazen, artificial increase in the cost of living, which condemns the toiling masses of America to semistarvation, would be an impossibility were not the great bulk of American products shipped to Europe to feed the fires of war.


Peace meetings and peace protests have no meaning whatever unless the government is challenged to stop the continuance of exports. If for no other reason, this ought to be insisted upon, be it only to prove that Washington is capable of nice phrases, but that it has never made a single determined step for peace. That will help to demonstrate to the American people that the government represents only the capitalists, the International War and Preparedness Trust, and not the workers. Are then the people of America good enough only to pull the chestnuts out of the fire for the thieving trusts? That is all this wild clamor for war means as far as the masses are concerned.


The attempt to light the torch of the furies of war is the more monstrous when one bears in mind that the people of America are cosmopolitan. If anything, America should be the soil for international understanding, for the growth of friendship between all races. Here, all narrow, stifling national prejudices should be eradicated. Instead, the people are to be thrown into the madness and confusion of war, of racial antagonism and hatred.


True, there never was much love wasted in this country on the unfortunate foreigner, but what about the boast that the Goddess of Liberty holds high the beacon to all oppressed nations? What about America as the haven of welcome? Should all this now become the symbol of national persecution? What can result from it but the pollution of all social relationship? Think of it, war in this country is at present only a possibility, and already the Germans and the Austrians are being deprived of employment, ostracized, and spied upon, persecuted and hounded by the jingoes. And that is only a small beginning of what war would bring in its wake.


I do not have to emphasize that I entertain not a particle of sympathy with the Germany of the Höhenzollern or the Austria of the Hapsburgs. But what have the Germans and the Austrians in America – or in their own country, for that matter – to do with the diplomacy and politics of Berlin or Vienna? It is nothing but blind, cruel national and patriotic madness which would make these people, who have lived, toiled, and suffered in this country, pay for the criminal plans and intrigues in Berlin and Vienna palaces.


These millions of Germans and Austrians, who have contributed more to the real culture and growth of America than all the Morgans and Rockefellers, are now to be treated like enemy aliens, just because Wall Street feels itself checked in its unlimited use of the seas for plunder, robbery, and theft from suffering America and bleeding Europe.


Militarism and reaction are now more rampant in Europe than ever before. Conscription and censorship have destroyed every vestige of liberty. Everywhere the governments have used the situation to tighten the militaristic noose around the necks of the people. Everywhere discipline has been the knout to whip the masses into slavery and blind obedience. And the pathos of it all is that the people at large have submitted without a murmur, though every country has shown its quota of brave men that would not be deluded.


The same is bound to take place in America should the dogs of war be let loose here. Already the poisonous seed has been planted. All the reactionary riffraff, propagandists of jingoism and preparedness, all the beneficiaries of exploitation represented in the Merchants and Manufacturers’ Association, the Chambers of Commerce, the munition cliques, etc., etc., have come to the fore with all sorts of plans and schemes to chain and gag labor, to make it more helpless and dumb than ever before.


These respectable criminals no longer make a secret of their demand for compulsory military training. Taft, the spokesman of Wall Street, expressed it cynically enough that now, in face of the war danger, the time has come to demand the introduction of compulsory militarism. Subserviently echoing the slogan, principals and superintendents of our schools and colleges are hastening to poison the minds of their pupils with national ‘ideals’ and patriotic forgeries of history to prepare the young generation for ‘the protection of national honor,’ which really means the ‘glory’ of bleeding to death for the crooked transactions of a gang of legalized, cowardly thieves. Mr. Murray Butler, the lickspittle of Wall Street, is in the lead, and many others like him are crawling before the golden calf of their masters. Talk about prostitution! Why, the unfortunate girl in the street is purity itself compared with such mental degeneration.


Added to this process of poisoning are the huge appropriations rushed through by Congress and the state legislatures for the national murder machinery. Sums reaching into the hundreds of millions for the Army and Navy fly through the air within such enticing reach that the Steel Trust and other corporations manufacturing ammunition and war supplies are dissolving in patriotic sentiment and enthusiasm and have already offered their generous services to the country.


Hand in hand with this military preparedness and war mania goes the increased persecution of the workers and their organizations. Labor went wild with enthusiasm and gratitude to the President for his supposed humanity in proclaiming the eight-hour law before election, and now it develops that the law was merely a bait for votes and a shackle for labor. It denies the right to strike and introduces compulsory arbitration. Of course it is common knowledge that strikes have long since been made ineffective by antipicketing injunctions and the prosecution of strikers, but the federal eight-hour law is the worst parody on the right to organize and to strike, and it is going to prove an additional fetter on labor. In connection with this arbitrary measure goes the proposition to give the President full power in case of war to take control of the railroads and their employees, which would mean nothing less than absolute subserviency and industrial militarism for the workers.


Then there is the systematic, barbarous persecution of radical and revolutionary elements throughout the land. The horrors in Everett, the conspiracy against labor in San Francisco, with Billings and Mooney already sacrificed – are they mere coincidences? Or do they not rather signify the true character of the war which the American ruling class has been waging against labor?


The workers must learn that they have nothing to expect from their masters. The latter, in America as well as in Europe, hesitate not a moment to send hundred thousands of the people to their death if their interests demand it. They are ever ready that their misguided slaves should have the national and patriotic banner over burning cities, over devastated countrysides, over homeless and starving humanity, just as long as they can find enough unfortunate victims to be drilled into mankillers, ready at the bidding of their masters to perform the ghastly task of bloodshed and carnage.


Valuable as the work of the Women’s Peace Party and other earnest pacifists may be, it is folly to petition the President for peace. The workers, they alone, can avert the impending war; in fact, all wars, if they will refuse to be a party to them. The determined antimilitarist is the only pacifist. The ordinary pacifist merely moralizes; the antimilitarist acts; he refuses to be ordered to kill his brothers. His slogan is: ‘I will not kill, nor will I lend myself to be killed.’


It is this slogan which we must spread among the workers and carry into the labor organizations. They need to realize that it is monstrously criminal to voluntarily engage in the hideous business of killing. It is terrible enough to kill in anger, in a moment of frenzy, but it is still more so to blindly obey the command of your military superiors to commit murder. The time must come when slaughter and carnage through blind obedience will not only not receive rewards, monuments, pensions, and eulogies, but will be considered the greatest horror and shame of a barbaric, bloodthirsty, greed-obsessed age; a dark, hideous blotch upon civilization.


Let us understand this most valuable truth: A man has the power to act voluntarily only as long as he does not wear the uniform. Once you have donned the garb of obedience, the ‘voluntary’ soldier becomes as much a part of the slaughter machine as his brother who was forced into military service. It is still time in our land to decide against militarism and war, to hold out determinately against compulsory military service for the murder of your fellow men. After all, America is not yet like Germany, Russia, France, or England in the throes of a military regime with the mark of a Cain upon her brow. The determined stand which the workers can take individually, in groups and organizations against war, will still meet with ready and enthusiastic response. It would arouse the people all over the land. As a matter of fact, they want no war. The cry for it comes from the military cliques, the munition manufacturers, and their mouthpiece, the press, this most degenerate criminal of all criminals. They all stand by the flag. Oh, yes; it’s a profitable emblem that covers a multitude of sins.


It is still time to stem the bloody tide of war by word of mouth and pen and action. The promoters of war realize that we have looked into their cards and that we know their crooked, criminal game. We know they want war to increase their profits. Very well, let them fight their own wars. We, the people of America, will not do it for them. Do you think war would then come or be kept up? Oh, I know it is difficult to arouse the workers, to make them see the truth back of the nationalistic, patriotic lie. Still we must do our share. At least we shall be free from blame should the terrible avalanche overtake us in spite of our efforts.


I for one will speak against war so long as my voice will last, now and during war. A thousand times rather would I die calling to the people of America to refuse to be obedient, to refuse military service, to refuse to murder their brothers, than I should ever give my voice in justification of war, except the one war of all the peoples against their despots and exploiters – the Social Revolution.




NANCY CUNARD


1896–1965


The daughter of Sir Bache Cunard, scion of the English shipping family, Nancy Cunard grew up on her father’s estate in Leicestershire, before attending a number of exclusive schools in London, France and Germany. She began writing poetry in 1916, with her volumes including Outlaws (1921) and Sublunary (1923). In 1928, she founded the Hours Press, which published writers including Ezra Pound and Samuel Beckett.


An occasional journalist, Cunard travelled to Spain at the start of the Civil War and began reporting regularly for the Manchester Guardian. The following is one of her early reports.


Report from the Spanish Civil War


9 February 1939, Manchester Guardian



At Le Perthus, from nine o’clock this morning until 4.30, I have been watching soldiers pass between the two stone posts that are actually the frontier-line. They have come by in thousands and thousands, in groups, singly, and in numberless lorries. At the posts stand the French soldiers, who immediately search them for arms. The Spanish soldiers give up their arms in an orderly fashion. The pile of rifles, revolvers, cartridge belts, dirks, and even a knife or two grow throughout the day. Two machineguns have been brought in; farther up, an armoured car.


But all this is only the beginning; we are told: ‘Tomorrow the rearguard of the army, and afterwards – the army that has fought.’ On the mountains each side they come, so that the whole landscape seems to be moving. Soldiers on horseback, wounded men, women, children, a whole population, and cars and ambulances. Many of the ambulances are British and of the ‘Centrale Internationale Sanitaire’, one of whose doctors tells me of the appalling lack of supplies, of staff, and of help.


In fact, there is enough of nothing save the now excellently distributed food rations which are made by France. There was a good supply of food at La Junquera, as the food parcels that had been intended for parts of Catalonia now taken by the enemy were being used there. All medical centres and staffs are over-powered, however; at Cerbere, for instance, a doctor told me, are 1,500 wounded soldiers with hardly any sanitary necessities at all. Lack of sufficient transport for them is another difficulty. Dr Audrey Russell, who is well known for her fine work in Spain for many months, said that she had just been able to get her last canteen into French territory.


General Molesworth was another English worker at Le Perthus, where he was indefatigably trying to get the internationals together. ‘Only a handful have come through so far,’ the General told me.


Some of the camps to which the Spanish refugees are going are not fit to receive human beings. The problem has been too vast to be dealt with as yet.


At the great central camp at Le Boulou are thousands of men, women, and children. On one side of the road is an enclosure with wire fencing. On the other the refugees who walked down from Le Perthus yesterday are lying, sitting, standing, doing nothing this cold end of a February afternoon. It is a horrible sight, and all of them, men, women and children, are in the utmost depression. This ‘camp’ is a large, flat, bare area, the grass trodden down into a sort of grey compost. They sleep here, in the open. A few have rigged up some vague kind of shelter.


As for medical aid – just one case I saw will show the state of things. A woman lamented that she could do nothing for her child. She took off the little girl’s bonnet and said: ‘These dreadful sores are the result of typhus.’ They come and stand around you and talk; they argue among themselves in front of you: ‘Are we worse off here today than we might be in Spain?’ Then a woman cries out, ‘I shall never get into a train without knowing where it is going, for I have heard that they want to send us back to Franco.’ Other voices broke out: ‘Ninety-five per cent of us want to go to Mexico – anything rather than return to Spain as it will be under the fascists.’ At the village town hall a girl I knew in Spain says she thinks the women she is one of in a long queue may get a permit to go to Perpignan some time soon. All the men, says a French guard, are going to Argeles; when? No one knows. In all of this families get separated; the men are taken from their families in some cases. Every phrase ends in ‘I don’t know.’ As for the wounded – they are lying in the ditch among their crutches; a man limps by in obvious agony.


Somehow one becomes accustomed to such sights after ten days. But they become more real again when I try to set down just a fraction here and compare this mass-wretchedness with the ‘business-eye’ of some Marseilles white-slave traffickers who have made their appearance. There are many pretty girls in the Spanish migration.




HELEN KIRKPATRICK


1909–1997


As the lone female on the international staff of the Chicago Daily News, American reporter Helen Kirkpatrick braved some of the worst conditions of World War Two to establish herself as a major war reporter.


In 1944, for instance, she accompanied the American troops as they stormed the Normandy beaches. This commitment to her writing impressed both readers and the authorities, and, post-war, Kirkpatrick was awarded the French Legion of Honour and the US Medal of Freedom.


The following article is a good example of the personal style that she often brought to her reports and describes how she managed to dodge the Luftwaffe’s raids and survive the London blitz.


On Surviving the London Blitz


9 September 1940, Chicago Daily News



London still stood this morning, which was the greatest surprise to me as I cycled home in the light of early dawn after the most frightening night I have ever spent. But not all of London was still there, and some of the things I saw this morning would scare the wits out of anyone.


When the sirens first shrieked on Saturday, it was evident we were in for something, but dinner proceeded calmly enough. It was when the first screaming bomb started on its downward track that we decided the basement would be healthier.


The whole night was one of moving from the basement to the first floor, with occasional sallies to make sure that no incendiaries had landed on the rooftop.


That was perhaps more frightening than the sound of constant bombs punctuated by guns near and far. For the London air was heavy with the burning smell. The smoke sometimes brought tears to the eyes, and the glow around the horizon certainly looked as though the entire city might be up in flames any minute.


On one occasion I dropped off to sleep on a basement floor and slept probably forty-five minutes, when two screamers sounding as though they had landed right next door brought me, startled, to my feet. A few minutes later a couple of incendiaries arrived just around the corner, but the fire equipment came within seconds.


Most of the time we felt that the entire center of the city had probably been blasted out of existence and we ticked off each hit with ‘That must be Buckingham Palace – that’s Whitehall.’ It was staggering, to say the least, to cycle for a mile through the heart of London and fail to see even one pane of glass shattered and eventually to find one’s own house standing calm and in one piece.


A later tour, however, showed that while none of the bombs hit any objectives we had picked out, they had landed squarely on plenty of places. I walked through areas of rubble and debris in southeastern London this morning that made it seem incredible that anyone could be alive, but they were, and very much so. Fires for the most part were put out or were well under control by early morning.


It was a contrast to find one section of ‘smart London’ that had as bad a dose as the tenement areas. Near one of many of Sir Christopher Wren’s masterpieces, houses were gutted structures with windowpanes hanging out, while panes in a church were broken in a million pieces.


It is amazing this morning to see London traffic more like New York theater traffic than the slow dribble it had been during past months, but it is most amazing to see that there is any London to have traffic at all, it is pretty incredible, too, to find people relatively unshaken after the terrific experience.


There is some terror, but nothing on the scale that the Germans may have hoped for and certainly not on a scale to make Britons contemplate for a moment anything but fighting on.


Fright becomes so mingled with a deep almost uncontrollable anger that it is hard to know when one stops and the other begins. And on top of it all London is smiling even in the districts where casualties must have been very heavy.




MARTHA GELLHORN


1908–98


Quitting university after just a year, Gellhorn had a prodigious start to her writing career, contributing to publications including the New Republic whilst still in her late teens. Determined to become a foreign correspondent, she then moved to France in her twenties to work for the United Press bureau in Paris.


Thus started a brilliant career, which saw Gellhorn bring her pacifist-tinged views to reports on conflicts ranging from the Spanish Civil War to Vietnam, and, finally, the wars in Central America. Some of her most striking writing came from the period of World War Two, when, in Gellhorn’s words, she ‘followed the war wherever I could reach it’. The following article, her May 1945 account of the prisoner of war camp, Dachau, is startling in both its detail and humanity.


Dachau


1945, The Face of War



MAY 1945—We came out of Germany in a C-47 carrying American prisoners of war. The planes were lined up on the grass field at Regensburg and the passengers waited, sitting in the shade under the wings. They would not leave the planes; this was a trip no one was going to miss. When the crew chief said all aboard, we got in as if we were escaping from a fire. No one looked out the windows as we flew over Germany. No one ever wanted to see Germany again. They turned away from it, with hatred and sickness. At first they did not talk, but when it became real that Germany was behind forever they began talking of their prisons. We did not comment on the Germans; they are past words, there is nothing to say. ‘No one will believe us,’ a soldier said. They agreed on that; no one would believe them.


‘Where were you captured, miss?’ a soldier asked.


‘I’m only bumming a ride; I’ve been down to see Dachau.’


One of the men said suddenly, ‘We got to talk about it. We got to talk about it, if anyone believes us or not.’


Behind the barbed wire and the electric fence, the skeletons sat in the sun and searched themselves for lice. They have no age and no faces; they all look alike and like nothing you will ever see if you are lucky. We crossed the wide, crowded, dusty compound between the prison barracks and went to the hospital. In the hall sat more of the skeletons, and from them came the smell of disease and death. They watched us but did not move; no expression shows on a face that is only yellowish, stubbly skin, stretched across bone. What had been a man dragged himself into the doctor’s office; he was a Pole and he was about six feet tall and he weighed less than a hundred pounds and he wore a striped prison shirt, a pair of unlaced boots, and a blanket which he tried to hold around his legs. His eyes were large and strange and stood out from his face, and his jawbone seemed to be cutting through his skin. He had come to Dachau from Buchenwald on the last death transport. There were fifty boxcars of his dead travelling companions still on the siding outside the camp, and for the last three days the American Army had forced Dachau civilians to bury these dead. When this transport had arrived, the German guards locked the men, women and children in the boxcars and there they slowly died of hunger and thirst and suffocation. They screamed and they tried to fight their way out; from time to time, the guards fired into the cars to stop the noise.


This man had survived; he was found under a pile of dead. Now he stood on the bones that were his legs and talked and suddenly he wept. ‘Everyone is dead,’ he said, and the face that was not a face twisted with pain or sorrow or horror. ‘No one is left. Everyone is dead. I cannot help myself. Here I am and I am finished and cannot help myself. Everyone is dead.’


The Polish doctor who had been a prisoner here for five years said, ‘In four weeks, you will be a young man again. You will be fine.’


Perhaps his body will live and take strength, but one cannot believe that his eyes will ever be like other people’s eyes.


The doctor spoke with great detachment about the things he had watched in this hospital. He had watched them and there was nothing he could do to stop them. The prisoners talked in the same way – quietly, with a strange little smile as if they apologized for talking of such loathsome things to someone who lived in a real world and could hardly be expected to understand Dachau.


‘The Germans made here some unusual experiments,’ the doctor said. ‘They wished to see how long an aviator could go without oxygen, how high in the sky he could go. So they had a closed car from which they pumped the oxygen. It is a quick death,’ he said. ‘It does not take more than fifteen minutes, but it is a hard death. They killed not so many people, only eight hundred in that experiment. It was found that no one can live above thirty-six thousand feet altitude without oxygen.’


‘Whom did they choose for this experiment?’ I asked.


‘Any prisoner,’ he said, ‘so long as he was healthy. They picked the strongest. The mortality was one hundred per cent, of course.’


‘It is very interesting, is it not?’ said another Polish doctor.


We did not look at each other. I do not know how to explain it, but aside from the terrible anger you feel, you are ashamed. You are ashamed for mankind.


‘There was also the experiment of the water,’ said the first doctor. ‘This was to see how long pilots could survive when they were shot down over water, like the Channel, let us say. For that, the German doctors put the prisoners in great vats and they stood in water up to their necks. It was found that the human body can resist for two and a half hours in water eight degrees below zero. They killed six hundred people in this experiment. Sometimes a man had to suffer three times, for he fainted early in the experiment, and then he was revived and a few days later the experiment was again undertaken.’


‘Didn’t they scream, didn’t they cry out?’


He smiled at that question. ‘There was no use in this place for a man to scream or cry out. It was no use for any man ever.’


A colleague of the Polish doctor came in; he was the one who knew about the malaria experiments. The German doctor, who was chief of the Army’s tropical medicine research, used Dachau as an experimental station. He was attempting to find a way to immunize German soldiers against malaria. To that end, he inoculated eleven thousand prisoners with tertiary malaria. The death rate from the malaria was not too heavy; it simply meant that these prisoners, weakened by fever, died more quickly afterward from hunger. However, in one day three men died of overdoses of Pyramidon, with which, for some unknown reason, the Germans were then experimenting. No immunization for malaria was ever found.


Down the hall, in the surgery, the Polish surgeon got out the record book to look up some data on operations performed by the SS doctors. These were castration and sterilization operations. The prisoner was forced to sign a paper beforehand, saying that he willingly undertook this self-destruction. Jews and gypsies were castrated; any foreign slave laborer who had had relations with a German woman was sterilized. The German women were sent to other concentration camps.


The Polish surgeon had only his four front upper teeth left, the others on both sides having been knocked out by a guard one day, because the guard felt like breaking teeth. This act did not seem a matter of surprise to the doctor or to anyone else. No brutality could surprise them any more. They were used to a systematic cruelty that had gone on, in this concentration camp, for twelve years.


The surgeon mentioned another experiment, really a very bad one, he said, and obviously quite useless. The guinea pigs were Polish priests. (Over two thousand priests passed through Dachau; one thousand are alive.) The German doctors injected streptococci germs in the upper leg of the prisoners, between the muscle and the bone. An extensive abscess formed, accompanied by fever and extreme pain. The Polish doctor knew of more than a hundred cases treated this way; there may have been more. He had a record of thirty-one deaths, but it took usually from two to three months of ceaseless pain before the patient died, and all of them died after several operations performed during the last few days of their life. The operations were a further experiment, to see if a dying man could be saved; but the answer was that he could not. Some prisoners recovered entirely, because they were treated with the already known and proved antidote, but there were others who were now moving around the camp, as best they could, crippled for life.


Then, because I could listen to no more, my guide, a German Socialist who had been a prisoner in Dachau for ten and a half years, took me across the compound to the jail. In Dachau, if you want to rest from one horror you go and see another. The jail was a long clean building with small white cells in it. Here lived the people whom the prisoners called the NN. NN stands for Nacht und Nebel, which means night and mist. Translated into less romantic terms, this means that the prisoners in these cells never saw a human being, were never allowed to speak to anyone, were never taken out into the sun and the air. They lived in solitary confinement on water soup and a slice of bread, which was the camp diet. There was of course the danger of going mad. But one never knew what happened to them in the years of their silence. And on the Friday before the Sunday when the Americans entered Dachau, eight thousand men were removed by the SS on a final death transport. Among these were all the prisoners from the solitary cells. None of these men has been heard of since. Now in the clean empty building a woman, alone in a cell, screamed for a long time on one terrible note, was silent for a moment, and screamed again. She had gone mad in the last few days; we came too late for her.


In Dachau if a prisoner was found with a cigarette butt in his pocket he received twenty-five to fifty lashes with a bull whip. If he failed to stand at attention with his hat off, six feet away from any SS trooper who happened to pass, he had his hands tied behind his back and he was hung by his bound hands from a hook on the wall for an hour. If he did any other little thing which displeased the jailers he was put in the box. The box is the size of a telephone booth. It is so constructed that being in it alone a man cannot sit down, or kneel down, or of course lie down. It was usual to put four men in it together. Here they stood for three days and nights without food or water or any form of sanitation. Afterward they went back to the sixteen-hour day of labor and the diet of water soup and a slice of bread like soft gray cement.


What had killed most of these people was hunger; starvation was simply routine. A man worked those incredible hours on that diet and lived in such overcrowding as cannot be imagined, the bodies packed into airless barracks, and woke each morning weaker, waiting for his death. It is not known how many people died in this camp in the twelve years of its existence, but at least forty-five thousand are known to have died in the last three years. Last February and March, two thousand were killed in the gas chamber because, though they were too weak to work, they did not have the grace to die; so it was arranged for them.


The gas chamber is part of the crematorium. The crematorium is a brick building outside the camp compound, standing in a grove of pine trees. A Polish priest had attached himself to us and as we walked there he said, ‘I started to die twice of starvation but I was very lucky. I got a job as a mason when we were building this crematorium, so I received a little more food, and that way I did not die.’ Then he said, ‘Have you seen our chapel, madame?’ I said I had not, and my guide said I could not; it was within the zone where the two thousand typhus cases were more or less isolated. ‘It is a pity,’ the priest said. ‘We finally got a chapel and we had Holy Mass there almost every Sunday. There are very beautiful murals. The man who painted them died of hunger two months ago.’


Now we were at the crematorium. ‘You will put a handkerchief over your nose,’ the guide said. There, suddenly, but never to be believed, were the bodies of the dead. They were everywhere. There were piles of them inside the oven room, but the SS had not had time to burn them. They were piled outside the door and alongside the building. They were all naked, and behind the crematorium the ragged clothing of the dead was neatly stacked, shirts, jackets, trousers, shoes, awaiting sterilization and further use. The clothing was handled with order, but the bodies were dumped like garbage, rotting in the sun, yellow and nothing but bones, bones grown huge because there was no flesh to cover them, hideous, terrible, agonizing bones, and the unendurable smell of death.


We have all seen a great deal now; we have seen too many wars and too much violent dying; we have seen hospitals, bloody and messy as butcher shops; we have seen the dead like bundles lying on all the roads of half the earth. But nowhere was there anything like this. Nothing about war was ever as insanely wicked as these starved and outraged, naked, nameless dead. Behind one pile of dead lay the clothed healthy bodies of the German soldiers who had been found in this camp. They were shot at once when the American Army entered. And for the first time anywhere one could look at a dead man with gladness.


Just behind the crematorium stood the fine big modern hothouses. Here the prisoners grew the flowers that the SS officers loved. Next to the hothouses were the vegetable gardens, and very rich ones too, where the starving prisoners cultivated the vitamin foods that kept the SS strong. But if a man, dying of hunger, furtively pulled up and gorged himself on a head of lettuce, he would be beaten until he was unconscious. In front of the crematorium, separated from it by a stretch of garden, stood a long row of well-built, commodious homes. The families of the SS officers lived here; their wives and children lived here quite happily, while the chimneys of the crematorium poured out unending smoke heavy with human ashes.


The American soldier in the plane said, ‘We got to talk about it.’ You cannot talk about it very well because there is a kind of shock that sets in and makes it almost unbearable to remember what you have seen. I have not talked about the women who were moved to Dachau three weeks ago from their own concentration camps. Their crime was that they were Jewish. There was a lovely girl from Budapest, who somehow was still lovely, and the woman with mad eyes who had watched her sister walk into the gas chamber at Auschwitz and been held back and refused the right to die with her sister, and the Austrian woman who pointed out calmly that they all had only the sleazy dresses they wore on their backs, they had never had anything more, and that they worked outdoors sixteen hours a day too in the long winters, and that they too were ‘corrected,’ as the Germans say, for any offense, real or imaginary.


I have not talked about how it was the day the American Army arrived, though the prisoners told me. In their joy to be free, and longing to see their friends who had come at last, many prisoners rushed to the fence and died electrocuted. There were those who died cheering, because that effort of happiness was more than their bodies could endure. There were those who died because now they had food, and they ate before they could be stopped, and it killed them. I do not know words to describe the men who have survived this horror for years, three years, five years, ten years, and whose minds are as clear and unafraid as the day they entered.


I was in Dachau when the German armies surrendered unconditionally to the Allies. The same half-naked skeleton who had been dug out of the death train shuffled back into the doctor’s office. He said something in Polish; his voice was no stronger than a whisper. The Polish doctor clapped his hands gently and said, ‘Bravo.’ I asked what they were talking about.


‘The war is over,’ the doctor said. ‘Germany is defeated.’


We sat in that room, in that accursed cemetery prison, and no one had anything more to say. Still, Dachau seemed to me the most suitable place in Europe to hear the news of victory. For surely this war was made to abolish Dachau, and all the other places like Dachau, and everything that Dachau stood for, and to abolish it forever.




MARGUERITE HIGGINS


1920–66


Hired by the New York Herald Tribune in 1942, Marguerite Higgins was always determined to be a war reporter, and, after two years of lobbying her editor, was sent first to London and then mainland Europe. During these early years of her career she showed a unique ability to dodge both enemy bullets and male biases, accompanying the GIs as they occupied Berlin and becoming one of the first reporters into both Dachau and Buchenwald Nazi war camps.


By the time the following article was written her career and reputation as one of the foremost American war reporters was, therefore, well underway. Her account of wading onto Red Beach with the marines is just one of the many vivid descriptions of the front which went on to win her the Pulitzer Prize for International Reporting in 1951.


On the American Invasion of Inchon, Korea


18 September 1950, New York Herald Tribune



Heavily laden US marines, in one of the most technically difficult amphibious landings in history, stormed at sunset today over a ten-foot sea wall in the heart of the port of Inchon and within an hour had taken three commanding hills in the city.


I was in the fifth wave that hit ‘Red Beach,’ which in reality was a rough, vertical pile of stones over which the first assault troops had to scramble with the aid of improvised landing ladders topped with steel hooks.


Despite a deadly and steady pounding from naval guns and airplanes, enough North Koreans remained alive close to the beach to harass us with small-arms and mortar fire. They even hurled hand grenades down at us as we crouched in trenches, which unfortunately ran behind the sea wall in the inland side.


It was far from the ‘virtually unopposed’ landing for which the troops had hoped after hearing of the quick capture of Wolmi Island in the morning by an earlier Marine assault. Wolmi is inside Inchon harbor and just off ‘Red Beach.’At H-hour minus seventy, confident, joking Marines started climbing down from the transport ship on cargo nest and dropping into small assault boats. Our wave commander, Lieutenant R. J. Schening, a veteran of five amphibious assaults, including Guadalcanal, hailed me with the comment, ‘This has a good chance of being a pushover.’


Because of tricky tides, our transport had to stand down the channel and it was more than nine miles to the rendezvous point where our assault waves formed up.


The channel reverberated with the earsplitting boom of warship guns and rockets. Blue and orange flames spurted from the ‘Red Beach’ area and a huge oil tank, on fire, sent great black rings of smoke over the shore. Then the fire from the big suns lifted and the planes that had been circling overhead swooped low to rake their fire deep into the sea wall.


The first wave of our assault troops was speeding toward the shore by now. It would be H-hour (5:30 P.M.) in two minutes. Suddenly, bright-orange tracer bullets spun out from the hill in our direction.


‘My God! There are still some left,’ Lieutenant Schening said. ‘Everybody get down. Here we go!’


It was H-hour plus fifteen minutes as we sped the last two thousand yards to the beach. About halfway there the bright tracers started cutting across the top of our little boat. ‘Look at their faces now,’ said John Davies of the Newark News. I turned and saw that the men around me had expressions contorted with anxiety.


We struck the sea wall hard at a place where it had crumbled into a canyon. The bullets were whining persistently, spattering the water around us. We clambered over the high steel sides of the boat, dropping into the water and, taking shelter beside the boat as long as we could, snaked on our stomachs up into a rock-strewn dip in the sea wall.


In the sky there was good news. A bright, white star shell from the high ground to our left and an amber cluster told us that the first wave had taken their initial objective, Observatory Hill. But whatever the luck of the first four waves, we were relentlessly pinned down by rifle and automatic-weapon fire coming down on us from another rise on the right.


There were some thirty Marines and two correspondents crouched in the gouged-out sea wall. Then another assault boat swept up, disgorging about thirty more Marines. This went on for two more waves until our hole was filled and Marines lying on their stomachs were strung out all across the top of the sea wall.


An eerie colored light flooded the area as the sun went down with a glow that a newsreel audience would have thought a fake. As the dusk settled, the glare of burning buildings all around lit the sky.


Suddenly, as we lay there intent on the firing ahead, a sudden rush of water came up into the dip in the wall and we saw a huge LST (Landing Ship, Tank) rushing at us with the great plank door half down. Six more yards and the ship would have crushed twenty men. Warning shouts sent every one speeding from the sea wall, searching for escape from the LST and cover from the gunfire. The LST’s huge bulk sent a rush of water pouring over the sea wall as it crunched in, soaking most of us.


The Marines ducked and zigzagged as they raced across the open, but enemy bullets caught a good many in the semi-darkness. The wounded were pulled aboard the LSTs, six of which appeared within sixty-five minutes after H-hour.


As nightfall closed in, the Marine commanders ordered their troops forward with increasing urgency, for they wanted to assure a defensible perimeter for the night.


In this remarkable amphibious operation, where tides played such an important part, the Marines were completely isolated from outside supply lines for exactly four hours after H-hour. At this time the outrushing tides – they fluctuate thirty-one feet in twelve-hour periods – made mud flats of the approaches to ‘Red Beach.’ The LSTs bringing supplies simply settled on the flats, helpless until the morning tides would float them again.


At the battalion command post the news that the three high-ground objectives – the British Consulate, Cemetery Hill, and Observatory Hill – had been taken arrived at about H-hour plus sixty-one minutes. Now the important items of business became debarking tanks, guns, and ammunition from the LSTs.


Every cook, clerk, driver, and administrative officer in the vicinity was rounded up to help in the unloading. It was exciting to see the huge M-26 tanks rumble across big planks onto the beach, which only a few minutes before had been protected only by riflemen and machine gunners. Then came the bulldozers, trucks, and jeeps.


It was very dark in the shadow of the ships, and the unloaders had a hazardous time dodging bullets, mortar fire, and their own vehicles.


North Koreans began giving up by the dozens by this time and we could see them, hands up, marching across the open fields toward the LSTs. They were taken charge of with considerable glee by a Korean Marine policeman, Captain Woo, himself a native of Inchon, who had made the landing with several squads of men who were also natives of the city. They learned of the plan to invade their home town only after they had boarded their ship.


Tonight, Captain Woo was in a state of elation beyond even that of the American Marines who had secured the beachhead. ‘When the Koreans see your power,’ he said, ‘they will come in droves to our side.’


As we left the beach and headed back to the Navy flagship, naval guns were booming again in support of the Marines. ‘This time,’ said a battalion commander, ‘they are preparing the road to Seoul.’




MARY McCARTHY


1912–89


Novelist, theatre critic, memoirist and travel writer, Mary McCarthy is still perhaps best known for her political essays, which covered an estimable range of subjects, including sexual emancipation, the nuclear threat, communism and the Watergate crisis. Having embraced communism in the early 1930s, she swiftly lost her taste for it, later writing, ‘I realized, with a certain wistfulness, that it was too late for me to become any kind of Marxist. Marxism, I saw, from the learned young man I listened to at Committee meetings, was something you had to take up young, like ballet dancing.’


With the Vietnam war underway, there was much demand from various editors for her to cover the conflict first hand. The following article records her experiences on first arriving in Saigon and her opposition to the war being waged there.


Report from Vietnam


I THE HOME PROGRAM


20 April 1967, New York Review of Books



I confess that when I went to Vietnam early in February I was looking for material damaging to the American interest and that I found it, though often by accident or in the process of being briefed by an official. Finding it is no job; the Americans do not dissemble what they are up to. They do not seem to feel the need, except through verbiage: e.g., napalm has become ‘Incinder-jell,’ which makes it sound like Jello. And defoliants are referred to as weed-killers – something you use in your driveway. The resort to euphemism denotes, no doubt, a guilty conscience or – the same thing nowadays – a twinge in the public-relations nerve. Yet what is most surprising to a new arrival in Saigon is the general unawareness, almost innocence, of how what ‘we’ are doing could look to an outsider.


At the airport in Bangkok, the war greeted the Air France passengers in the form of a strong smell of gasoline, which made us sniff as we breakfasted at a long table, like a delegation, with the Air France flag planted in the middle. Outside, huge Esso tanks were visible behind lattice screens, where US bombers, factory-new, were aligned as if in a salesroom. On the field itself, a few yards from our Caravelle, US cargo planes were warming up for take-off; US helicopters flitted about among the swallows, while US military trucks made deliveries. The openness of the thing was amazing (the fact that the US was using Thailand as a base for bombing North Vietnam was not officially admitted at the time); you would have thought they would try to camouflage it, I said to a German correspondent, so that the tourists would not see. As the Caravelle flew on toward Saigon, the tourists, bound for Tokyo or Manila, were able to watch a South Vietnamese hillside burning while consuming a ‘cool drink’ served by the hostess. From above, the bright flames looked like a summer forest fire; you could not believe that bombers had just left. At Saigon, the airfield was dense with military aircraft; in the ‘civil’ side, where we landed, a passenger jetliner was loading GI’s for Rest and Recreation in Hawaii. The American presence was overpowering, and, although one had read about it and was aware, as they say, that there was a war on, the sight and sound of that massed American might, casually disposed on foreign soil, like a corporal having his shoes shined, took one’s breath away. ‘They don’t try to hide it!’ I kept saying to myself, as though the display of naked power and muscle ought to have worn some cover of modesty. But within a few hours I had lost this sense of incredulous surprise, and, seeing the word, ‘hide,’ on a note-pad in my hotel room the next morning, I no longer knew what I had meant by it (as when a fragment of a dream, written down on waking, becomes indecipherable) or why I should have been pained, as an American, by this high degree of visibility.


As we drove into downtown Saigon, through a traffic jam, I had the fresh shock of being in what looked like an American city, a very shoddy West Coast one, with a Chinatown and a slant-eyed Asiatic minority. Not only military vehicles of every description, but Chevrolets, Chryslers, Mercedes Benz, Volkswagens, Triumphs, and white men everywhere in sport shirts and drip-dry pants. The civilian take-over is even more astonishing than the military. To an American, Saigon today is less exotic than Florence or the Place de la Concorde. New office buildings of cheap modern design, teeming with teazed, puffed secretaries and their Washington bosses, are surrounded by sandbags and guarded by MP’s; new, jerrybuilt villas in pastel tones, to rent to Americans, are under construction or already beginning to peel and discolor. Even removing the sandbags and the machine guns and restoring the trees that have been chopped down to widen the road to the airport, the mind cannot excavate what Saigon must have been like ‘before.’ Now it resembles a gigantic PX. All those white men seem to be carrying brown paper shopping bags, full of whiskey and other goodies; rows of ballpoints gleam in the breast pockets of their checked shirts. In front of his villa, a leathery oldster, in visored cap, unpacks his golf clubs from his station wagon, while his cotton-haired wife, in a flowered print dress, glasses slung round her neck, stands by, watching, her hands on her hips. As in the American vacation-land, dress is strictly informal; nobody but an Asian wears a tie or a white shirt. The Vietnamese old men and boys, in wide, conical hats, pedaling their Cyclos (the modern version of the rickshaw) in and out of the traffic pattern, the Vietnamese women in high heels and filmy ao-dais of pink, lavender, heliotrope, the signs and Welcome banners in Vietnamese actually contribute to the Stateside impression by the addition of ‘local’ color, as though you were back in a Chinese restaurant in San Francisco or in a Japanese suki-yaki place, under swaying paper lanterns, being served by women in kimonos while you sit on mats and play at using chopsticks.


Perhaps most of all Saigon is like a stewing Los Angeles, shading into Hollywood, Venice Beach, and Watts. The native stall markets are still in business, along Le Loi and Nguyen Hue Streets, but the merchandise, is, for Asia, exotic. There is hardly anything native to buy, except flowers and edibles and fire-crackers at Têt time and – oh yes – souvenir dolls. Street vendors and children are offering trays of American cigarettes and racks on racks of Johnnie Walker, Haig & Haig, Black & White (which are either black market, stolen from the PX, or spurious, depending on the price); billboards outside car agencies advertise Triumphs, Thunderbirds, MG’s, Corvettes, ‘For Delivery here or Stateside, Payment on Easy Terms’; non-whites, the less affluent ones, are mounted on Hondas and Lambrettas. There are photo-copying services, film-developing services, Western tailoring and dry-cleaning services, radio and TV repair shops, air-conditioners, Olivetti typewriters, comic books, Time, Life, and Newsweek, airmail paper – you name it, they have it. Toys for Vietnamese children (there are practically no American kids in Vietnam) include US-style jackknives, pistols, and simulated-leather belts, with holsters – I did not see any cowboy suits or Indian war-feathers. Pharmaceuticals are booming, and a huge bill-board all along the top of a building in the central marketplace shows, for some reason, a smiling Negro with very white teeth advertising a toothpaste called Hynos.


If Saigon by day is like a PX, at night, with flares overhead, it is like a World’s Fair or Exposition in some hick American city. There are Chinese restaurants, innumerable French restaurants (not surprising), but also La Dolce Vita, Le Guillaume Tell, the Paprika (a Spanish restaurant on a rooftop, serving paella and sangría). The national cuisine no American wants to sample is the Vietnamese. In February, a German circus was in town. ‘French’ wine is made in Cholon, the local Chinatown. In the nightclubs, if it were not for the bar girls, you would think you were on a cruise ship: a chanteuse from Singapore sings old French, Italian, and American favorites into the microphone; an Italian magician palms the watch of a middle-aged Vietnamese customer; the band strikes up ‘Happy Birthday to You,’ as a cake is brought in. The ‘vice’ in Saigon – at least what I was able to observe of it – has a pepless Playboy flavor.


As for virtue, I went to church one Sunday in the Cathedral (a medley of Gothic, Romanesque, and vaguely Moorish) on John F. Kennedy Square, hoping to hear the mass in Vietnamese. Instead, an Irish-American priest preached a sermon on the hemline to a large male white congregation of soldiers, construction-workers, newspaper correspondents; in the pews were also some female secretaries from the Embassy and other US agencies and a quotient of middle-class Vietnamese of both sexes. The married men present, he began, did not have to be told that the yearly rise or fall in skirt lengths was a ‘traumatic experience’ for a woman, and he likened the contemporary style centers – New York, Chicago, San Francisco – to the ancient ‘style centers’ of the Church – Rome, Antioch, Jerusalem. His point seemed to be that the various rites of the Church (Latin, Coptic, Armenian, Maronite – he went into it very thoroughly) were only modes of worship. What the Sunday-dressed Vietnamese, whose hemline remains undisturbed by changes emanating from the ‘style centers’ and who were hearing the Latin mass in American, were able to make of the sermon, it was impossible to tell. Just as it was impossible to tell what some very small Vietnamese children I saw in a home for war orphans were getting out of an American adult TV program they were watching at bedtime, the littlest ones mother-naked. Maybe TV too is catholic, and the words do not matter.


Saigon has a smog problem, like New York and Los Angeles, a municipal garbage problem, a traffic problem, power failures, inflation, juvenile delinquency. In short, it meets most of the criteria of a modern Western city. The young soldiers do not like Saigon and its clip joints and high prices. Everybody is trying to sell them something or buy something from them. Six-year-old boys, cute as pins, are plucking at them: ‘You come see my sister. She Number One fuck.’ To help the GI resist the temptations of merchants – and soak up his buying power – diamonds and minks are offered him in the PX, tax free. (There were no minks the day I went there, but I did see a case of diamond rings, the prices ranging up to 900-odd dollars.) Unfortunately, the PX presents its own temptation – that of resale. The GI is gypped by taxidrivers and warned against Cyclo men, (probably VC) and he may wind up in a Vietnamese jail, like some of his buddies, for doing what everybody else does – illegal currency transactions. If he walks in the center after nightfall, he has to pick his way among whole families who are cooking their unsanitary meal or sleeping, right on the street, in the filth. When he rides in from the airport, he has to cross a bend of the river, bordered by shanties, that he has named, with rich American humor, Cholera Creek.
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