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Time’s glory is to calm contending kings, To unmask falsehood and bring truth to light.


—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, 15941


If a nation expects to be ignorant and free, in a state of civilization, it expects what never was and never will be.


—THOMAS JEFFERSON, 18162
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Prologue: 935 Lies


When regard for truth has been broken down or even slightly weakened, all things will remain doubtful.


—ST. AUGUSTINE, C. 3951


The result of a consistent and total substitution of lies for factual truth is not that the lies will now be accepted as truth, and the truth be defamed as lies, but that the sense by which we take our bearings in the real world—and the category of truth vs. falsehood is among the mental means to this end—is being destroyed.


—HANNAH ARENDT, 19672
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AT THE END OF 2004, a series of public opinion polls offered disturbing news. More than half of all Americans, we learned, believed that there had been weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) in Iraq—the principal raison d’être for George W. Bush’s war of choice there—despite the fact that numerous widely publicized bipartisan and international reports had definitively shown that no such weapons existed. This stubborn refusal to face the facts about Iraq continues today for millions of Americans.3


Facts are and must be the coin of the realm in a democracy, for government “of the people, by the people, and for the people,” in Abraham Lincoln’s words, requires an informed citizenry.4 But in regard to the Iraq War, it seems, facts are now irrelevant or at least debatable, a mere matter of opinion, for a majority of Americans. And if facts no longer matter to millions of our fellow citizens, then what becomes of the traditional role of the journalist as the independent watchdog digging through obfuscation, secrecy, and deception by the powerful in search of what Carl Bernstein once called “the best obtainable version of the truth”?


This is a question that touches me personally—not just as a concerned citizen, but as someone who has dedicated his life and work to the pursuit of truth. In more than three decades as an investigative reporter in Washington, DC, my approach toward those in power, regardless of party or ideology, has followed the principle “Watch what they do, not what they say.” Politicians, captains of industry, and their zealous aides too often resemble circus barkers, shilling for attention and advantage, with little regard for accuracy or veracity, using the press and the news media not to enlighten but to bamboozle the public in pursuit of votes, profits, and power. When necessary, they even employ the wiles of deception to conceal, disguise, or justify unseemly and sometimes outright criminal behavior. As George Orwell wrote, in words that still ring true more than half a century after they were written, “Political speech and writing are largely the defence [sic] of the indefensible . . . Political language . . . is designed to make lies sound truthful and murder respectable, and to give an appearance of solidity to pure wind.”5


So as a professional truth-seeker, I have always been skeptical of statements by those in power, preferring to ignore the official versions of events in my quest for the (sometimes ugly) underlying realities. That quest continues. But when I learned the extent to which the public had swallowed and accepted the official lies about WMDs in Iraq, I realized that I actually could no longer ignore what those in power had said. Their shameless manipulations and misrepresentations, I now saw, were a crucial element in the tragedy of that dubious war of choice, and therefore deserving of investigation and analysis in their own right. Precisely what had US government officials said to cause most Americans and their elected representatives to completely ignore facts, logic, and reason in the rush to war? Exactly who was involved and to what extent?


I began systematically to investigate the answers to those and other related questions, enlisting the help of a team of reporters, researchers, and other contributors that ultimately included twenty-five people. Nearly three years later, the Center for Public Integrity published Iraq: The War Card, a 380,000-word report with an online searchable database whose overall findings are summarized graphically in Appendix B of this book.6 It was released on the eve of the five-year anniversary of the invasion of Iraq and was covered extensively by the national and international news media.


Our report found that in the two years after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, President George W. Bush and seven of his administration’s top officials made at least 935 false statements about the national security threat posed by Iraq. The carefully orchestrated campaign of untruths about Iraq’s alleged threat to US national security from its WMDs or links to al Qaeda (also specious) galvanized public opinion and led the nation to war under decidedly false pretenses. Perhaps most revealing: the number of false statements made by top Bush administration officials dramatically increased from August 2002 to the time of the critical October 2002 congressional approval of the war resolution and spiked even higher between January and March 2003, between Secretary of State Colin Powell’s address before the United Nations General Assembly and the fateful March 19, 2003, invasion.7


Within hours of the release of our report, White House press secretary Dana Perino responded with scorn: “I hardly think that the study is worth spending any time on. It is so flawed in terms of taking anything into context or including—they only looked at members of the administration rather than looking at members of Congress or people around the world. Because as you’ll remember, we were part of a broad coalition of countries that deposed a dictator based on a collective understanding of the intelligence.”8 This sophistry was at least consistent with the administration’s track record of distorting reality. In fact, neither Congress nor America’s international allies was demanding an invasion of Iraq before the administration started beating the war drums. The so-called Coalition of the Willing was a face-saving artifice cobbled together after the UN Security Council failed to approve the US-instigated invasion, rendering it a violation of the UN Charter and thus “illegal.” Furthermore, “the intelligence” referred to by Perino proved to be anything but intelligent; indeed, it had been mostly manufactured by the administration in accordance with its political agenda.9


Three months after the Center for Public Integrity Iraq report, David Barstow of the New York Times reported more details about how the Iraq deception had been orchestrated. Barstow revealed that the Pentagon had quietly recruited and coached seventy-five retired military officers to be “independent” paid consultants and radio and television analysts whose true role was to make the case for war in Iraq. Many had significant, undisclosed financial ties to defense companies and were thus benefiting hugely from the very policies they were “analyzing.”10


Earlier, Barstow had reported (with colleague Robin Stein) that “at least 20 federal agencies, including the Defense Department and the Census Bureau, have made and distributed hundreds of television news segments between 2001 and 2005 . . . Many were subsequently broadcast on local stations across the country without any acknowledgement of the government’s role in their production.” David Walker, the then comptroller general of the Government Accountability Office, who happened to be a Republican, declared that such taxpayer-paid propaganda by the government is unethical and violates federal law. However, the Bush administration publicly disagreed, and Congress meekly declined to pursue the matter any further.11


The broadcast and cable news media, which had overwhelmingly failed to investigate or challenge the administration’s flawed case for war, shamelessly ignored Barstow’s revelations, neither reporting on their own dubious use of such compromised news sources nor apologizing to the public for the resulting gross misrepresentations of fact.


And a month after the stunning Times stories, one of the White House officials who had actually made several false statements in the lead-up to the Iraq invasion, former press secretary Scott McClellan, wrote a “surprisingly scathing” memoir admitting that his own public comments at White House briefings about Iraq had been “badly misguided,” that President Bush had not been “open and forthright on Iraq,” and that instead he had relied on “propaganda.”12


There were a few honorable exceptions in Washington to the general failure of the news media to challenge the pro-war deceptions. They included the fine independent coverage by then Knight Ridder (now McClatchy) Washington bureau reporters Warren Strobel and Jonathan Landay; the prescient articles by Walter Pincus, buried in the back pages by his nervous Washington Post editors; and, in early 2004, the Abu Ghraib prison-abuse scandal stories by CBS News 60 Minutes II and Seymour Hersh in the New Yorker. Later, in 2005, beyond the Iraq deceptions, there were Dana Priest’s exposés in the Washington Post about the Central Intelligence Agency’s secret “black site” prisons and James Risen and Eric Lichtblau’s stories in the New York Times revealing how the Bush administration had quietly authorized the National Security Agency (NSA) to secretly eavesdrop on Americans and others inside the United States, without warrants usually required for domestic surveillance.13


But in the context of the overall performance of the media, these valiant efforts to get beyond the official version to uncover the truth about our involvement in Iraq were too little, too late. The full extent of deference to power and self-censorship by our obsequious major news media during the run-up to war is still not fully known; it will gradually seep out—or not—over the coming years. Some major news organizations later grudgingly acknowledged that their coverage was insufficiently critical of government pronouncements. But that did nothing to ameliorate the tragic consequences of an unnecessary war, including a financial toll of more than $2 trillion, a sum that is likely to increase substantially with benefits to war veterans over time and other expenses, as well as—far more important—the deaths of thousands upon thousands of soldiers and innocent civilians, including women and children.14


Could the Iraq War have been prevented if the public had been better informed before the invasion about the specious official statements, faulty logic, and breathtaking manipulations of public opinion and governmental decision-making processes? I believe the answer to that grim question is very possibly yes, and it will haunt me and others in my profession for years to come.15


Did President Bush and other officials from his administration lie about Iraq intentionally and deliberately? It’s hard to tell without unfettered access to the principals and their internal communications. Certainly, we should never underestimate the human capacity for self-delusion—too often, we find it easy to believe what we want to believe. But the fact is that they have avoided the glare of formal scrutiny about their personal responsibility for the litany of repeated, false statements in the run-up to war. Under the Republicans in 2005 and 2006, and the Democrats in 2007 and 2008, there was no congressional investigation into this specific question. Congressional oversight focused almost entirely on the quality of the US government’s pre-war intelligence—not the veracity of the highest-ranking US officials’ public statements or the objectivity and logic of their decision making in instigating the war. Nor in 2009 did the new Democratic president Barack Obama, his administration, or the Democratic Congress evince any interest in investigating this politically sensitive subject. There may be no more telling example of what has happened to congressional oversight in Washington in recent decades.


Investigating this tale of dishonesty by those in power and acquiescence on the part of those charged with reporting the truth has been a disheartening experience for me. Even more sobering, however, is the fact that the Iraq War deception, with its 935 public, shameless lies, is simply the latest and most egregious story of truth betrayed that I’ve witnessed or reported on over the past five decades. My career in journalism has coincided with a tragic period in American history—one in which falsehood has increasingly come to dominate our public discourse, and in which the bedrock values of honesty, transparency, accountability, and integrity we once took for granted have been steadily eroded.


During this period, we have been lied to innumerable times, by our government, by various corporations, and by other organizations. Not only does it happen often, it happens with impunity, with little or no public accountability for these gross misdeeds. The misbegotten Iraq War reflects the astonishing extent to which there are clearly discernible patterns of deception by those in power. The sad truth is that as citizens of this republic, we almost never have access to “real-time truth” about the most egregious abuses of power—that is, truth revealed as events are unfolding, so that we and our elected representatives can act to prevent or remedy the crimes.


As a result, we are increasingly benumbed by our politicians’ prevarications, which include not just what they say, but what they don’t say. For example, during the 2008 presidential campaign, how many Americans imagined that decisions by President Barack Obama would lead to the deaths of hundreds of unarmed civilians in Pakistan by quintupling the use of drones as compared to the last four years of President George W. Bush’s administration? The deployment of drones against alleged terrorists was barely mentioned during the 2008 presidential campaign, and it has taken journalists years to piece together the truth about these controversial killings.16


On the domestic front, Obama said repeatedly during the 2008 campaign that he would introduce national health-care-reform legislation, and the bill he championed—the Affordable Care Act—was indeed passed by Congress and has since been implemented. But along the way, Obama also reassured Americans that their existing health insurance would not be threatened, saying repeatedly, “If you like your health care plan, you can keep it.” Since then, 4 million Americans have discovered that the president’s statements were simply untrue. He was given the “Lie of the Year” award in 2013 by the Pulitzer Prize–winning, fact-checking website, PolitiFact.17


Deceptions like these—some by omission, others by commission—make a mockery of our political discourse.


Of course, lying by those in power is not new. History tells us that millions have died because of bold, confident falsehoods by those in positions of public or private authority. This kind of public nightmare keeps recurring across time and cultures, across economic and education levels, regardless of systems of governance or the extent of political independence and civil liberties. Examples include the crimes committed—and lied about—by humankind’s most psychopathic mass murderers, from Adolf Hitler to Josef Stalin, from Mao Tse-tung (whose “Cultural Revolution” has been more accurately characterized as “China’s Holocaust”) to Pol Pot (whose Khmer Rouge were responsible for the “killing fields” in Cambodia). During the 1990s, in Rwanda, the minority Tutsi population was demonized for weeks on the airwaves as inyenzi (or “cockroaches”) that needed to “disappear once and for all”; very soon thereafter, up to 1 million Tutsis were murdered within just a few short months.18


Around the same time, in Bosnia, the Serbs described Islam as a “malignant disease” that would “infect” Europe, and their “ethnic cleansing” between 1991 and 1995 resulted in roughly 200,000 Muslim casualties.19 Even more recently, in the first mass brutality of the twenty-first century, Arab Islamic Janjaweed militias in the Darfur region of Sudan, working in tandem with the Sudanese government, murdered hundreds of thousands of African tribal members and displaced millions more, with the brutality also spreading into Chad and the Central African Republic.20


Although the details of the carnage certainly have varied, the means by which it was achieved have not. In each case, those in power strictly controlled the flow of information, corroding and corrupting its content, using newspapers, radio, television, and other means of mass communication to consolidate their authority and cover their crimes in a veneer of fervent racialism or nationalism. And always with the specter of an imminent public threat—what the twentieth-century political theorist Hannah Arendt called “objective enemies”—as an excuse for their tyrannical actions.21


At one time, we Americans assumed we were immune from such ruthless, systematic criminality—that a combination of our commitment to democracy, the integrity of our public leaders, and the vigilance of our news media would ensure that our citizenry would always have access to the truth and thereby be equipped to make wise, informed decisions about matters of national interest. Unfortunately, this assumption—always somewhat dubious—has become much shakier over time. And over the past half century, the American track record in regard to public truth has grown steadily worse.


That’s the story I seek to explore in this book—how and why our national commitment to integrity has been eroded; how a relative handful of reporters, activists, and other truth-seekers have tried to fight back in an increasingly unsupportive, vacuous media environment; and what we can do as a nation to reverse this tragic trend.


935 Lies is made up of three main strands. The first is a retrospective review of the struggle for truth in the recent past, including some of my own experiences as an investigative reporter. If you’ve lived through the decades since 1960, you may think that some of the stories I’ll tell are familiar—but many of the details included here, including some of the most shocking, are still relatively little known. And my emphasis on the ways in which the truth was hidden or distorted by those in power—until it was ultimately exposed, often years or decades later—provides a unique perspective on the importance of real-time truth that is crucially important for the future of our democracy.


In a case that foreshadowed the Iraq debacle, the American people were misled by the Johnson administration and the Pentagon into a war in Vietnam that cost 58,000 US lives and hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese lives and ultimately led to a humiliating defeat. Some in the media fought back against the assault on truth. The publication of the Pentagon Papers and the exposure of the Nixon Watergate scandal still represent US history’s high-water mark in the long-standing struggle between raw political power and democratic values. But much important information about the abuses by those in power took years to become known to the public. As Benjamin C. Bradlee, executive editor of the Washington Post at the time, reflected more than two decades later, “What might have happened had the truth emerged in 1963 instead of 1971? . . .”22 Perhaps the tragedy of America’s war in Vietnam might have been avoided altogether. We will delve more deeply into this intriguing subject in Chapter 1.


Unfortunately, the Vietnam and Iraq War deceptions are only two of the most egregious examples of abuses of power by the US government in the past century. I describe some of the others in later chapters—for example, America’s secret wars in Latin America during the 1980s. Appendix A lists and details the most grievous of these transgressions and delineates when the public epiphany or official recognition about them precisely occurred, and when and who the first journalists were to discover and write about them.


At the same time, private corporations have certainly also been guilty of covering up and lying about their misdeeds, from financial manipulations by investment banks to the manufacture and sale of harmful products like tobacco, asbestos, and lead paint. For example, in September 2008, Lehman Brothers filed for the largest bankruptcy in history, imperiling the nation’s entire financial system. The company had systematically concealed more than $100 billion of risky assets from investors and regulators, using a technique it called “Repo 105,” then lied outright when later asked about its duplicitous bookkeeping.23 E-mails that subsequently surfaced showed that senior Lehman executives clearly understood the practice was wrong. Most business journalists failed to uncover the deception in a timely fashion, part of a “general system failure,” according to the Columbia Journalism Review.24


Many of these corporate offenses against the truth are discussed in detail in later chapters of this book; they are catalogued and described in Appendix A. Like the governmental deceptions recounted in these pages, these private duplicities illustrate the disturbing frequency with which those in power have managed to conceal their misdeeds from the public. One important purpose of this book is simply to document this pattern in the hope that other concerned citizens will find it as troubling—indeed, as enraging—as I do.


The second major strand of this book is an examination of what has happened to commercial journalism in recent years and how this change has affected the quality and quantity of news coverage—in particular, the historically significant, difficult, expensive, and sometimes dangerous work of journalists investigating the unpalatable truths that those in power seek to conceal. I think you’ll find that some of my experiences in the world of commercial media—especially my years at 60 Minutes, perhaps our country’s most significant mainstream effort to consistently supply serious news coverage to the general public—vividly illuminate both the power of these traditional outlets as purveyors of crucial truths and the pitfalls they increasingly encounter as they strive to do their work.


Finally, I’ll consider the future of truth—the path we can take as a society to reverse the decline in public integrity and restore the Jeffersonian ideal of a truly informed citizenry with control of its national destiny. I’ll assess the significance of new technologies, global information platforms, and the emerging new journalism ecosystem in the United States and globally, and I’ll detail my view of “the possible” when it comes to the future of investigative reporting and how citizens around the world may be able to obtain credible, independent information about those in power in the twenty-first century.


If I am right in believing that truth today is under siege—that those in power have become more skilled than ever at obscuring the truth and twisting our perceptions of reality itself, and that the truth-telling capacity of journalists in our society has become correspondingly debilitated—then where does that leave us as citizens, as voters, as consumers? Under such distorted circumstances, how can we make important decisions about our collective destiny? How can we begin to seek and obtain redress when we are wronged, if we cannot even ascertain what exactly happened and why? We are like a boat that has lost its moorings, adrift.


But there’s no need for us to yield to despair. This is also a book about hope, about the indomitable human spirit and how, across the world, kindred souls have gotten mad as hell, decided not to take it anymore, and in many cases have left conventional, commercial journalism to launch their own nonprofit news organizations. I’ll explain how my own frustration led me to quit my job as a producer for senior correspondent Mike Wallace at 60 Minutes in 1988 and found a new, nonpartisan, watchdog journalism organization in Washington called the Center for Public Integrity. The Center eventually grew to become the largest nonprofit investigative reporting publisher in the world, winning scores of national journalism awards.25 And the movement that the Center helped to spawn has grown rapidly. Today there are roughly one hundred nonprofit news publishers in the United States, most of which have begun operation just since 2006. The most important accountability reporting in the United States will increasingly emanate from this new journalism ecosystem.


Those in power can be held accountable for their actions. I have been inspired by hundreds of people, from professional journalists to citizen activists working in traditional and nontraditional media outlets, who have made it their mission to investigate “the bastards” and expose their monstrous lies, greed, and abuses of power. In many countries, these watchdogs put their lives on the line, risking everything from incarceration and financial ruin to physical injury including death.


Their indomitable will is animated by the timeless hope that French novelist Émile Zola immortalized: “Truth is on the march and nothing can stop it.”26 Their courageous commitment to the unadorned, raw truth humbles and inspires me, and their example should inform and encourage us all.




1


Our First Casualty


God offers to every mind its choice between truth and repose. Take which you please. You can never have both.


—RALPH WALDO EMERSON, 18411
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AS A CHILD GROWING UP in the 1950s and 1960s, and as a young adult into the 1970s, I thought I had a clear, unmistakable view of what constituted truth. And like millions of baby boomers living through that tumultuous, painful epoch, I was shocked and dismayed when many of the presumed certainties I’d grown up with melted away.


I had a Norman Rockwell childhood in Newark, Delaware, as a fifth-generation native of that small city. I grew up literally on Main Street—the less affluent end of Main Street, as it happened—and my mother was a member of the Daughters of the American Revolution. I was an Eagle Scout and president of my high school student body, born into a middle-class, Republican-voting (though not politically active), Christian (though not regular churchgoing) household where the Ten Commandments, the Golden Rule, and other core teachings were indelibly imbued. These values were not repressively imposed on my younger sister and me by our parents, Charles and Dorothy Cherry Lewis, but they were quietly understood amid the irreverence and humor that pervaded our home, from my father’s dry wit to my mother’s earthy and hilarious farm stories.


My parents lived through the Great Depression and World War II, and those events informed their—and our—perceptions of the world. When their farmhouse in Ridgely, Maryland, burned to the ground during the Depression, my mother’s entire family was forced into a drafty wooden barn for a year, with no indoor plumbing and only a Home Comfort cookstove for heat. Friends and neighbors provided clothes and food, and within a year, they’d built a new house with beams and boards they’d bartered for raw timber harvested from their land.


Later, my parents met while working at a war materiel plant in Newark and were married in that same Ridgely farmhouse in July 1945, as the war was winding down. Three of their five brothers had gone off to fight, one nearly killed by shrapnel that remained forever lodged in his back. Years later, we learned over one Thanksgiving dinner that my mother had volunteered to be a wartime “plane spotter” for the Civil Air Patrol. Among my parents’ wedding presents were war-rationed gas stamps that they used to take a honeymoon drive to Baltimore and Luray, Virginia.


Growing up in the shadow of these times, my sister and I were inevitably imbued with values like hard work and patriotism. The United States, we were taught, is a powerful but inherently peace-loving nation, fighting wars reluctantly and conscientiously adhering to international human-rights standards that we helped to establish. And of course we knew that American presidents—that noble line of heroes stretching from FDR and Teddy Roosevelt back through Lincoln and Washington—would never lie to the people or otherwise abuse their power.


And then things started to change.


The shocks began when I was ten. In the middle of an ordinary school afternoon, we got word that President Kennedy—our nation’s youngest elected president—had been gunned down. Along with tens of millions of other Americans, I was mesmerized by the three days of searing TV news coverage: the initial sense of disbelief, confusion, and horror; the killing of the presumed assassin—on live national TV, no less; and the spectacle of the funeral, with the flag-draped coffin, the riderless horse, the grief-shattered widow, and the fatherless children even younger than me.


For me, as for countless others, those three days in 1963 were my first visceral encounter with the tragic side of life. We didn’t yet realize how familiar that sense of shared horror would become. But then, as the 1960s wore on, it became clear even to a young teenager that something very terrible—and perhaps very wrong—was happening to our country in a distant, once-unknown land known as Vietnam.


I vividly recall when the reality of that steadily worsening war hit home for us in Newark. It was in March 1967, when Marine Corporal Lawrence Lee LaSalle—my friend Randy LaSalle’s older brother, Larry—was killed in Vietnam. Suddenly the war was more than a flickering image on our TV set—it was a living threat, real enough to claim the life of a Newark boy.


Months later I accompanied Randy and his father, our kind-hearted assistant scoutmaster, on a visit to Larry’s grave at Arlington National Cemetery. I recall the mind-numbing enormity of it all—the cemetery with its thousands of white crosses, each representing a young man or woman fallen in one of the nation’s conflicts as well as (I now understood) the inescapable lifelong sorrow of a family and a community.


But at least Larry and his fellow soldiers had died for a worthy cause, fighting to preserve our nation’s freedom in an unavoidable war against tyranny much like the world wars that an earlier generation had won. So we believed.


We’d learned from the news and in our discussions of current events at school that the escalation of US military involvement in the war between the Communist government of North Vietnam and our allies in South Vietnam had been authorized by congressional passage of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution in August 1964. That resolution, in turn, had been prompted by a series of events in the coastal waters off North Vietnam earlier in the month. On August 2, North Vietnamese patrol boats had approached the US naval destroyer Maddox, whose crew opened fire. The crew of the USS Ticonderoga also fired on the patrol boats, sinking one and damaging two others.2


Then, on the morning of August 4, the Maddox reported another attack by unspecified vessels. When President Lyndon Johnson authorized a military response, sixty-four US naval planes bombed four North Vietnamese PT boat bases and a petroleum storage area. According to the Pentagon, twenty-five of the thirty boats there were either destroyed or damaged, and the smoke from an oil depot “was observed rising to 14,000 feet.”3


On August 5, 1964, in a televised address to the nation, Johnson described what had happened. “Renewed hostile actions against the United States ships on the high seas in the Gulf of Tonkin . . . have today required me to order the military forces of the United States to take action in reply.” Johnson claimed the US warships had been on “routine patrol in international waters,” and that the North Vietnamese “attacks were deliberate. The attacks were unprovoked. The attacks have been answered . . . The government of North Vietnam is today flouting the will of the world for peace.”4


The very next day, the Senate Foreign Relations Committee and the House Foreign Affairs Committees held closed-door hearings to vote on this requested joint resolution, which decreed that the United States would be “prepared, as the President determines, to take all necessary steps, including the use of force” to help any Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) member “requiring assistance in defense of its freedom.” During these secret sessions, legislators were told vaguely about US covert activities in the Tonkin Gulf vicinity beforehand. It had been the South Vietnamese forces, they were informed, that had conducted covert raids, using boats and other military support from the United States.


There was only one dissenting vote in the two committees, by Senator Wayne Morse, Democrat of Oregon, who bluntly told Defense Secretary Robert McNamara to his face: “I think we are kidding the world if you try to give the impression that when the South Vietnamese naval boats bombarded two islands a short distance off the coast of North Vietnam, we were not implicated.”5


On August 7, just three days after the second, suspicious attack on the Maddox, Congress gave the president his Gulf of Tonkin Resolution. The measure passed the House of Representatives by a vote of 416 to 0, and the Senate by 88 to 2. Joining Wayne Morse in opposition was Senator Ernest Gruening, Democrat of Alaska. Together they argued that the resolution was a “predated declaration of war power,” which of course it was.6 That day on the Senate floor, Morse declared, “I believe that history will record that we have made a great mistake in subverting and circumventing the Constitution of the United States . . . by means of this resolution . . . we are in effect giving the President . . . war-making powers in the absence of a declaration of war. I believe that to be a historic mistake.”7


At the time—and for years afterward—Morse’s dissent was scoffed at by most American political leaders. But his words would prove prophetic. Over time, many of those who had unhesitatingly supported our involvement in Vietnam gradually came to recognize the depth of their mistake. And so did much of the general public, though very slowly and incompletely.


In 1982, eighteen years after the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, George Ball, the highest-ranking skeptic about the escalating Vietnam policies inside the Johnson administration, would describe that measure as a “terrifyingly open-ended grant of power.” “I had counted on Congress to insert qualifying language,” he complained, “but Congress had abdicated.”8


So had the national news media, which trumpeted the Johnson administration policies. “The nation’s united confidence in the Chief Executive is vital,” the New York Times wrote. The Washington Post editorialized that “President Johnson has earned the gratitude of the free world.”9 No wonder the vast majority of Americans rallied behind the president’s call to arms. Not only had the leader of the free world testified to a grave danger threatening our nation’s interests, but the independent newspapers that serve as public watchdogs had backed him to the hilt. Ordinary citizens could do no less.


And so the war came. The boys from Newark, and countless other cities and towns and villages, were shipped off to Southeast Asia. And as the weeks turned into months and years, their numbers continued to grow, even as thousands began coming home in body bags.
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It was only years later that I, and millions of other Americans, began to learn, little by little, what had really happened between the United States and Vietnam during those shadowy months of 1964. And the slow, haphazard emergence of those revelations was to prove as devastating to our sense of normality and national identity as the death of John F. Kennedy and the Vietnam War itself.


The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, we would learn, which had authorized direct US involvement in the Vietnam War and nearly all the resulting carnage, was a monumental misrepresentation.10 Prior to enemy hostilities there, the US government had been engaged in Top Secret intelligence-gathering activities in violation of another country’s sovereign land, air space, and territorial waters, including consciously planned, aggressive military provocations against North Vietnam.


No one in the Congress was aware of this, nor did lawmakers know about the clandestine high-level war diplomacy that had been going on for months—talks in which the United States threatened the North Vietnamese with a dramatic escalation of American military involvement there. All of these activities had been authorized and secretly set in motion by President Lyndon Johnson. But telling the truth about them would have been simply too politically embarrassing and legally problematic, so instead Johnson and his top administration officials repeatedly fed the American people, the Congress, and US allies falsehoods they considered more palatable.


There had been no unprovoked attack on the US destroyer Maddox and other naval vessels, as the nation was told; in fact, our small patrol boats had attacked the North Vietnamese first, and separately, our destroyers had already entered their territorial waters. The Maddox and other destroyers were on a secret intelligence mission known as the “DESOTO patrols.” Their mission: to enter the territorial waters of the North Vietnamese and provoke them to turn on their coastal radar systems, thereby revealing their defense systems in hopes of providing intelligence for future air or sea attacks. The collected data were then passed on to the National Security Agency (NSA) for decryption and translation.11


Another covert action program, OPLAN 34A, which President Johnson approved in early 1964 and was carried out the night of July 30, authorized the shelling of two North Vietnamese islands in the Gulf of Tonkin by high-speed patrol boats known as Nastys.12 These operations were controlled by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and the Pentagon’s Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV), working closely with the US Navy.13 They led directly to the confrontations involving the Maddox and the Ticonderoga, as well as the bombing of the North Vietnamese boat bases and the oil depot smoke that “was observed rising to 14,000 feet.” After that attack, in an anecdote that only emerged years later, Johnson proudly bragged to a few selected reporters, “I didn’t just screw Ho Chi Minh, I cut his pecker off.”14


Only in time did it emerge that there had not, in fact, been a second attack against the Maddox on August 4. In 1982, for example, we learned that moments after Congress passed the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, Johnson told Undersecretary of State George Ball, “Hell, those dumb, stupid sailors were just shooting at flying fish.”15


In 1990, one of the navy pilots flying over Tonkin that night, squadron commander James Stockdale, told the Chicago Tribune, “I had the best seat in the house to watch that event and our destroyers were just shooting at phantom targets—there were no [North Vietnamese] PT boats there . . . I reported that, and Washington received it promptly, but we went to war anyway.”16


Even one of the war’s chief architects, former secretary of defense Robert McNamara, eventually had to acknowledge Stockdale’s observation. In his 1995 memoir, In Retrospect, McNamara admitted that “the facts remain in dispute even now, thirty years later.”17 And in November 1995, as a participant in a US-Vietnam historic conference in Hanoi, McNamara became convinced that the supposed second attack on US ships had, in fact, never occurred. Had he known this in 1964, he said, “We would not have carried out that military attack.”18


One of his Defense Department special assistants in August 1964, Daniel Ellsberg, best known for leaking the classified Pentagon Papers, was privy to all secret cable and communications traffic between Vietnam, McNamara’s office, and the highest levels of the White House. In his 2002 memoir, Ellsberg wrote that he had become certain “beyond reasonable doubt” by 1971 that there had been no second attack.19


But the real evidentiary coup de grâce was delivered in 2005, when the National Security Agency officially confirmed—four decades after the fact—that no second attack on US ships had occurred in Tonkin on August 4, 1964. Declassifying more than one hundred incident-related documents, including an article by National Security Agency historian Robert Hanyok explaining what really happened, the NSA essentially admitted its officials had “mishandled” signals intelligence (known as SIGINT) and provided the president, the secretary of defense, and others with “skewed” intelligence supporting “the notion that there had been an attack.”20 In Legacy of Ashes, his 2007 Pulitzer Prize–winning history of the CIA, Tim Weiner characterized the NSA disclosure and its larger significance this way: “It was not an honest mistake. The war in Vietnam began with political lies based on fake intelligence.”21


The whole Tonkin affair, with its geographical obscurity, lack of local, on-the-scene reporting, or other independent sources of information, and very tight time pressures, could not have been more convenient for Johnson. The attack on US military forces, dramatically announced by the president and the Pentagon, would make the Congress willing to approve a blank-check authorization of force.22


Curiously enough, the former Senate majority leader, vice president, and now president, Lyndon B. Johnson, had quietly ordered his aides to prepare just such an open-ended Vietnam resolution months earlier, prior to the Tonkin Gulf incident. There would never be a formal declaration of war by the Congress about Vietnam; none was needed. The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution would do just fine.


[image: ]


All of this multilayered subterfuge and manipulation, though, paled in magnitude to what Johnson was secretly doing at the military and diplomatic levels, unbeknownst to Congress, the nation, and the world. The president had assured Americans in his August 5, 1964, address that “we seek no wider war.” But for months, in fact, he and his administration had been making precise, elaborate plans to do just that and had also delivered an explicit threat to Ho Chi Minh, president of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV), and his Hanoi regime. The message: call off the current fighting or risk a much deeper, wider US war involvement.23


Furthermore, since the spring of 1964, the Joint Chiefs of Staff had secretly been drawing up precise plans for direct air attacks on North Vietnam. By the end of May, they had recommended ninety-four specific bombing targets.24


The need for secrecy was heightened by domestic political considerations. Johnson was running for a full term as president in 1964 on a “peace platform,” branding the Republican presidential nominee, Arizona Republican senator Barry Goldwater, as a warmonger willing to use nuclear weapons. Yet at the same time, the US government at its highest levels was secretly girding for a major escalation of the Vietnam War.


On August 18, 1964, the US ambassador to South Vietnam, Maxwell Taylor, proposed a direct “carefully orchestrated bombing attack” on North Vietnam with “January 1, 1965, as a target D-Day.” And the Joint Chiefs of Staff in the Pentagon were continuing to advocate air strikes.25


Just two months before the presidential election, John McNaughton, assistant secretary for international security affairs and perhaps Robert McNamara’s closest adviser, wrote a chilling memo discussing potential options in light of the deteriorating situation in South Vietnam. McNaughton mentioned that the United States could “enlarge significantly the US military role in the pacification program inside South Vietnam—e.g., large number of US special forces, divisions of regular combat troops, US air, etc., to ‘interlard’ with or to take over functions or geographical areas from the South Vietnamese armed forces.” This could begin to occur around October 1, but “it postpones probably until November or December any decision as to serious escalation.”26


McNaughton also proposed various “extra-territorial” covert actions in North Vietnam and Laos, which would not only cause “apprehension . . . they should be likely at some point to provoke a military DRV [North Vietnamese] response . . . the provoked response should be likely to provide good grounds for us to escalate if we wished.” The “timing and crescendo should be under our control, with the scenario capable of being turned off at any time. . . .”27


Under the heading “Special considerations during next two months” (italics in the original), McNaughton wrote: “During the next two months, because of the lack of ‘rebuttal time’ before election to justify particular actions which may be distorted to the U.S. public, we must act with special care—signaling to . . . [the South Vietnamese] that we are behaving energetically despite the restraints of our political season, and to the U.S. public that we are behaving with good purpose and restraint.”28


It is noteworthy that within weeks of this memorandum and all of the other growing internal energies toward massively escalating the war, Lyndon Johnson was assuring voters in campaign stops that “we are not about to send American boys nine or ten thousand miles away from home to do what Asian boys ought to be doing for themselves.”29


Johnson’s duplicity worked in the short term: he was elected in a landslide. But he never really sought and certainly never received the American people’s informed consent to the policies he’d planned to follow. As Sissela Bok later wrote in Lying: Moral Choice in Public and Private Life, “Believing they had voted for the candidate of peace, American citizens were, within months, deeply embroiled in one of the cruelest wars in their history. Deception of this kind strikes at the very essence of democratic government.”30


Beginning in 1965, fragments of the truth began to trickle out. Yet the lies about Vietnam continued. And as they did so—not only through Johnson’s administration but into that of Richard Nixon—the moral authority of the presidency ebbed away.
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Within months of the 1964 Tonkin incidents, support for the Vietnam War and the Johnson administration had begun to erode in Congress and among the general public. And with the deployment of 100,000 fresh US troops by August of that year and double that by the end of 1965, those tensions only escalated.


Along with the buildup of troops in Vietnam came an increase in the number of journalists dispatched there, including network television crews. Some reporters were embarrassed by their own obsequiousness to power and angry at the way they’d been so easily manipulated during the Tonkin affair. Among those who apparently felt no such uneasiness was Chet Huntley, the highly regarded co-anchor of the NBC evening news show The Huntley-Brinkley Report, who actually narrated the US Navy’s official film about the Tonkin incidents.31 But by all accounts, though, a culture shift was beginning to occur inside the profession about how war and government officials ought to be covered, and that change appears, in part, to have been generational.


The first reporters to develop a new skepticism were the young war correspondents based in Saigon in the earliest years of the US involvement. Their ranks included David Halberstam, Neil Sheehan, Malcolm Browne, Peter Arnett, and Charles Mohr; among the television correspondents doing fearless war reporting were two from CBS, Morley Safer, thirty-three, and Jack Laurence, twenty-six.32


In January 1968, with the United States deep into the quagmire, the North Vietnamese stunned the world by launching the huge Tet Offensive, attacking thirty-six of forty-four provincial capitals and five of the six major cities in South Vietnam.33 This was clearly at odds with what most Americans had been led to believe over the previous few years—that victory in Vietnam was practically imminent. As a result, the Johnson administration’s false image of reality there finally came crashing down.


And this time the news media were there in full force. For example, with the war a growing political issue—especially on the eve of the 1968 presidential campaign—Walter Cronkite reported from Saigon in late February and early March of 1968. The famous CBS Evening News anchor augmented four successive daily broadcasts with personal commentary critical of the situation in Vietnam, and he also weighed in with a critical prime-time special report on Vietnam.


Cronkite, a former United Press correspondent who had reported from the front in World War Two and covered the Nuremberg trials before joining CBS, had also briefly reported on the Korean War and had been to Vietnam. He had always supported the anti-communist containment strategy of the United States, and his reporting had always been generally favorable to the military. But by 1968 he recognized that American casualties and opposition to the war were steadily mounting. Not only had this conflict now dragged on longer than those earlier wars, it appeared to be hopeless, with no end in sight. His trip to Vietnam in February and March cemented this impression and convinced Cronkite that the White House and the military had been misleading the public about the war.34


In Vietnam, Cronkite was acutely aware of the difference between what he was being told by the full-press military officials and what he actually witnessed. Amid the piles of body bags and other jarring sights and sounds of war, General William Westmoreland and other top brass kept telling Cronkite that things were exactly as they’d hoped. In fact, the military and the Johnson administration declared the Tet Offensive to be a decisive US victory, noting, for example, that the enemy had suffered more casualties than the Americans had. Yet Cronkite and his producer had difficulty even landing in the country—all of the airports were closed, and when they finally arrived in Saigon, there was fighting all around them. As Halberstam later described it, “It was an Orwellian trip—Orwell had written of a Ministry of Truth in charge of Lying and a Ministry of Peace in charge of War—and here was Cronkite flying to Saigon, where the American military command was surrounded by defeat and calling it victory.”35


For the first time since he had become the public face of the network news division, the respected anchorman decided to speak out personally and provide his own commentary about what he had seen and concluded. Cronkite understood the potential risk to his credibility, given his standing as a national oracle of objectivity. But in conversations with his producers, and angered by the years of deception by federal officials, he believed “that this was one instance in which traditional objectivity was probably the more misleading, the more dishonest position.”36


On February 27, 1968, in the prime-time TV viewing hours, Cronkite concluded his special report about Vietnam:


We have been too often disappointed by the optimism of the American leaders, both in Vietnam and Washington, to have faith any longer in the silver linings they find in the darkest clouds . . . For it seems now more certain than ever that the bloody experience of Vietnam is to end in a stalemate . . . To say that we are closer to victory today is to believe, in the face of the evidence, the optimists who have been wrong in the past. . . . It is increasingly clear to this reporter that the only rational way out then will be to negotiate, not as victors, but as an honorable people who lived up to their pledge to defend democracy, and did the best they could.37


Within five weeks, the domestic politics of the war had shifted dramatically. Two Democratic senators, Eugene McCarthy and Robert F. Kennedy, mounted successful presidential bids challenging Johnson’s Vietnam policy. And in a nationally televised speech on the night of March 31, Johnson announced that he’d rejected a request from his top generals to further escalate the war by adding another 206,000 new troops. Furthermore, he revealed a halt to US bombing above the twentieth parallel in Vietnam. Finally, Johnson dramatically told the nation: “I shall not seek, and will not accept, the nomination of my party for another term as your President.”38
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In the ensuing four decades, more of the truth about the Vietnam War—including the intricate political, diplomatic, and military decisions that guided US policies—has gradually emerged in articles, books, documentaries, conferences, and declassified documents. So too have scholarly analyses of the news coverage of that war, assessing its fairness, accuracy, and impact on public opinion.


It is clear that the vast bulk of American news media failed in their watchdog role during the early, critical months of the war, when a skeptical evaluation of the administration claims surrounding the Tonkin incident might have helped prevent the tragic escalation of our involvement. But the blame doesn’t lie solely with a compliant media. The president and his administration, in fact, had severely limited the circumstances for any independent, high-quality reporting, making it virtually impossible for the unvarnished truth to emerge in real time.


Consider the plight of Murrey Marder, the distinguished Washington Post veteran whose coverage of Senator Joseph McCarthy in the early 1950s had been among the most unflinching and discerning, and who, in 1957, had become the first overseas correspondent for that paper’s foreign service.


On the night of August 2, 1964, Marder happened to be in the State Department press room when the Associated Press (AP) reported that North Vietnamese patrol boats had attacked two US destroyers. Marder told me years later about his skeptical reaction to the report. “I looked at this and I thought, well, that’s strange. I have been on torpedo boats. And torpedo boats are not equipped to attack destroyers.”


Marder got a trusted State Department intelligence source on the phone and asked him bluntly, “What were we doing to them to provoke them to do this?” Marder wheedled out of his source an admission that “yes, we had been conducting some operations there.”39


But Marder’s source refused to be quoted by name, and time to get out this alternative version of the story was quickly ebbing. And there was another problem by the time Johnson uttered his first public statements about the attack. Marder learned, to his great dismay, that his own newspaper—notoriously close to Johnson for years, to the extent that former publisher Philip Graham had helped broker Kennedy’s selection of Johnson as his running mate in 1960—had just editorially endorsed the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution. In fact, practically every major American newspaper did likewise, and 85 percent of Americans polled backed the US bombing raids. Just three months before the election, the president’s overall approval rating jumped to 72 percent from 42 percent.40


Under the circumstances, there was little chance that a dissenting view of the official Tonkin Gulf story, backed only by an anonymous quotation from a State Department source, would be featured prominently—or at all—in a leading US newspaper.


Until his death in 2013, Marder was haunted by his failure to do everything he could to push his story about the truth behind Tonkin Gulf more aggressively. Remarkably, Marder donated fully two-thirds of his life savings to create the Nieman Watchdog Project, a nonprofit project within Harvard University’s Nieman Foundation, dedicated to help the press ask penetrating questions, critical questions, questions that matter, questions not yet asked about today’s news.41 (I’ll have more to say about this project and similar ones in Chapter 8.)


At the time, the toughest critic of the US military actions was liberal muckraker I. F. Stone, known for eschewing exclusive interviews with Washington newsmakers and instead actually reading government documents, no matter how obscure. In his Weekly newsletter distributed to 70,000 subscribers, Stone wrote that the United States had violated the League of Nations Covenant, the Kellogg Pact, and the United Nations Charter, as well as internal government-policy edicts from such obscure publications as the “old War Department manual, Rules of Land Warfare.”42


Standing quite alone, Stone published one of the first investigative reports of the Tonkin Gulf incidents on August 24, 1964, intricately delineating how “the American Government and the American press have kept the full truth about the Tonkin Bay incidents from the American public.” He raised serious factual contradictions in the official version of events surrounding what he called the “alleged” second Tonkin attack, noting that no photographs had been provided, nor “flotsam and jetsam as proof of the wreckage” from the incident at sea. Whatever the true story, Stone wrote, “the second incident seems to have triggered off a long planned attack of our own.”43


Stone also explained one of the reasons for the uncritical coverage by the press, and its susceptibility to being misled: “The process of brain-washing the public starts with off-the-record briefings for newspapermen in which all sorts of far-fetched theories are suggested to explain why the tiny North Vietnamese navy would be mad enough to venture an attack on the Seventh Fleet, one of the world’s most powerful. Everything is discussed except the possibility that the attack might have been provoked [italics in original].”44


The president had placed the news media, the Congress, and the entire country in an extremely tight bind, as journalist David Halberstam put it in words hauntingly familiar today, “at the level of patriotism and emotion. He would give them, when he was ready, the flag, and they would salute it.”45


What about the performance of the media later in the Vietnam War? Is it true, as claimed in a persistent mythology embraced by some military officers and others, that the news media, especially television, turned American opinion against the war?


Television was actually still a relatively new medium in the late 1960s, though TV sets were ubiquitous: there were 10,000 television sets in the United States in 1941, 10 million by the time of the Korean War, and 100 million at the peak of the Vietnam War.46 So Vietnam was essentially America’s first “living room war,” as many media analysts have noted. But the public implications of that fact are not clear, particularly in the context of mounting casualties, crushing budgetary costs, and years of stalemate. In fact, one study found that of roughly 2,300 stories from South Vietnam that were televised on evening news programs, only seventy-six “showed anything approaching true violence—heavy fighting, incoming small arms and artillery fire, [soldiers who had been] killed and wounded within view.”47


According to John Mueller, author of War, Presidents and Public Opinion, there are no polling data to support the notion that “largely uncensored day-by-day television coverage of the war and its brutalities made a profound impression on public attitudes.”48 There is, however, a direct polling-data relationship between casualties and public opinion. Support for the Vietnam war fell fifteen points every time casualties increased by a factor of ten.49


What’s more, detailed content analysis of newspaper and television coverage of US involvement in Vietnam by scholar Clarence R. Wyatt and others reveals that “more often than not, the press reported official information, statements, and views with relatively little dissent.” Notwithstanding the courageous reporting of many individual journalists, some of whom lost their lives or were severely wounded, the sad, simple truth is that the Vietnam War showed that “the ability and inclination of the Executive Branch to restrict and manipulate information is largely beyond the press’ ability to resist.”50


Even the biggest exception to that overall pattern is revealing. One of the most significant investigative news stories about the Vietnam War revealed the March 16, 1968, massacre of hundreds of innocent civilians in the village of My Lai, including children and the elderly. My Lai became a byword for atrocity, and one of its alleged perpetrators, Lieutenant William Calley, became a potent symbol for both opponents and supporters of the war.


But the My Lai story was not broken by any Vietnam- or Washington-based correspondent for a major news organization. There had been no reporter on the scene that horrific day, there were no TV cameras, and the troops involved were ordered not to discuss the incident. Finally, twenty months after the atrocity, it was exposed by a young, former Associated Press reporter and author named Seymour Hersh.


The story behind the story is equally significant. Hearing about the US Army’s court martial prosecution of Calley, Hersh—aided by a grant from the new Washington-based Fund for Investigative Journalism—traveled to Fort Benning, Georgia. He managed to find Calley there, living under house arrest, and interviewed him for five hours.51 In Claremont, California, Hersh then interviewed Ron Ridenhour, the former GI who had learned about My Lai from others and, in March 1969, blew the whistle about it in a five-page letter to President Richard Nixon, members of Congress, and other US officials, which prompted the army’s internal investigation. Yet Hersh couldn’t find anyone in the major news media to publish his story. An editor at Life said “it was out of the question.”52


Sy Hersh has told me, “Nobody wanted it. Nobody . . . I couldn’t get anybody to touch this story, and it was pretty scary, so we decided . . . to syndicate. I had a wonderful friend named David Obst, who said, let’s just put it out ourselves, our own news service.” Hersh filed his first story about My Lai with a new, little-known syndication outfit called Dispatch News Service, and it ran on November 13, 1969, in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch and other newspapers.


By the next day, the army was under such public pressure it took correspondents from the New York Times, Newsweek, and ABC News to see what was left of My Lai. There were no signs of life in the village, but reporters saw several mounds of earth that appeared to be mass graves. Eventually, shocking, undeniable photographs of the human carnage taken by US Army photographer Ronald Haeberle and others became public.


One major problem affecting the overall quality of Vietnam War news coverage was that virtually all of the US reporters sent by major news organizations to cover the conflict took a US-centric view of the affair. Phillip Knightley, author of the seminal book about the history of war reporting, The First Casualty, has noted that early on, American correspondents did not question the US policy of intervention in Vietnam but instead wrote about its effectiveness. Even the great correspondent Neil Sheehan, who reported alongside David Halberstam for United Press International (UPI) and later for the New York Times, wrote in his Pulitzer Prize–winning book, A Bright Shining Lie, about how American reporters shared the US military’s “sense of commitment” to the war. “We regarded the conflict as our war too. We believed in what our government said it was going to accomplish in Vietnam, and we wanted our country to win this war just as passionately as [they] did.”53


Another vexing problem for news organizations was the relative ease with which officialdom could play reporters in the field against their editors in Washington. One of Time magazine’s correspondents in Vietnam, John Shaw, told Knightley, “For years the press corps in Vietnam was undermined by the White House and the Pentagon. Many American editors ignored what their correspondents in Vietnam were telling them in favor of the Washington version. Yet the Pentagon Papers proved to the hilt that what the correspondents in Saigon had been sending was true.” The “Washington version” was the politically spun version, the Big Schmooze, over drinks, meals, phone calls, and other intimate access “granted” by major officials to editors, publishers, executive producers, and other network bigwigs.54


The dichotomy within the news media between Washington and Saigon reflected to some extent the conflicting perceptions of a reality problem afflicting the Department of Defense. When Halberstam returned to Vietnam for three months in the fall of 1967, he was disillusioned by “the optimism I found among the top Americans in Saigon, which struck me as essentially self-deception . . . It reflected once again the immense difference between what people in the field thought was happening and what people in the Saigon command, responding to intense political pressure from Washington, wanted to think was happening.” Johnson press secretary George Christian remembered, “It was pretty obvious to me that the impact on the public of [the 1968] Tet [Offensive] was very detrimental to the President’s war effort. But the impact on our military in Vietnam was actually considerably the other way. You know, it was quite a victory in their eyes . . . (laughs) It is all in the eye of the beholder.”55
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Humans, of course, have a remarkable capacity for self-delusion. To those in power, the control of information is regarded as utterly essential to achieving success, regardless of subject or policy, of administration or even country. The lessons of the Vietnam War for cold-blooded, pragmatic wielders of national power were not that excessive government secrecy was wrong. Or that waging something as gravely consequential as war without the informed consent of the governed is wrong, indeed immoral. Or that the political control of information in times of war, including misstating or overstating the facts, corrupts the government’s internal decision-making ability and circumvents the central tenet of self-government of the people, by the people, and for the people.


In fact, serious power practitioners believe such sensibilities are quaint and naïve do-gooder sentiment, to be disregarded. Realpolitik, they contend, requires the rigorous, sometimes ruthless control of information, and the longer it takes for the public to learn the truth, the better. Strict discipline and careful execution are absolutely essential, the goal being to severely limit internal and external access to information, whether it’s documents and calendars or memoranda, phone logs, and e-mails. This is rarely discussed publicly, but when salient information about significant government decisions disappears inexplicably or is simply never made available, perhaps for decades, such actions connote a contemptuous disregard for the public and the consent of the governed.


In 1917, Senator Hiram Johnson famously said, “The first casualty when war comes is truth.” In an era when the lines between war and peace have long been blurred—first by a half-century-long Cold War between East and West, then by a seemingly endless “war on terror” launched in the aftermath of September 11, 2001—it’s no wonder that truth has become an increasingly rare commodity in our national discourse.


But the Founding Fathers understood this power dynamic 150 years before detonation of the first atomic bomb. In 1798, James Madison wrote to Thomas Jefferson, “Perhaps it is a universal truth that the loss of liberty at home is to be charged to provisions against danger, real or pretended, from abroad.”56


Democratic senator J. William Fulbright of Arkansas, the longest-serving chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee (1959–1974), became incensed by the Gulf of Tonkin deception by the president of the United States, and he soon turned against the Vietnam War. In his 1966 book, The Arrogance of Power, Fulbright wrote:


Power tends to confuse itself with virtue and a great nation is particularly susceptible to the idea that its power is a sign of God’s favor, conferring upon it a special responsibility for other nations—to make them richer and happier and wiser, to remake them, that is, in its own shining image. Power confuses itself with virtue and tends also to take itself for omnipotence. Once imbued with the idea of a mission, a great nation easily assumes that it has the means as well as the duty to do God’s work.57


One of the means to do God’s work apparently involves invoking omnipotent control over all information. For example, during Fulbright’s 1968 hearings into the Gulf of Tonkin deception, Secretary of Defense McNamara insisted that he could not answer one of the chairman’s probing questions “because the [committee] staff has not been cleared for certain intelligence. . . .” Members and staff of the most important congressional committee dealing with matters of foreign policy were astonished; as one senator exclaimed, “I never heard of this . . . I thought Top Secret was Top Secret.” McNamara subsequently revealed: “There are a host of different [security] clearances. I would guess I have perhaps twenty-five.”58


The problem is that when access to government information is so tightly controlled, with multiple clearances representing many levels of classification, by definition you’ve created carefully delineated layers of truth. In essence, you have formally “institutionalized lying,” as David Wise characterized this phenomenon in his 1972 book, The Politics of Lying. “Policy makers who consider it desirable to mask their decisions or their objectives, or who wish to mislead the public or withhold information, can do so as easily as reaching for the nearest rubber stamp. In short, lying and secrecy are two sides of the same coin.”59


Early in this chapter, I talked about how Larry LaSalle’s death in Vietnam was one of the first incidents that shocked me into an awareness of the tragic reality of the war. Regrettably, this heartbreaking incident had a troubling footnote: more than three decades after Larry’s death on March 17, 1967, the family, according to Randy, learned that the chaplain who’d informed them of his demise had “lied to us about how and where he was killed.”


Lying becomes a habit, one that’s indulged even when it’s unnecessary and purely hurtful.60


Little did I know, when I visited the grave of Larry LaSalle at Arlington National Cemetery, that the shocks and traumas of the 1960s and 1970s were just beginning. In 1968, Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy would be assassinated within two months of one another, cutting short the lives of two of the most inspiring progressive leaders of our time. In July 1969, Senator Edward M. Kennedy would crash his black Oldsmobile off a bridge in Massachusetts, causing the drowning death of campaign worker Mary Jo Kopechne and sabotaging his hopes for the White House. In 1972, another presidential candidate, race-baiting, segregationist Alabama governor George Wallace, was shot and paralyzed while campaigning in Maryland. In October 1973, Vice President Spiro Agnew resigned in disgrace over improprieties committed while he was the governor of Maryland. And ten months later, for the first and (so far) only time in US history, a US president would resign from office because of his role in a political scandal, in Nixon’s case the massive Watergate cover-up.


All of us living through those years understood that something had changed in America. It wasn’t just the astonishing realization that a bullet could take out a national leader at any time. It was something even more insidious: the growing sense that long-standing betrayals of our trust, in the most consciously calculating ways, by multiple presidents and their appointees, might be not merely thinkable, but actually routine.


In the decades that have ensued, that sense, I’m afraid, has become our national reality. For millions of us, it began with Vietnam. The lies that got us into a pointless and unwinnable war back in 1964 didn’t just lead to the deaths of Larry LaSalle and more than 58,000 other Americans but also to the death of something real and precious inside all of us. For us, as a nation built on the notions of democracy, freedom, and truth, that death was our first casualty.




2


The Public’s Right to Know:


The Pentagon Papers, Watergate, and a Triumph for Truth


In the First Amendment, the Founding Fathers gave the free press the protection it must have to fulfill its essential role in our democracy. The press was to serve the governed, not the governors. The Government’s power to censor the press was abolished so that the press would remain forever free to censure the Government. The press was protected so that it could bare the secrets of government and inform the people. Only a free and unrestrained press can effectively expose deception in government.


—SUPREME COURT JUSTICE HUGO BLACK, PENTAGON PAPERS DECISION (CONCURRING OPINION), JUNE 30, 19711
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WE’VE ALREADY SEEN how the Johnson administration’s desire to expand the Vietnam War with minimal interference from the news media—or, for that matter, from skeptical citizens—led to one of the most significant concerted projects of secrecy and deception in modern American history: the lies surrounding the Gulf of Tonkin incidents, which helped win congressional and public acquiescence to war.


Sadly, the malign impact of that war on our political culture was just beginning. But governmental dishonesty in regard to the Vietnam War would also help lead, indirectly, to the proudest victories of an aroused and vigilant press corps—victories that today seem like forgotten relics of an almost impossible past.


On March 12, 1971, New York Times reporter Neil Sheehan was given access to a leaked Defense Department history of the Vietnam War that unequivocally revealed government deception and incompetence. The source was former Defense official Daniel Ellsberg, and the history was the trove of documents that came to be known as the Pentagon Papers.2


Sheehan was told that he needed to quickly and discreetly copy and return the documents that same weekend. He called Bill Kovach, the Times New England Bureau chief, who helped Sheehan get everything reproduced in nearby Medford, Massachusetts, personally writing a check for $1,500 to cover the costs.3 On April 20, after an important meeting in the Times Washington Bureau attended by Sheehan and top New York and Washington editors, the massive “Project X,” as it had been dubbed, was editorially approved for development with great excitement. Sheehan and other Times editorial staffers began working under very tight security, as they would do for months, at the New York Hilton Hotel, reading, analyzing, and preparing stories from some 7,000 pages.4


At the same time, often heated discussions were being held about whether or not to publish the Pentagon Papers. Among the participants were publisher Arthur “Punch” Sulzberger; executive vice president (and former State Department legal adviser) Harding Bancroft; in-house counsel James Goodale; Abe Rosenthal, James “Scotty” Reston, and other top Times editors; and representatives of Lord, Day and Lord, the newspaper’s outside law firm.5


More than two decades later, Sulzberger recalled to authors Susan Tifft and Alex Jones, “The more I listened, the more certain I became that the entire operation smelled of twenty years to life.” Although he did not say much in the meetings about publication, he confided to a trusted company adviser, “I’m not sure we should publish this stuff.”6


At one meeting late in the deliberation process, company executives and retained counsel argued strongly that publication of the Pentagon Papers would be legally, politically, and financially disastrous. One of the newspaper’s outside attorneys, Herbert Brownell, the former US attorney general under Eisenhower, told Sulzberger that if his newspaper published the Pentagon Papers, he and others would likely go to jail, and the Times would be damaged irreparably. Although Sulzberger later recalled that Brownell had “scared the bejesus out of me,” deep down, he also believed Brownell had overstated the danger: “I didn’t think they were going to come and lock me up, but I thought they could fine us one hell of a lot, and we didn’t have all that much money.”7 But Goodale and the newspaper’s editors contended otherwise. Sulzberger told executive editor Rosenthal to continue preparing the materials, but he also confided that he’d not yet made up his mind about whether to publish them.


“Well, if the Times doesn’t publish them,” Reston said, “I’ll publish them in the Vineyard Gazette!” This was a small local newspaper Reston had recently purchased on the fashionable island of Martha’s Vineyard, off the coast of Massachusetts.8


Ultimately, Sulzberger made the momentous decision by remembering the poignant question former executive editor Turner Catledge had once asked him: Who is the New York Times written for? As the publisher recalled to authors Tifft and Jones years later, “We weren’t writing for the benefit of the government; we were writing for the benefit of the reader, who is entitled to know.”9


By the eve of publication, in June, Times executives were so worried about a possible federal injunction that the paper’s building security at 7 West 43rd Street had become “shut down tight . . . checking everybody who wants to come in or out.”10 But no injunction was forthcoming. On Sunday, June 13, 1971, the front page of the New York Times boasted a large headline that spanned four columns: “Vietnam Archive: Pentagon Study Traces 3 Decades of Growing U.S. Involvement.” Bearing the byline of Neil Sheehan, the story was the first installment of a ten-part series that had finally been approved by Times officials.


Unable to obtain copies of the Top-Secret material, the Washington Post and a few other major newspapers began the humiliating task of rewriting the Times exclusive for their Monday editions. But few US newspapers initially paid much attention to the Pentagon Papers story. In fact, the Chicago Tribune’s only mention was a front-page editorial criticizing the Times for publishing classified government information.


Very soon after the Times story was published, two Federal Bureau of Investigation agents appeared at the doorstep of Bill Kovach early one morning. The Times New England Bureau chief and his wife, Lynne, were frying eggs and sausage for breakfast, and Kovach answered the doorbell in his underwear. The visitors said they’d come to discuss the Pentagon Papers; the FBI had apparently identified which photocopy shop had been used to duplicate the secret papers and had traced Kovach’s personal check to the transaction.


“Look, either come in the house or put me under arrest or get the hell out of here,” Kovach told the agents. “I am not going to stand here in the door in my underwear.”11


The agents soon departed. The government didn’t want Kovach or even Sheehan but rather Daniel Ellsberg, the whistleblower who had leaked the classified papers. But while the administration pursued Ellsberg, it was desperate to prevent the release of any more of the embarrassing papers. On Monday, June 14, Attorney General John Mitchell sent a late-day telegram to the publisher of the New York Times, urging that it “publish no further information of this character,” which he claimed was “directly prohibited” by the Espionage Act of 1917. Further publication, Mitchell added, would “cause irreparable injury to the defense interests of the United States.” Mitchell separately called Herbert Brownell, whom he had seen socially just days earlier. Mitchell bluntly informed him that if the New York Times did not stop publication of the Pentagon Papers, the Justice Department would proceed immediately against it.12
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