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Introduction

I knew I had met my destiny.

—BARBARA GLUCK

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



SOUTH VIETNAM WAS no place for a woman. Or so thought the legions of male editors who were at the top of newsroom hierarchies in the mainstream media in the 1950s and 1960s. In fact, many of those men believed that a newsroom was no place for a woman, either. Women, nonetheless, established their ability to cover war in South Vietnam, both on and off the battlefield. Their acts of self-invention evolved in two definable and overlapping waves. Freelance writers in the vanguard were women determined to take for themselves the assignment that male editors were unlikely to give them. The second, later, group was populated by staffers at major news organizations who demanded—often without the gentle touch then still expected of women—a role in covering their generation’s biggest story. Although women were slowly becoming more visible in print and broadcast news by the late 1960s, women who wanted to cover the war still had to “fight like hell to get the assignment in Vietnam.”

A one-way ticket to Saigon gave would-be war correspondents access to the not-so-secret war being waged in Southeast Asia in the late 1950s and early 1960s. War correspondence was a specialized branch of journalism that was almost exclusively populated by men. That women would attempt to appoint themselves to this mythic male pursuit, in an era that prized conformity—especially for women—above all else was nothing short of astonishing. Beyond the newspaper editors who believed war was a man’s business, the military brass blanched at the thought of the female correspondent  setting foot in the vicinity of a battlefield. The same mantra that military leaders intoned during World Wars I and II and Korea echoed again during the early years of Vietnam: “You realize we have no facilities for women, ma’am.” Worse yet, many of the women’s own male colleagues in Vietnam shared the military’s dismay at the prospect of women covering war. They appeared to think that women had no place on the battlefield, a place where the twining of courage, fear, hate, and ecstasy created a singular brotherhood in which women had no place. In most American news organizations, women reported on women, and because the lives of women were so circumscribed, they were seldom the subject of serious news coverage. In a memoir of her life as a television journalist, Nancy Dickerson explained how society’s conventions pared down women’s aspirations. When she was hired as a producer at CBS News in 1954, Dickerson’s real aspiration was to be a correspondent, “but this possibility was so far-fetched that I never even asked.”

So why, in this white-glove era when women urged their daughters to “be like Jackie,” would young women dare think they could cover a war? That so many did augured a generational change that dramatically altered the expectations of American women.

A confluence of shifting social values began to embolden women, and a few did pursue large ambitions. That atmosphere of widening expectations, combined with the singular circumstances of America’s advisory role in Vietnam, opened unprecedented opportunities in journalism. The absence of censorship and the American military’s liberal media accreditation rules gave women a chance to create their own identities as war correspondents. Staffers in a news organization were required to provide a letter from their employer requesting accreditation. A freelancer needed letters from two news organizations affirming their intention to publish or broadcast the individual’s reports. A few surprisingly obscure news operations provided women with the necessary letters, Goddard College News, Iron Age, and the Sebine Index among them. One woman who was accredited on the basis of letters from a small wire service, the Lithuanian Daily Worker, and Maryknoll Magazine was flabbergasted. “Can you imagine,” she said. “With this, I became an accredited war correspondent.” A MACV (Military Assistance Command Vietnam) card was a ticket to ride, quite literally. It entitled its holder to free ground and air transportation, free food and shelter on any foray outside Saigon, the use of military press center facilities, and Post Exchange (PX) privileges. The number of women who seized the opportunity to cover their generation’s war was astonishing. The fragmentary accreditation files that still exist indicate that 467 women were accredited by the MACV. More than half of that number either worked as secretaries and interpreters or were married to male correspondents assigned to Vietnam. Two hundred and sixty-seven of them were Americans, many of whom made only brief visits to the country. From those accreditation files, scholars have identified approximately 70 women whose print or broadcast stories or newspaper and magazine photographs established them as working journalists in Southeast Asia from the early 1960s until the mid-1970s.

Although women had certainly covered wars as far back as the mid-nineteenth century, their numbers could sometimes be counted in the single digits. In 1846, Margaret Fuller is believed to have become the first American woman to become a foreign correspondent when the New York Tribune sent her to Europe. She was an early advocate of women’s rights and an intellectual who enjoyed close friendships with the likes of Henry David Thoreau. Together with Ralph Waldo Emerson, an ancestor of the Vietnam-era reporter Gloria Emerson, Fuller had edited the Dial, a renowned literary magazine first published in 1840. Fuller wrote from England, France, and finally from Italy, where she covered the Italian revolution until 1849, when all foreigners were ordered out of the country.

Teresa Dean discovered, after being assigned to cover the Dakota Sioux uprisings during the Battle of Wounded Knee in 1891, that her male colleagues were an inhospitable bunch. One historian concluded that the men assigned to cover the Sioux story so resented Dean that they excluded her from a group photograph of correspondents, presumably because they feared that the presence of a woman might raise questions among their editors about just how dangerous this assignment really was.

At the close of the nineteenth century, Anna N. Benjamin was one of several women who covered the Spanish-American War. She vowed to follow American troops to Cuba, “and not all the old generals in the army are going to stop me.” The idea that her gender should exclude her from covering the story infuriated Benjamin. “You think it ridiculous my being here; you are laughing at me wanting to go. That’s the worst of being a woman,” she told a colleague. Working as a freelance writer, she later covered the Philippine Insurrection and the Boxer Rebellion in China for some of America’s most prestigious publications: Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Weekly, Outlook, the Atlantic Monthly, and the New York Tribune.


Peggy Hull, who had grown up on a farm in Kansas, was the first woman accredited by the War Department to cover the American Expeditionary  Forces in London and Paris. When America later entered World War I, she beseeched editors to send her to France on assignment. When they refused, she paid her own way to Europe where she discovered, just as Teresa Dean had twenty years before, that some colleagues resented her presence. Martha Gellhorn made her reputation as a war correspondent reporting the Spanish Civil War for Collier’s in the 1930s. Later, she became one of the 127 women who were accredited to cover World War II. Military rules required them to pledge that they would cover “the woman’s angle,” a promise many of them never kept. Because military regulations placed all battlefield operations strictly off-limits to them, women were also excluded from press briefings until late in the war. But many were undeterred by these rules. Margaret Bourke-White, a  Time-Life photographer, was the first woman to fly with a U.S. combat mission over enemy territory, on a bombing run over North Africa in 1943. Marguerite Higgins reported on the liberation of Dachau in 1945. In the Pacific, Dickey Chapelle was the first woman to land on Okinawa, to the enormous discomfort of the military and several male correspondents.

Late in that war, many women did get to the front despite the rules. Their collective successes should have opened new opportunities; however, in aftermath of World War II, all but a few women found that the gains they had made were all too quickly reversed. Just as the legions of Rosies, who had spent the war years riveting the machinery of combat, were largely banished from the nation’s factories after the war, women journalists were similarly left without a place in the nation’s newsrooms. As soldiers returned to their civilian lives, newspapers stopped hiring women. The number of foreign assignments dwindled; some women were fired to accommodate the flood of returning veterans to their respective professions. Many newspaper women who kept their jobs were once again relegated to fashion and society coverage. Even in broadcasting, where growth exploded after the war, women were consigned to the lowliest jobs—at least in the mainstream white press. Some women who had kept America’s industrial machine running at peak speed while men were fighting in Europe and the Pacific wanted to keep their jobs. Although they received marginal support from the War Manpower Commission, and even from the occasional editorial, “women were laid off at a rate 75 percent higher than men.” Worse still, those who resisted the call to resume their roles as housewives were portrayed as abnormal.

During the Korean War, an era of “massive inequality between the sexes” in America, the number of female reporters was so minuscule that, in fact, their mere presence near the battle lines became a story, as was the case when  Higgins covered the landing of American troops at Inchon in November 1950. The ranks of female war correspondents remained thin through much of the 1960s, and even into the 1970s, in large measure because “they were either flat out denied the opportunity or were so conditioned that they never even thought of going after the big stories of the day.” The exception to this general rule—that premier newsroom beats and sometimes even the newsroom itself were off limits to women—was in America’s black press. Although society news was a significant component of black newspapers and indeed was considered a choice assignment in some quarters, opportunities open to women ran the full range of newsroom jobs. Ethel Payne was unabashed when an interviewer asked years later why she, rather than a male reporter, was sent to Vietnam by the (male) publisher of the Chicago Defender: “Because I was the best writer they had.”

If the Vietnam War, as David Halberstam once said, was a war in which the journalists made their reputations and the generals lost theirs, it was also a conflict in which women finally broke the barriers that had kept all but a few of them in women’s news. In a parallel observation about journalists in Vietnam, one woman who covered the war said that “Vietnam was a place where men became stars and women got work.” In Vietnam, women established that their skills, courage, and fortitude entitled them to be considered for any newsroom assignment. What distinguishes these Vietnam-era journalists from their predecessors who covered earlier wars are their numbers and their success in creating a widespread acceptance of the female war correspondent—both by the military and by newsroom bosses. In the field, however, women had to fight for it. Even when reluctant bosses, some under pressure of lawsuits or official discrimination complaints filed by women, belatedly agreed to assign women to Saigon, they issued specific directives to avoid combat and focus instead only on the human interest side of the war. Among the military, the general rule appeared to be that a willingness to accept women in combat situations was inversely proportional to military rank. Although average GIs generally seemed to welcome women reporters into their midst, the higher their rank the more averse military men were to allow women to join combat operations. One female journalist was refused permission to enter a combat area by an officer who told her that she reminded him of his daughter. Even as late as 1967, when more than a dozen women had been accredited to cover the war, General William C. Westmoreland tried to ban overnight stays by women with the troops during field operations. A group of women reporters banded together to resist that order, arguing that it would so limit their  ability to cover the action that it effectively made them useless to their employers. They could not, after all, expect a “special taxi service in and out of the war,” they argued. Their fight for access to any story anywhere was one of the major successes women in Vietnam scored for their profession, one that stayed in place long after the war ended.

Remarkably, changing the culture of the military was an easier victory than changing the tradition-bound thinking of the men who oversaw world affairs and the men in charge of America’s newsrooms. It was a time when those who made foreign policy “thought women had no place in the world of diplomacy,” a view apparently shared by the men in charge of newsrooms. In the post-World War II era, editors took the view that most female correspondents would never earn the confidence of European government officials. By 1968, fewer women worked as foreign correspondents on American newspapers than in the 1930s. In the Vietnam War, the longest holdouts appear to have been the men who ran the country’s two major wire services, Associated Press (AP) and United Press International (UPI). Although both organizations routinely purchased the work of female freelancers who had made their own way to Vietnam, they resisted assigning their own female staffers to their Saigon bureaus until late in the war. UPI was the first to send a woman to Vietnam for a long-term assignment in 1970. AP finally made a similar move late in 1972. Women who wished for executive roles in journalism found the old rules remained even more firmly in place. In a declaration made in 1972, the Associated Press Managing Editors Association maintained that women had no aptitude for executive roles.

For the men and women who covered it, the Vietnam War became a new kind of war from which a new kind of war correspondent emerged. Beverly Deepe observed years later that “no U.S. textbooks had been written—in journalism, history, political science or military affairs—to teach anyone how to cover a war such as Vietnam.” The strategy textbooks from World War II and Korea were obsolete. The nature of the enemy never had the clarity it had had in Germany and Japan during World War II or in Korea. It was a war without a front, but often fought by the American military as if there were one. Instead, the conflict had all the layered intricacies of the underground bunkers from which the enemy often waged war: hidden entrances, winding passageways, secret purposes, and an amazing capacity for accommodating the most harsh or unexpected circumstance. At any moment, the front might be in South Vietnam’s cities, hamlets, hills, or jungles. Battles in South Vietnam could be—and were—portrayed simultaneously as victories and defeats, as with the battle at Ap Bac in 1963 and the 1968 Tet Offensive. American propaganda further  confused perceptions of victories and defeats. Contradictory reports in the media muddled the situation. It seemed to Elizabeth Pond, who wrote for the  Christian Science Monitor, that “correspondents who went to Vietnam with a point of view could always find evidence to support that point of view. Besides, you could write a better story if you had your mind made up.” Making sense of Vietnam was far more difficult for those, like Pond, who arrived with an open mind. Margaret Kilgore, sent to Saigon by UPI in 1970, aptly described the complexity of the assignment shortly after her two-year posting ended: “The correspondent assigned to this war must be a political reporter, an expert on tactics, more familiar than many soldiers with a vast assortment of weaponry, a linguist, diplomat, administrator, daredevil and one of the most suspicious, cautious people on earth.” No less than their male colleagues, many women wrote the truth as they saw it, even when that reporting contradicted the statements of American’s political and military leaders. Journalists who reported what they witnessed endured the displeasure of America’s political and military leaders, who often let their views be known to the bosses of those who transgressed. In a stark contrast to the standards of World War II, in Vietnam some journalists questioned the optimistic predictions they heard from American diplomats. In turn, those diplomats and officers made outcasts of the Saigon reporters who asked such questions. South Vietnam’s autocratic leaders expelled a number of reporters as well.

Ideologically, the women reporters straddled both sides of the political divide. Indeed, a few resided at the extremes—as did their male counterparts. The hawkish, anti-Communist, bomb-them-back-to-the-Stone-Age mind-set of the veteran photojournalist Dickey Chapelle and the arch ideologue Marguerite Higgins stood as a stark counterpoint to the dovish and decidedly antiwar America-is-evil perspectives that developed in Gloria Emerson, who first went to South Vietnam as a freelance writer in 1956 and returned as a resident correspondent for the New York Times in 1970. Martha Gellhorn was equally shrill in expressing her antiwar views. For Ethel Payne, an overarching commitment to the civil rights movement made objectivity a distant second in the order of her priorities not only in the stories she wrote about the experiences of America’s black soldiers in Vietnam but also in every story she wrote during her long career at the Chicago Defender. Other reporters, notably Beverly Deepe, Kate Webb, and Elizabeth Pond, worked diligently to leave no ideological fingerprints in their stories.

Two women who covered the war—Pond and Webb—were captured and held by North Vietnamese forces. Two others—Jurate Kazickas and  Catherine Leroy—were wounded while covering combat. In 1966, Higgins died of a tropical disease she had contracted during a trip to South Vietnam. Dickey Chapelle was the first and today remains the only American woman covering a war to die during a combat operation.1 Women who went to Vietnam won some of the profession’s most coveted prizes: a Pulitzer, several George Polk awards and Overseas Press Club awards, a National Book Award, a Bancroft Prize for History.

These achievements notwithstanding, women who covered the war appear to be overlooked with some regularity, sometimes by fellow journalists and often by historians. During the many years I have spent researching and writing this book, those who asked about the nature of my project responded with what became a familiar refrain: “Oh, were there any women journalists in Vietnam?” or “I didn’t know there were any women reporters in Vietnam.” Not only did women report on the Vietnam War, but they did so in defiance of the constraints their culture imposed on them; in the process, they helped change journalism. Their numbers, their ability to cover the conflict’s bewildering permutations, and their perspectives served to widen America’s understanding of the conflict, sometimes in ways that men’s reporting had not. Indeed, a book reviewer for the Los Angeles Times once wondered in print, “Will the Vietnam conflict be the first war recorded better by women than by men?”

Yet if one looks at each of the thousands of Vietnam-era books as a vast tapestry of the long war, few female journalists—indeed sometimes not one—are woven into the scene. When such women do capture the attention of authors, those references are likely to demonstrate the bemusement or dismay with which some male journalists beheld their presence in Vietnam. For example, Beverly Deepe’s “more generous curves of the Western world” appear to be of greater interest to Richard Tregaskis than the quality of her work. Michael Herr’s celebrated book Dispatches described the “girl reporters” who watched the war from a downtown Saigon rooftop bar and declared that Western women, if left too long in Southeast Asia, invariably grew “bored, distracted, frightened, unhappy.” Even later in the war, when assigning a woman to Vietnam became more commonplace, the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong, who, under the terms of the Paris Peace Accords, established an official base in Saigon, welcomed the “lovely female journalists” who sought to interview them. One male war correspondent appears to have only  a minimal memory of his female colleagues. “Who was there besides Frankie and Gloria?” asked Stanley Karnow, a correspondent in South Vietnam first for Time and Life magazines, then for the Saturday Evening Post, and later, the author of one of the widely read histories of the war.

In the early years of the war, women entered the press corps’ all-male redoubt in Vietnam “at the risk of being humiliated and patronized,” according to Peter Arnett. They were often dismissed as husband hunters, war groupies, or thrill seekers who created difficulty for “real” (male) journalists who had a job to do. One male photojournalist dismissed all but a few of these would-be war correspondents as “donut dollies and do-gooders.” Only later did Arnett and many of his colleagues acknowledge, a few of them grudgingly, the skill and courage of women who reported on the war.

A touch of irony surrounds the way in which Vietnamese culture was considerably more open to women than American culture was at the time. Vietnamese men appear to have had fewer qualms than some American men harbored about working with women, even though the societal norms, grounded as they are in Confucian values, afforded men a higher status than women. Despite that embrace of these Asian notions of male superiority, women have traditionally assumed a near-equal role in making family decisions, most notably as they relate to household finances. One of the country’s most enduring legends is that of the Trung Sisters, and their success, short-lived though it was, in deposing the country’s Chinese occupiers in A.D. 39. The sisters reigned for just three years, but the memory of their achievement lingers. In North Vietnam, women played significant roles in the pursuit of independence. Some of the Vietnamese men who worked with American female journalists apparently held them in considerable esteem. Gloria Emerson prized her friendship with Nguyen Ngoc Luong, and he appears to have prized hers. As captives in Cambodia with their bureau chief, UPI’s Cambodian employees in Phnom Penh could easily have turned on Kate Webb and secured their own freedom at her expense by labeling her a spy. And perhaps most remarkable of all was Pham Xuan An, who risked exposure and almost certain death to ensure the safe return of Elizabeth Pond after she was captured by the North Vietnamese in Cambodia in 1970. An, who in the aftermath of the war was revealed to have been a North Vietnamese agent, perhaps for the first time reached into his network of connections to secure the release of an American prisoner.

In proving their ability to work on men’s turf, women discovered what men had long known—that war can be magnificent and spellbinding. On the  battlefields, many women experienced for the first time the alchemy that binds terror, comradeship, and eroticism. For as the Greeks so long ago intuited, there is a peculiar kinship between love and war—passion is a soul mate to violence. That is no doubt why, in Greek mythology, Aphrodite becomes the mistress of Ares, the Olympian god of war. Some women were intoxicated by their battlefield experience and found themselves drawn again and again to the overwhelming fear that combat begets and the shared ecstasy that surviving it creates. For the men and many of the women who spent time in Vietnam, sex was entwined into the experience. The nature of war and the relative youth of so many Americans who went there would, all by itself, have created a sexually supercharged environment. Ernest Hemingway once observed that war takes one to the edge of life itself. For many women who covered the war, Vietnam was both a professional triumph and a love story.

The women who went to South Vietnam were, in many ways, revolutionaries before the feminist revolution of the 1960s formally began. They were part of what one sociologist called “a barely visible cultural rebellion of white, middle-class girls and young women in the 1950s.” They pursued a lifestyle that was well outside all the better-worn social grooves. The women who dared, especially in the war’s early years, made their individual journeys well before their contemporaries began pursuing equal rights, before activists began demonstrating across America, before women began filing discrimination suits when their demands for equal pay were ignored. The publication of Betty Friedan’s bestseller, The Feminine Mystique, was still seven years away when Gloria Emerson went to Vietnam in 1956, ten years before the National Organization for Women was established in 1966. Beverly Deepe’s arrival in 1962 came a decade before Gloria Steinem cofounded Ms. Magazine  and women at the New York Times organized the Women’s Caucus.

Women who went to Vietnam in search of a wider world certainly had a few examples of political activism and professional achievement in 1940s and 1950s America to look to. Margaret Chase Smith, a onetime journalist, was elected to the U.S. Senate in 1949, an office she held for twenty-four years. Anne Morrow Lindbergh had made a mark on aviation history and became a successful writer. Janet Flanner’s “Letter from Paris,” published in the New Yorker for five decades, made her one of America’s best-known journalists. Few demonstrations of courage matched that of Rosa Parks in 1955 when she quietly refused to give up her seat on a bus in Montgomery, Alabama. Several women had examples in their own families: Frances FitzGerald’s mother was a force in New York City’s Democratic politics and became a member of the  U.S. delegation to the United Nations during the Kennedy administration. Dickey Chapelle’s aunt was a Manhattan career woman in the 1940s. Emerson’s grandmother was an activist in the women’s suffrage movement. Martha Gellhorn’s mother and grandmother were life-long social activists.

However, the norms of the white middle-class society in which most of these Vietnam correspondents came of age demanded conventional behavior. That meant marriage, children, and a home in the suburbs. It was an era when, as Friedan wrote in her book, “women were still expected to measure their self-worth according to the shine of their kitchen floors and the taste of their tuna casseroles.” American society not only undervalued the majority of women who became wives and mothers but also devalued the minority who did not. The social standards of the 1950s, when these women were either growing up or finding their first jobs in journalism, held that any woman who harbored serious professional aspirations was aberrant, even deviant. At least one feminist scholar argues that the strategy of containment American leaders pursued in the face of Communism’s perceived threats to democracy had a domestic parallel. The containment of women and minorities existed side by side with an American foreign policy designed to thwart the USSR’s visions of world domination.

So how did so many renegades emerge from this consensus-driven, homogenized white world of the 1950s, a world in which the single woman was so often derided as an “old maid” or a “spinster,” and score such successes? How did this generation of women, raised as many of them were by mothers who saw a daughter’s future in the only endeavor society countenanced—marriage—did so many successfully flout the limits placed on them? Naturally, independent-minded people will chafe at restraints. But also, the culture of affluence, the same culture that worked to keep these women straitjacketed, unwittingly helped foster larger ambitions. Thanks to advertising’s depiction of lives in which every wish could be realized, girls and young women received the contradictory message of a limitless horizon, a sense that they deserved fulfillment. Television, with its sense of immediacy, heightened that message and enlarged those desires. An obvious chasm separated a woman’s position in society from what some women perceived as their potential. But it is improbable that any of the women who reported on the Vietnam War ever sorted out these forces that shaped their lives.

It is noteworthy that the women in this Vietnam narrative did not think of themselves as feminists and had little to do with the women’s movement. Indeed, a few vehemently rejected women’s liberation. Emerson, for example, said that although she understood “the immense value of the movement,”  which she had first known in England, she “could not bear the poster SAVE OUR SISTERS IN DA NANG.” On the scale of values that she developed during the years she spent covering the war, the preoccupations of feminist leaders ultimately struck her as trivial. Whatever excitement she had perceived in the movement ended in 1971 after she spent an evening in the company of Germaine Greer in Saigon. “She was witty, wonderfully bright, very talkative,” Emerson recalled. But her patience ran dry when Greer expressed consternation about a sign she had seen near a group of Vietnamese women filling sandbags in Long Binh. “Men at Work” it read. The war Emerson witnessed every day made it difficult for her to muster sympathy for those “oppressed” sisters in the movement. Oppression for her had a different order of magnitude, one reflected in her encounter with a young GI who tried to hand her a .45 revolver during a North Vietnamese ground attack in Khe Sanh. “In that lonely moment I became more equal with men than I have ever cared to be. I would have gladly shared the horror of it with the fiercely fashionable advocates of women’s lib,” Emerson wrote.

The story of women who covered America’s war in Vietnam with pads and pens or microphones and cameras is essentially a story of how the female war correspondent was transformed from a novelty into the norm. Each of the women whose story is told in the chapters that follow wrote her own script, and in so doing invented a path for others to follow.

Collectively, they established the ability of female journalists to leap beyond the human interest side of war, the one side of war they were routinely allowed to cover when they were allowed to cover war at all. Vietnam, unlike the American wars that had preceded it, provided the opportunity for any woman to demonstrate that she could bring the necessary imagination and professional skill to the gamut of stories that war correspondence required. On the pages that follow, the history of how women demonstrated their ability to report on every side of the conflict, from the savagery and spectacle of battlefield engagements to the subtlest nuances of peace negotiations, is told in the connected and overlapping biographies of women who helped to shape perceptions of the longest war in American history.

In fiction, characters meet circumstance and reveal their inner nature in how they face that circumstance. This Vietnam story, too, is a story about characters and circumstance, how characters aggressively sought out circumstance and were transformed by it. Each of the biographies that unfolds in these pages tells a story of war and a story of society in transformation. Because women, sometimes in substantial numbers, covered every phase of the  war, this book uses the chronology of the conflict to establish their place on the landscape of its history.

No one book can properly honor the dozens of women who went to Vietnam to report on the war, nor does this book presume to be the definitive work on this subject. The choice of women whose stories are told here is a product of subjective judgments based on my appraisal of the extent to which the women helped to shape American perceptions of the conflict and put their own stamp on the telling of events. Collectively, they incorporate a broad range of news outlets and represent a cross section of the ambitions and impulses that took women to Vietnam. In addition, each woman embodies a larger dimension or deeper truth about American culture and history in the narrative of the Vietnam experience. Although a claim might be made that certain omissions are a disservice to noteworthy women, the depth with which these stories are told required a measure of selectivity.

Each of the women who is the primary focus of a chapter in this book tells a rich and unique story about the American experience in Vietnam. Gloria Emerson, who went to South Vietnam in 1956 determined to establish herself as a freelance writer, came away with an apparent sense of responsibility for what she perceived as the country’s backward people. Her first trip to Southeast Asia apparently convinced her that the Vietnamese could and should be enlightened and uplifted by the West. That conclusion, of course, mirrored her own government’s post-World War II notion that America knew what was best for the rest of the world. The photojournalist Dickey Chapelle is a prototype of American hubris writ small: proud, unwavering in her rigid patriotism, convinced that America had a right, indeed a responsibility, to define the world order in the face of Communist threats. The war and the American fighting man were her exclusive focus. The only Vietnamese who interested her were those who embraced the fight against Communism. Her end came in 1965 when she died on maneuvers with the U.S. Marines. In the decade between her death and America’s graceless exit from Southeast Asia, the nation’s hubris was sorely wounded, too. Frances FitzGerald is a portrait of the intellectual rebellion that gripped many men and women of her generation. She rebuffed not only the systems that her family had valued and nurtured for generations but also questioned the uses to which American leaders put her father’s work as a top official in the Central Intelligence Agency.

In some instances, women declined to be interviewed for this book. Gloria Emerson, for one, who died in 2004, said in 1997 that she was loath to  revisit this time in her life, most particularly the two years she spent in Vietnam as a resident correspondent for the New York Times. She did not give interviews, she said, and insisted that she seldom spoke of the war. She described those years as “such a dark and powerful and terrible thing in my life.” She had buried those memories, she said in a letter, and was emphatic in her wish not to have them recalled by anyone. In an early effort to discourage this project, she wrote of her “hope [that] you will turn to a different time, perhaps women correspondents in later wars (Bosnia comes to mind).” In a later letter, she declared, “There isn’t any way for you to understand those years in Vietnam.” Yet because her Vietnam experiences stand like a set of bookends around the story of America in Southeast Asia, any book about female correspondents in Vietnam would be incomplete without her. Thus, the biographical information and material about her 1956 trip to Vietnam in chapter 1 and her work for the New York Times in Chapter 7 were assembled from primary-source research and extensive reading. FitzGerald, another key character for anyone who aspires to tell the story of women and journalism in Vietnam, is, like Emerson, in a league of her own. For both women, Vietnam sometimes bordered on an obsession, one that absorbed their lives and forever defined their intellectual personas. Emerson and FitzGerald both became shapers of America’s accepted wisdom on the war through their award-winning books. FitzGerald’s Fire in the Lake and Emerson’s Winners & Losers are considered essential reading for students of the Vietnam conflict.

The other women whose work is celebrated here may be less well known, but nonetheless left an important mark on journalism history. Chapelle and Liz Trotta of NBC News made the battlefield their specialty. Beverly Deepe, who covered the war from 1962 to 1969, first as a freelancer for Newsweek  and later for the New York Herald Tribune and the Christian Science Monitor,  was as adept at unraveling the political intrigues in Saigon as she was at covering battle. To my regret, Deepe also declined to be interviewed, saying that she intends someday to write her own memoir. Kate Webb’s gripping reports of the Tet Offensive and its aftermath for United Press International made her one of the war’s most respected correspondents. Later, she covered Cambodia with equal distinction. Laura Palmer, who became a radio news reporter in Saigon and was one of the last Americans to leave in April 1975, made her most lasting imprint on the Vietnam experience in her 1987 book about the people behind the mementos left at the Vietnam War memorial.

Some women, particularly Marguerite Higgins, played a large role in the context of Vietnam, but because both she and others have told her story before, she receives limited attention here. Still another group of noteworthy women become part of this story because their lives and their work intersected with those of the main characters. Although they appear here in what can be construed as cameo roles, this in no way diminishes the significance of women such as Peggy Durdin, Jill Krementz, Martha Gellhorn, Catherine Leroy, Ethel Payne, Pamela Sanders, Elizabeth Pond, Flora Lewis, Edith Lederer, and Tad Bartimus.

Inside their profession in the 1960s, these women and others were sometimes demeaned as “newshens.” However, each woman had a sense of self that transcended those affronts. The worlds in which these women came of age, their diverse family history and backgrounds, their childhoods, their education, their professional lives, and yes, their romances, too, tell us something about the war and about America. Collectively, they demonstrated a keen sense of women’s dignity, freedom, and ambition. These women were intuitive and restless, originals in an era that supplied few high-profile role models. They were iconoclastic in the roles they chose for themselves.

For many of them, Vietnam was a defining event that forever framed their lives. The experience stood as an affirmation of their ability to conquer fear, to achieve professional success, and to claim a place in what had until then been a man’s world. Their decisions to go to Vietnam sometimes startled family and friends, and sometimes themselves as well. Some of these women look back on the lives they led with a touch of wonder: “I rather marvel at it myself now,” Pamela Sanders once said of the decision to make her way to Indochina and work as a journalist. “I don’t know what possessed me.” Not only did the war demarcate events that had gone before from everything that came after in each of their lives, but, for many of them, it also became the foundation on which their intellectual and emotional existence rested. Perhaps the best description of Vietnam’s impact on so many of the women who reported on the war comes from Barbara Gluck, who went to South Vietnam in May 1968 on what she expected to be a three-week vacation with her beau, the New York Times correspondent Joseph Treaster (whom she later married). The next step in her life became clear in a matter of hours. Gluck decided to abandon her career in advertising and telephoned New York’s Young & Rubicam agency to say she was canceling her return flight. Saigon had quickly trumped the appeal of her job as a special assistant to Y&R’s president and the glamour of spearheading its “I Love New York” advertising campaign. Recalling that moment years later, Gluck explained her resolve: “I knew I had met my destiny.”
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Staring Back into Another Time

The whole thing was quite remarkable.

—JOHN MONTEITH GATES JR.

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



SHE HAD ALL the manners of a Vassar girl. Nearly a half century later, that was how John Monteith Gates Jr., a handsome Harvard-educated spy, remembered his first encounter with Gloria Emerson, a fashion writer and sometime model, at a Manhattan cocktail party late in 1955. She was an alluring presence, and, as Gates recalled, “the chemistry must have been fairly instantaneous.” Although many details were lost on the blurry edges of his memory, Demi, as he was known among family and friends, conjectured that one of Emerson’s outrageous quips had drawn his eyes to hers that night. He soon learned that cheeky and spontaneous asides were a trademark of her often brittle character. That air of spontaneity, however, was probably contrived. Glo-Glo, as Gates soon nicknamed her, was an ever-restless spirit who invariably used a strategy. It is unlikely that she imagined her casual banter with this Social Register sophisticate would soon lead her to Southeast Asia, or that South Vietnam would not only become her center of gravity but would also remain so for the rest of her life.

Emerson, who loved mischief, met Gates, an incorrigible flirt, just weeks before he departed for some vaguely defined mission in Southeast Asia. They soon became a highly combustible couple. She was a dramatic presence: She wore her glossy, black shoulder-length hair in a pageboy and she painted her manicured fingernails a carmine red. She was comfortable in her lanky, six-foot frame. In her blue eyes, Gates found mystery. And Emerson was equally beguiled by him. He could make her laugh. In keeping with the traditions of his social class, he had followed his father to St. Paul’s and Harvard. His humor and his bravado caught and held her for years. Both were in their mid-twenties then, back when few Americans had even heard of a country named Vietnam, back when the war to come was still distant and largely unforeseen.

In Gates, friends say, Emerson found romance in just the kind of WASP-ISH, Groton-Yale type to which she was unfailingly attracted. As a member of New York’s young society set, he played a role that in an earlier decade might have been scripted by F. Scott Fitzgerald. He was tall, his eyes were blue, and and his voice was a baritone as mellow as a sip of oak-aged port. He spoke French and Spanish, and he had spent two years working for the CIA in Spain. Encouraged by little more than their evanescent acquaintance in New York and what Gates called one or two of his benign “hello-how-are-you letters” written after his return to South Vietnam, Emerson grabbed at the opportunity to chase her professional ambitions, to slake her lust for adventure and, yes, to follow her heart. Like so many journalists—both male and female—who later covered the war, for Emerson, South Vietnam was also a love story.

As a matter of record, Gates served as a lieutenant in the U.S. Marine Corps and was later assigned to a Central Intelligence Agency operation in South Vietnam. During his brief leave in 1955, when he met Emerson, Gates was demobilized by the Marines and was preparing to return to South Vietnam as a civilian. There he was to continue the clandestine operations he had started in March of that year. The demobilization subterfuge was linked to America’s apparent determination to obey the letter, though not the spirit, of the Geneva Accords, which limited the number of U.S. military personnel stationed in South Vietnam. Gates and his work embodied all the murky convolutions that flourished in so many of America’s cold war undertakings in Third World countries during the 1950s—the combination of which doubtless made him all the more attractive to Emerson. But Gates, who was  still enlivened by the memory of Emerson’s magnetism decades later, had perceived the affair as something of a fling, a passion-filled but fleeting romance that had occupied his days before he went off to serve his country in a new kind of war. Never, ever, did Gates imagine that this glamorous young woman would, in the coming months, forsake her job at the New York  Journal-American and arrive unannounced on his doorstep in Saigon. In doing so, she was the first of many aspiring journalists who landed in Vietnam on the wings of ambition and romance.

Other young female writers had preceded her, to be sure. The author Mona Gardner had written fiction and nonfiction accounts of her travels in Asia during the late 1930s, including a 1939 book about Vietnam, The Menacing Sun. The journalist Charlotte Ebener arrived in Hanoi in December 1946 just after a guerrilla uprising in which the Vietnamese had “massacred every French citizen in sight.” When she arrived, the city was virtually under siege despite the assurances from a French official who insisted, “Hanoi is completely safe now.” Renewed Viet Minh attacks began on the evening Ebener went to dinner at the home of the American vice-counsel. They took shelter in the basement. In her 1955 memoir, No Facilities for Women, Ebener recalled that fifty-six hours passed before the shelling subsided and she felt it was safe to return to her hotel. Another gifted writer, Peggy Durdin, wrote about Vietnam in the late 1940s and 1950s for the New York Times, the New Yorker, and the Nation. But unlike those women, who were veteran travelers and accomplished writers, Emerson went to South Vietnam, as she later wrote, “wanting to be a journalist and not knowing how you do it.” Demi Gates gave her the chance to try.

In later years, Emerson described her decision to flee the women’s pages and set off for South Vietnam as “the most significant choice” she had ever made. She and the dozens of women who followed her found the stock stories assigned to female journalists in the 1950s and 1960s unfulfilling. The all-male hierarchy in American newsrooms functioned as a firewall to close off access to the profession’s most challenging beats. Covering the New York City fashion scene as a fledgling young writer at the Journal-American, her first serious job in journalism, promised to stifle rather than stoke her aspirations. Stories about the latest trend in ladies’ pumps written—according to the dictates of Journal policy—under a pseudonym, would surely suffocate her talents and deaden her dreams. The fifth-floor newsroom, with its spittoons, cigar-chomping rewrite men, and foul fish odors wafting in from the nearby Fulton Fish Market, was a highly unlikely milieu for this gifted and  well-bred young descendant of Ralph Waldo Emerson. For Emerson, and for so many of her colleagues, the charms of the Journal’s raucous atmosphere in the mid-1950s were doubtless far sweeter in memory than they were in reality. The New York flagship of William Randolph Hearst’s publishing empire, housed in an imposing yellow sandstone building amid the decaying tenements on Manhattan’s South Street waterfront, was considered by many of its newsroom employees “a great place to leave.”

In abandoning the Hearst society pages for all the unknowns of Saigon, Emerson thumbed her nose at the fundamental message newspaper society pages across the country had framed for their readers in the 1950s: A woman’s greatest fulfillment came from her roles as wife and mother, and smart women, one society wag said, “don’t go off the deep end about world affairs.” But Emerson did. Just as Dorothy Thompson had set off for Paris in 1919 with little more than her talent and ambition, Emerson ventured east to a little-known city then considered “the Paris of the Orient.” Thompson established herself as the first lady of American journalism and was heralded as one of the country’s most influential women by Time in 1939. A long-time colleague who worked with Emerson in those years recalled, “She could not have known how exciting it would be.”

The circumstances of Emerson’s first journey to Southeast Asia, the conditions under which she labored as a would-be journalist once she got there, and her limited success in interesting editors in her work are a measure of the resistance that women of talent encountered in their efforts to establish themselves as foreign correspondents, and, later, as war correspondents. Emerson lacked credentials, to be sure, but news organization culture in the 1950s withheld from women the opportunities that qualified male reporters for those jobs. Emerson’s first Vietnam adventure made a barely traceable mark on her profession—several agate lines in the 1956 and 1957 editions of  Reader’s Guide to Periodical Literature provide the only vestiges. Her first article, about a public health enterprise called Operation Brotherhood, appeared in the Rotarian and the Reader’s Digest. The other, an article in Mademoiselle,  described the lives young Americans led in Saigon. When she returned to Saigon in 1970, this time as a resident correspondent for the New York Times,  she brought along all those memories that, together with her intuition and talent, produced some of the war’s most memorable stories.

No less than America itself, Gloria Emerson became a casualty of the country’s longest war. She once insisted that she declined requests for interviews about the war because “the prospect appalls me.” Her impressions and  memories from those years, she insisted, were now “so deeply embedded or erased to save myself that I would be of no help at all.” In a parallel with America’s own seduction in South Vietnam, Emerson discovered a place that would first enchant her and then, for decades, vex her. The enchantment came in 1956, when she found a people and a country that could be enriched by her own generosity of spirit and by America’s beneficence. Back then, she still believed that the American model could and should be exported around the world. The vexation came in 1970, when she returned to find that the wider war America was waging in the name of democracy had inflicted enormous suffering on the people who had once so charmed her. The fighting not only had transformed Vietnam’s bucolic landscape but also had sundered its social order. For Emerson, South Vietnam in the early 1970s, with its tableau of injustice and torment, was a land that perfectly matched her often melancholy temperament. David Halberstam thought she seemed more at ease during those years than at any other time in their acquaintance. With her high-strung temperament and supercharged RPM, Halberstam said, Emerson’s work in Vietnam appeared to give her a purpose. “I think she seemed healthier when she was covering Vietnam [in the 1970s]. Everything fused together into a real cause.”

But in 1956, through her association with Demi Gates, Emerson stood on the sidelines during some of the earliest and most secret American operations in Southeast Asia. She cemented friendships with the men whose names are etched in the history of America’s fate in South Vietnam. The war she witnessed in 1956 was so secretive and furtive that, from the outside, it hardly looked like a war—at least not the kind Dickey Chapelle had witnessed during World War II and Marguerite Higgins had seen in Korea. Although occasional street violence in the mid- to late 1950s, most often alleged to be the handiwork of Viet Cong insurgents, foretold the future, the real war was being fought behind the scenes by Demi Gates and his CIA associates.

Gates joined the CIA soon after graduating from Harvard, where he had been a member of ROTC. He wanted action and chose the CIA rather than the Marines because he thought the agency offered him more effective ways to fight communism than traditional military service. It had pained him in the mid-1940s, just as it had so many other young men, that he had been too young to enlist and see action before World War II ended. “Just my awful luck,” he fumed years later. Moreover, he had just the kind of Ivy League, old-money pedigree the agency then sought in its recruits. His mother, Ellen Crenshaw Houghton, was a friend of the journalist Joseph Alsop, a man who  shared Eleanor’s devotion to good manners and family bloodlines. Alsop was a frequent visitor through much of Gates’s childhood. Ellen Gates was, according to her son, “a rabid [Francisco] Franco supporter” who gave the generalissimo money to buy ambulances in the late 1930s during the Spanish Civil War. Through his mother’s Spanish friends, Gates successfully camouflaged his first CIA assignment when he was dispatched to Spain under deep cover. With great elan, Gates played the role of an irresponsible dilettante from the New World who was indulging himself in Europe’s Old World enchantments. He had a Spanish tailor make him twenty suits; he partied at the city’s fashionable nightclubs. In Madrid, he set up a small printing company that published anti-Communist Spanish-language comic books for readers in South America. After the CIA pulled the financial plug on his comic book operation late in 1954, Gates joined America’s growing commitment to South Vietnam in the spring, when he was assigned to the Saigon Military Mission. By year’s end, he was reassigned to the U.S. Department of Defense in yet another cover for the secret work he would continue to perform in Saigon.

Emerson, like so many other friends and associates, soon learned—or at least suspected—that Gates’s military rank, like his new Defense Department post, veiled certain secrets. Although the general nature of his job was clear to friends and family, the rules of the game in that cold war era required that the only acknowledgment of his work be communicated through a knowing wink or a passing nod. As his younger brother, Peter Gates, recalled many years later: “He was very close-mouthed. We basically didn’t discuss what he was doing. But I knew he was in the company.” All of which made Gates an incomparably dashing and romantic figure. And Emerson, according to friends, was smitten. “He was the great love of her life,” according to more than one friend. In her memoir, Emerson explained Gates’s appeal: “An original and romantic man of a certain impeccable Eastern background.”

But beyond Gates’s magnetism, Emerson’s own ambition and daring propelled her to Vietnam. Family models surely influenced her also: Emerson wrote in her memoir that her trip to Vietnam was inspired by her widely traveled grandmother, Bessie Benson Emerson, whose global adventures were noted on the society pages of her hometown newspaper in western Pennsylvania. The Titusville Herald described Mrs. Emerson as “a woman of exceptional cultural attainments.” She was an early leader in the women’s suffrage movement and a member of the Titusville Political Equality Club, associations that reflected a tradition of political activism stretching back to ancestors  who emigrated from England in the seventeenth century. An expansive family genealogy compiled by one of Gloria Emerson’s nephews establishes that her Benson and Emerson forebears had left England in the 1600s and established themselves in New England through the acquisition of substantial land grants. Erudition and truculence were also part of Emerson’s heritage. Her distant cousin, four generations removed, the poet and philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson, was described by one social historian as a man who “both typified and defined the cultured person for mid-nineteenth-century Americans.” Her great-grandfather was another, lesser known, nineteenth-century man of distinction. After America’s first oil well was drilled in Titusville in 1859, Byron D. Benson ranked among the wiliest characters involved in early oil explorations. His daring schemes and his dumpy stature led contemporaries to call him “the Napoleon of the oil region.” The title was hardly an overstatement; after all, he dared to get the best of John D. Rockefeller Sr. Defying the many predictions of failure, Benson led a group of businessmen who built a 109-mile pipeline to carry oil to a distribution point beyond Rockefeller’s control. Thus, in one brazen move, Benson broke Rockefeller’s stranglehold on the distribution of Pennsylvania crude. It was a breathtaking triumph over America’s first oil titan, a man whose unsavory business practices had bankrupted many a lesser man. In 1883, after fighting Rockefeller’s every move to thwart his pipeline project, Benson accepted Standard Oil’s offer of $5.5 million for a controlling interest in the Tide Water Pipeline Company. The deal, which gave Standard Oil 88.5 percent of the pipeline’s capacity, established the Benson family fortune.

A combination of the refinement and deep thinking of Ralph Waldo Emerson together with the tenacity and daring so evident in Byron Benson came to life in Gloria Emerson, who was born on May 29, 1929. She once wrote that she was never quite sure to which social class she belonged. “It was a great jumble,” Emerson later said. Ruth Shaw, her mother, was an “Irish chorus girl” who performed among the anonymous dancers in vaudeville spectaculars, a career she abandoned in the mid-1920s when she married William B. Emerson, the grandson of Byron Benson and the youngest of Charles and Bessie Emerson’s five sons. In a conversation with her friend Charlotte Salisbury, Emerson characterized her father as “a rich man who inherited lots of Tide Water shares.” Writing about men and their fears in a 1973 Esquire article, Emerson revealed that her father told her he liked wearing blue shirts on his daily treks to Wall Street during the early months of the  Great Depression. “He must have thought that Tide Water shares would not sink as long as he did,” she commented.

Demi Gates remembers William Emerson as an unattractive “stage-door Johnny” who wasted his life on alcohol. Indeed, both of Emerson’s parents appear to have become hopeless alcoholics as she grew up. More than once she told Gates that her mother and father occasionally soaked their corn flakes in gin at breakfast time. He believed her. When Ruth Emerson died of liver disease, Emerson told a confidant that it was “quite a relief.” In response to a questionnaire Barbaralee Diamonstein sent to dozens of prominent American women in 1970 in connection with her book Open Secrets, Emerson said that her mother, as an alcoholic, “was oppressed—by herself.”

One of Emerson’s longtime friends drew a parallel between her and the young Jacqueline Bouvier in that both their fathers were self-indulgent wastrels whose daughters paid a considerable price for their fathers’ deeply flawed characters. Bouvier, who in later years became Emerson’s friend, ultimately derived her status through her mother’s second marriage to Hugh D. Auchincloss, a man of wealth and social standing. But no altruistic stepfather entered Emerson’s life. Her mother died in 1951, when Emerson was twenty-two. And her father, described by the same friend who drew the Jackie parallel as “the bent twig” in an old-line family, remarried—twice.

The Emersons lived on East 85th Street in Manhattan during Emerson’s childhood. Unlike many other girls whose families had inherited wealth, Emerson attended Manhattan’s public schools—P.S. 86 on Manhattan’s Upper West Side and, later, Washington Irving High School, an all-girls public school. During Emerson’s high school years, Washington Irving’s curriculum in fashion design, nursing, music, and theater drew girls from all of New York City’s five boroughs, including the daughters of immigrants who lived in the tenements of the Lower East Side. The school’s alumnae rolls include the doll maker Madame Alexander, the fashion designer Norma Kamali, and the actresses Claudette Colbert and Sylvia Sydney.

Emerson’s gifts as a writer are apparent in the poetry and prose she wrote for the Sketchbook, the high school’s literary journal. In it she revealed an unquiet spirit. In poetry, she was drawn to the same images and ideas that have transfixed poets throughout the ages—the “long cold fingers of the November wind” and the “smiling crescent moon.” In a brief verse she titled “Rebellion” she wrote of wanting to climb where the gulls fly, “And scoop a cloud up in my pocket / And beat my fists against the sky.” Her prose, more fanciful than her poems, revealed an early gift for storytelling. Her ability to bind  elements of character, scene, and narrative are obvious in a whimsical tale she titled “I Am Introduced to Noel Coward.” As the autobiographical narrative unfolds, Gloria portrays herself as a twelve-year-old with distinct likes and dislikes. “I hated prunes, starched middies, and lavender handkerchiefs. On the other hand I adored Franchot Tone, green hair ribbons, and rice pudding.” To instruct her in the subtleties of prose and elocution, her parents hired a drama coach, Miss Zaggora, a shrill and melodramatic crone who insinuated herself into the freckle-faced girl’s life and removed her from a preoccupation with comic books and a passion for the Lone Ranger. On visits to the Emerson household, Miss Zaggora peered down Gloria’s throat as she recited the Girl Scout oath. “My childish instincts told me Miss Zaggora was a ham,” Gloria wrote. When this ham discovered, to her great horror, that GLA-(pause)RIA, as she called her pupil, had never heard of America’s leading dramatist, Noel Coward, Miss Zaggora declared that this appalling void had to be remedied forthwith. Miss Zaggora, who worshiped Coward, initiated a ritual of reciting his plays. With William Emerson at the office, Ruth Emerson never home, and Lillian, the maid, deaf, Emerson lamented that she alone was left to endure the torture of her drama coach’s recitations.

Demonstrating that even as a youthful writer she had a keen eye for the dramatic, Gloria’s story reaches its climax with the unexpected arrival of Ruth Emerson at the very moment Miss Zaggora recited the line “Darling, you know I am living with . . .” Horrified that her daughter was being exposed to such an unsavory side of life, Ruth Emerson tore the script from Miss Zaggora’s hand and banished her on the spot. Joyfully, Gloria returned to the company of the Lone Ranger, but she maintained an enduring affection for Noel Coward, whose raciness had delivered her from the clutches of her drama coach. Coward became her secret idol: “I felt like writing him and thanking him for freeing me of Miss Zaggora. But, somehow, I never did,” her essay concludes.

Classmates remember Emerson as bright, highly opinionated, and daring enough to argue with the teachers. A few were awed that she could claim Ralph Waldo Emerson as an ancestor. She was popular, sometimes witty, but she also showed an intensity that her classmates recalled more than half a century later. Frances Burnett remembered Emerson as rebellious and politically involved. “She was never that friendly or happy-go-lucky,” said another friend who followed her career. “I remember her as serious.” Her classmates cannot remember seeing her at the senior prom, where they all danced the jitterbug or the swing. Nor did she join the long lines of girls outside the Paramount Theater, where her star-struck contemporaries waited for hours to see Frank Sinatra. To them, Emerson seemed like a type who would rather spend Saturday afternoons in Greenwich Village’s storefront political clubs where the ideological gamut ran from the Young Republicans to the Trotskyites. Emerson and her classmate Maybelle Lum twice competed for positions on the student council. “We used to get up and make speeches and campaign and all that stuff,” Lum recalled. By the time she graduated in 1946, Emerson had been president of her senior class, an editor of the school’s literary magazine, and had earned membership in the school’s honor society by virtue of her solid B-plus average. That Emerson later quit her job and set off, a decade after graduation, for a little-known Asian country on the basis of a tenuous acquaintance with a young spy hardly surprised Frances Burnett or Josephine Rey.

Hints of Emerson’s capacity for brooding and of her outsized ambitions are evident in her yearbook. She looks utterly downcast in her photograph, an image that was accompanied by a brief text that set her far apart from almost all her 675 classmates. Compared to the tightly corseted futures her peers envisioned, Emerson’s goal sounded almost egomaniacal. There were, to be sure, a few seniors who anticipated careers as accountants, bacteriologists, or even doctors, but most of her classmates foresaw more prosaic lives as telephone operators, salesgirls, and housewives. Alone among these hundreds of young women, Gloria Emerson declared in 1946 that she wanted to become a senator. That was two years before Margaret Chase Smith, the Maine Republican who had become a member of the U.S. House of Representatives in 1940, won election to the U.S. Senate.2 World War II had been over for less than a year when Emerson graduated from Washington Irving High. She and her classmates were entering a “world free from the ravages of air raids and naval battles,” according to the message Mary E. Meade, the school’s principal, wrote in the opening pages of the school’s 1946 yearbook. Yet pessimism seemed to abound, she added, and America’s ideals were widely questioned. Her expectation, Meade said, was that the young women of Washington Irving “will bring to this confused and cynical world the optimism of youth and the certainty of your faith in our country and its history.”

Despite Emerson’s large ambitions, her notable academic achievements, and a yearbook note that indicates she planned to attend Beloit College in Wisconsin, Emerson’s formal education ended when she graduated from  Washington Irving. Although some friends and associates declare with certainty that Emerson went to Vassar College—where she is said to have been a classmate of Jacqueline Bouvier—she did not, according to Vassar’s registrar’s office. Nor did she attend Beloit College, the registrar’s office there said. Although her grades would certainly have assured her admission to Smith, Vassar, or Wellesley, the kind of school young women in her Upper East Side neighborhood typically attended, a friend familiar with Emerson’s family background conjectured that her father probably could not afford to pay for college.

Journalism, Emerson later claimed, was an accidental profession, one that began when she was twenty-one. She desperately needed a job, she explained in her response to Barbaralee Diamonstein’s questionnaire. An opening at  Promenade, a give-away magazine distributed in certain New York City hotels, marked the beginning of her career in 1951. Her baptism in daily journalism came in 1954 when she joined the women’s staff of the Journal-American. Curiously, she mentioned the former but ignored the latter in an obituary she wrote about herself in 2004 when, fearing that her emerging symptoms of Parkinson’s disease would stifle her ability to write, she made plans to commit suicide.

It’s doubtful that the Journal, with its “splashy, almost unsightly” appearance, its preoccupation with celebrities, crime, and conservative causes—all of which appealed to its largely Catholic, blue-collar readership—was ever a newspaper of choice in the Emerson household. On its society pages, the Journal fed female readers daily doses of what one editor of the day labeled “the dismal arts.” Emerson and her colleagues occupied a small, grimy room overlooking the tenements of Lower Manhattan. After a brief turn as an office gofer, Emerson was allowed to cover fashion shows, where she met a fellow fashion writer, Nan Robertson of the New York Times, who later became her colleague and long-time friend. Robertson was drawn to Emerson by her wry comments about the clothing paraded before them during fashion shows. “She was such a wildly imaginative person, full of exaggeration and fantasy. She convulsed me,” Robertson recalled. Emerson quickly grasped the culture and sociology of fashion: “She understood that fashion was all about illusion and rapid obsolescence. It was about pretense, mystique, and flash,” Robertson noted. Paris was the alpha and the omega of the fashion universe, and whether hems were up or down mattered a great deal to certain women in whose social circles, Robertson noted, it was essential never to sail against the fashion winds.

After all the laughs at the fashion shows, Emerson returned to South Street and, using her two-fingered typing system, pecked out the brief texts  that accompanied photo layouts of dresses, slacks, coats, sweaters, and gowns. Unlike Robertson’s, however, her byline apparently never accompanied those articles. The few Journal fashion writers who received bylines were socialites, former models, or the stylish girlfriends of key editors. According to Marylin Bender, management reasoned that Journal fashion writers who received bylines might be lured into better-paying jobs in the industry they covered. As a result, most society page staffers never saw their real names in print. Instead, if Emerson wrote about clothing, she was Barbara Bruce; if the subject was beauty, she became Karen March. A reporter who wrote about home furnishings did so as Dorris Morelle.

When her work days ended, Emerson and two other colleagues, Bender and Pat Lewis, hailed a cab and headed to their more genteel Midtown and Uptown neighborhoods. Their male colleagues often made their way to Moochies, a newsroom hangout with sawdust-covered floors and forty-cent boiler makers immortalized by Jimmy Breslin. Dave Anderson, a former  Journal-American sports writer, summed up its ambiance: “You would never take your mother there.” In fact, few of the Journal’s women staffers were ever seen in the waterfront dive.

Emerson’s friends say her job at the Journal marked a time of starting over. She had been working at the newspaper for about six weeks when her husband, Andrew Alexander Znamiecki, whom she had married on May 1, 1954, committed suicide. “They had met somewhere in New York,” Demi Gates recalled. “He was a charming man, very social. But he didn’t make a go of it in business. She was the breadwinner.” Marylin Bender still has a vivid memory of September 10, 1954. As had become their custom, she and Emerson had shared a cab after work. Bender’s telephone rang just twenty minutes after she reached home. An editor on the Journal’s city desk was calling with the news that Emerson had just found her husband dead on the kitchen floor. In an apparent state of depression, Andrew Znamiecki had put his head in the gas oven.

During the months that followed, her job and the grubby room where the Journal women’s pages were put together became something of a haven for Emerson, or so it appeared to her friends. There she could amass the experience that might eventually free her from society-page bondage, or at least bring her the same job on a better newspaper. For some staffers, the Journal’s meager pay scale was sufficient reason to circulate one’s resume. For others, the Journal’s judgments about news and its presentation were an added incentive to make a move.

An editorial lust for crime and mobsters was conspicuous on the Journal’s pages. Gossip was a coveted commodity, and an adoration for high society leapt from its inside pages. A corral full of conservative columnists served up daily doses of cold war ideology. Otherwise, the Journal’s attention to foreign affairs was uneven at best. Its focus on international affairs often amounted to questions such as the one that bedeviled the British monarchy in 1955: “Should Meg Marry Peter?” The Journal devoted dozens of column inches to the royal quandary that arose when Princess Margaret, Queen Elizabeth II’s sister, sought to marry the divorced Royal Air Force captain Peter Townsend, a desire that placed her heart at odds with her duty to the Crown. The Journal  offered its readers prizes of $175 for 250-word solutions to the lovers’ dilemma.

Beyond the Meg and Peter story, the Journal’s nonchalance about foreign affairs was set aside occasionally for William Randolph Hearst Jr’s anti-Communist editorial rants—often displayed on the front page. International affairs also rated the front page when Hearst the Younger took one of his periodic junkets to distant lands, such as the one that won him a Pulitzer Prize in 1956, the year that Emerson set off for South Vietnam. Perhaps Bill Jr. really believed that his tabloid “kicked the hell out of every other newspaper in the city on a regular basis,” as he claimed in his 1991 autobiography. He saw in the Journal newsroom a scene from an old-time movie, a place filled with folks who knew “they’d never change the world” and wanted only “to make New York laugh and cry.” Hearst wrote that he had never met a Journal  reporter who wanted to work for the New York Times. It’s highly doubtful that he ever met Gloria Emerson.

Bender, Emerson’s colleague at the Journal and later at the Times, recalled that before she set off on her trip to South Vietnam in 1956, Emerson tried mightily to interest her editors in buying the freelance stories she hoped to write from Saigon. No evidence exists either in the Journal files or in the recollections of her colleagues that she succeeded in having an article from South Vietnam published in that newspaper. The Journal’s news editors, all of whom were men, rarely entrusted women with such important beats as politics, crime, and business. Moreover, South Vietnam was receiving little public notice in the 1950s. Even as late as 1964, Americans were paying scant attention to Southeast Asia. A Gallup poll in April of that year asked, “Have you given any attention to the developments in South Vietnam?” The results established that 63 percent of Americans had paid little heed to what by then had become a not-so-secret war. Among the 37 percent who were paying attention, there was an indifference and detachment that is perhaps best  expressed by a U.S. senator from North Carolina whose own large dairy farms were located near a small mill town called Haw River. During a 1954 debate about American intervention to assist the French at Dien Bien Phu, Senator Kerr Scott declared, “Indochina is a long way from Haw River.”

Indeed it was. It was a long way from Manhattan, too. But with few apparent misgivings, Gloria Emerson left New York in 1956; she had a one-way ticket, a few dollars, nowhere to live, and no real understanding of the primitive conditions she would encounter. Like so many of the women who followed her, Emerson audaciously hung her future on a slender thread. Demi Gates had no inkling of her plans. As he insisted decades later, his letters, almost identical to the ones he said he wrote to other women after reaching South Vietnam, had offered her nothing in the way of an invitation. And if she had signaled her intent to join him in Saigon, he surely would have told her, “Don’t come.” Instead, he woke up one morning and found her sitting on the terrace of the colonial villa where he lived with several CIA associates. As he stood there, flabbergasted, he wondered how she had reached Saigon and whether there were commercial flights into the country. He had flown in twice, and each time he had traveled aboard a military transport.3


“She took a real chance,” Gates said, still seemingly awestruck decades later. “With no money, no job, and what reliability could she put on some guy like me? The whole thing was quite remarkable.” Although America was hardly considered the enemy in those days, all Westerners faced danger in South Vietnam. Remnants of the Viet Minh, soon to be reconstituted and renamed the Viet Cong, routinely staged random attacks on French officials who remained in Vietnam, and Americans were occasionally caught in the crossfire. Anne Westerfield, the wife of a young American diplomat assigned to Saigon, recalled how a hand grenade exploded on the tarmac as she and her husband took their first steps on South Vietnamese soil in 1955. She dropped her four-week-old infant, asleep in a baby carrier, on his head. Yet Westerfield remained undaunted. Although coups, countercoups, and assorted uprisings were commonplace, the attacks targeted only the French who were easily distinguished by their footwear, she recalled. “The French always wore sandals; the Americans always wore white buck shoes.” That distinction, and perhaps the naivete of her youth, allowed Anne Westerfield to live without fear.

Danger, however, was hardly the country’s only discomfort. To describe the climate as inhospitable is an understatement. The torrential rains of the  May-to-December monsoon season, averaging from twelve to fourteen inches a month, were interspersed with a heat of such intensity that it felt, as Emerson described it in one of her later stories, as if it had been “painted on.” Living conditions in much of the country were harsh. Filth was ubiquitous. The lineup of home-grown Southeast Asian diseases included dysentery and a forbidding assortment of worms—hookworm, tapeworm, roundworm, flatworm—all of which played havoc with Western gastrointestinal systems. Potentially fatal maladies, among them tuberculosis and malaria, were ever present, too. Demi Gates and a few of his CIA cohorts suffered debilitating bouts of hepatitis.

Despite all the torments, Emerson appears to have thrived in South Vietnam. The ideological convictions she took with her, in her own telling, cast her as a believer in America’s nobility, a political moderate who said she embraced the nation’s strategy of containing Communism. Like Anne Westerfield, she thought America was saving the world. In Emerson’s memory, the early 1950s had been a “malignant and frightening” time. “I can still hear the loud, crashing voice of Senator Joseph McCarthy from Wisconsin, as he punched out accusation after accusation against people he claimed were Reds, traitors, dupes and saboteurs,” she recalled in her memoir. Although she was never personally touched by the excesses of McCarthyism, the pall it left on the national psyche engendered fears about her own vulnerability. Recalling those years, Emerson wondered whether her casual friendship with a classmate at Washington Irving High School, a young woman whose parents had been members of the Communist Party in the 1930s, would ensnare her in the same horrors that were destroying so many lives.

Emerson’s own opinions on foreign policy and the military were shaped by the World War II newsreels she had watched as a teenager. She had accepted without question America’s never-flinch cold war policy. She once said she thought America had a responsibility to “tidy up the world.” Why indeed would lesser, developing nations not want to be remade in America’s image? She would have had no argument with the thinking that led Senator John F. Kennedy to declare in a 1956 speech, “South Vietnam represents the corner-stone of the Free World in Southeast Asia. It is our offspring. We cannot abandon it, we cannot ignore its needs.”

So the work—or at least what she knew of the work—that engaged Demi Gates and his fellow CIA operatives appeared to her to be necessary and noble. Gates was part of a team created by U.S. Air Force Colonel Edward G. Lansdale, a larger-than-life figure who had already shaped the destiny of the Philippines and had come to South Vietnam in 1954 to shape its future in the name of democracy. Lansdale, the former advertising executive who became America’s leading authority on counterinsurgency in the 1950s and 1960s, is credited by some historians of the war as having created the nation of South Vietnam. He was dispatched with orders from the Departments of State and Defense “to assist the South Vietnamese in counter guerrilla training and to advise as necessary on governmental measures for resistance to Communist actions.” Lansdale’s personality blended hubris and naivete with strains of cultural chauvinism about America. His ego convinced him that his will could vanquish Communism in South Vietnam. Once the Geneva Accords had sanctioned the temporary division of the country at the 17th Parallel in 1954, Ngo Dinh Diem was named prime minister under circumstances that still remain obscure. The emperor, Bao Dai, who spent most of his time in France, remained the titular head of the South Vietnamese government. Lansdale quickly ingratiated himself with Diem, the first step in fulfilling his mission. It was a measure of his charisma that Demi Gates and his cohorts behaved as Lansdale’s handmaidens in that mission and devoted themselves to him.

Membership on Lansdale’s elite team gave a man swaggering rights in those days. Gates and his teammates called themselves the Rover Boys; some of their exploits appeared to combine James Bond-style daring and intrigue with the prankish shenanigans of frat house initiation rites. That some of the Saigon Military Mission’s undertakings occasionally had severe and sometimes deadly consequences was later revealed in the Pentagon Papers.

As for the loyalty the group’s members felt toward their boss, “if Lansdale had said, ‘I want you guys to walk across South Vietnam,’ we all would have walked,” Gates recalled. Four decades later, Gates still spoke with wide-eyed awe about his first impressions of Saigon in 1955. He had arrived on a flight from Manila with Lansdale’s aide, Charles Bohannan. Downtown Saigon was smoldering in the aftermath of an attack on the presidential palace by the Binh Xuyen sect, a crime syndicate that controlled Saigon’s gambling and prostitution industries with its own 40,000-member militia. Sections of the city had been destroyed by mortar and artillery fire; civilian and military casualties had climbed into the hundreds, and thousands were left homeless in the house-to-house combat that ensued. Bullet holes pocked the buildings around the presidential palace. The Binh Xuyen militia and South Vietnamese army troops were still exchanging mortar fire around the city when Bohannan and Gates strode into Lansdale’s Saigon villa, located about eight blocks from the palace.

Lansdale’s “dynamic, piercing eyes” lingered in Gates’s memory: “I was shaking like a leaf. I was twenty-five going on thirteen that day. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do there.” In his customary take-charge manner, Lansdale, who never acknowledged Gates’s obvious fear and disorientation, packed Bohannan and Gates off to his staff house at 24 Rue Tabard, where most of his team lived.

All the anxiety Gates had felt during that first encounter with Lansdale quickly turned to adoration. Drawn by Lansdale’s magnetism, Gates saw in him a man of high principle and conviction, one who, in different circumstances, “would have been a hero.” Lansdale’s team of young CIA operatives carried out an assortment of terrorism and sabotage campaigns, trained the South Vietnamese army in paramilitary tactics, nation-building, and psychological warfare. Gates recalled working with Putney Westerfield, William Mellor, Arthur Arundel, Victor Hugo, and Rufus Phillips III, all of whom lionized Lansdale. Emerson soon became a Lansdale admirer, too. He called her Glo-Glo. She called him Ed.

In “Mlle Readers in Saigon,” an article published in Mademoiselle magazine in March 1957, Emerson wrote what might be the best description of the work of Demi Gates and other Americans in Vietnam in the mid-1950s. Among the Americans featured in Emerson’s story were Gene and Ann Gregory, a couple who later became a subject of mystery and controversy. The Gregorys first went to Vietnam in 1952 with the U.S. Information Service and returned several years later on a fellowship from the Ford Foundation to conduct research on Vietnam’s village administration. Gene took almost one hundred field trips to the country’s remotest reaches; he hoped, according to Emerson, that his studies would shed light on the “intricate social, political and economic structure of a country that [was] just beginning to emerge from feudalism.” In the years after Emerson left Vietnam, the Gregorys officially left government service and became part-owners and editors of the Times of Vietnam, an English language daily published in Saigon. Considerable speculation surrounded them in the early 1960s when it became clear that their newspaper’s meager daily circulation of 3,000 copies could hardly support their increasingly lavish lifestyle. In 1963, Newsweek explained to its readers that although Gregory had for years been perceived as “a flabby James Bond, sent to spy on the Nhus,” in reality he had been serving their cause and “building a tidy financial empire” in the process. Front page columns in his newspaper were frequently filled with diatribes authored by Ngo Dinh Nhu, the shrill pronouncements of his wife, Madame Nhu, or the criticisms of American newspapermen by American generals. The Gregorys created something of an international tempest in September 1963 when, in a front-page story, the newspaper claimed that “a Nazi-like band of cynical young men” in the CIA was plotting to overthrow the Diem regime. Barely two months later, on the same day that Diem was overthrown and assassinated, the Times of Vietnam  published its final edition. Its offices were burned shortly after the coup.

Emerson’s Mademoiselle story about the lives of Americans in Saigon in the mid-1950s also described the work of Putney Westerfield, a Yale man and member of the embassy staff “who is in frequent touch with Vietnamese politicians, journalists and members of the government as well as some foreign correspondents.” In his work, Emerson wrote, Westerfield “studies and records the personalities, backgrounds and platforms of Vietnam’s political organization. . . . Once a month he goes on field trips to the provinces to make reports or talk to local political leaders.” That is precisely what Gates did in his work as a civilian advisor to South Vietnam’s Dai Viet Party, which involved “civic action, political warfare, and paramilitary-type training,” Gates explained. Emerson’s Mademoiselle article also depicted how a small group of well-bred, well-educated, and well-married Americans in government service blended their private lives with their official responsibilities. For example, Westerfield and his wife, Anne, “a Vassar girl,” lived in a partially air-conditioned “two-terraced house” owned by the U.S. government. Relaxation for the Westerfields was “a vigorous doubles game” played with friends on the tennis courts at the French-built Cercle Sportif, a pillar of French privilege that attracted the Westerfields in the 1950s and, in a later decade, Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge. At the Westerfield home, three Chinese servants schooled by Anne in Western expectations tended to the family’s assorted needs. At their frequent dinner parties, the Chinese cook served salads that “looked positively landscaped,” Emerson wrote. Putney poured after-dinner brandy carried in from Hong Kong, and they played the Noel Coward records that had been packed in the thirty-two hundred pounds of possessions U.S. government employees were allowed to bring from home.

During those cloudless years in the late 1950s, it was still possible for the Lansdales, the Westerfields, the Gregorys, Emerson, Gates, and countless others to imagine themselves as guardians and protectors of Vietnam. “We were saving the world,” recalled Anne Westerfield about the attitudes of most Americans in Vietnam. “It was all so simple then. We thought we were doing great things.” The Rover Boys were but one small initiative in the vast American effort to re-create South Vietnam in its own image. In the countryside, a  team of political scientists from Michigan State University taught the South Vietnamese the techniques of public administration; International Voluntary Services workers, a few of whom had actually learned the language that the French had concluded was too difficult to be mastered by the average European adult, were digging wells and building bridges, schools, and hospitals. Workers with the Agency for International Development were teaching farmers crop rotation techniques and advising them on the use of high-productivity seeds. America was lavishing $1 million a day on South Vietnam. The Eisenhower administration expected that money could buy a government in Saigon that would be loyal to America and fulfill its wishes, a government that suited the U.S. need for a stable, democratic foothold in Southeast Asia.

Gloria Emerson began contributing to the establishment of that foothold soon after her arrival. Gates arranged for her to live and work with members of Operation Brotherhood, a Lansdale-inspired, Filipino-run public health organization established with financial support from the CIA. Gates often “scrounged” penicillin and other drugs for the program from the departing French army and gave it to OB doctors. Having discerned a “synergy” between the mission of Operation Brotherhood and Emerson’s talents as a writer, Gates suggested she become a volunteer and earn her keep by writing press releases and publicity material trumpeting OB’s services. Lansdale, the eternal public relations man, understood the value of the publicity a good writer might garner for the program. So Emerson took up residence with the OB team at 25 Rue Chasseloup-Laubat, a scene she once described as “a cheerful stew.” She quickly became a part of the mix that one American visitor likened to “a baby U.N. session” populated, in addition to its Filipino doctors, nurses, and nutritionists, with staff members from France, Japan, Nationalist China, Thailand, Malaya, and the United States. “Because she was my girlfriend,” Gates recalled, “they took her in. She became their mascot.” OB was billed as the brainchild of Oscar J. Arellano, a Filipino architect and the Asian vice president of the International Junior Chamber of Commerce. Gates remembers him as something of a “charming con artist, who probably skimmed some money from the OB treasury,” but who also effectively organized a response to the public health crisis that arose in South Vietnam following the flight of nearly 1 million North Vietnamese to the South after the country was partitioned in 1954.

The Catholic exodus from the North was portrayed in the American media as evidence of how the Vietnamese would, when given the choice, “vote with their feet” and head for freedom in the South. That mass migration  from the North, however, was anything but spontaneous. The refugees were spurred by promises of land and livelihoods and by Lansdale-inspired leaflets that proclaimed, “Christ is going South.” Civil Air Transport planes, later revealed to be owned and operated by CIA, carried hundreds of the refugees. American naval vessels also ferried thousands of them to newly established camps below the 17th Parallel. Anne Westerfield remembers how she and other embassy wives volunteered in the Saigon orphanages, where babies from North Vietnam were housed.

Predictably, public health issues plagued the refugees who arrived in numbers that no one, save perhaps Lansdale, anticipated. South Vietnam, with its population of 11 million, had only 130 doctors and no viable public health system. In his autobiography, Lansdale, perhaps a bit disingenuously, described how his friend Arellano jumped into the breach; he recalled that “Arellano caught fire as he listened” to descriptions of the anticipated public health dilemma associated with this refugee movement. Several weeks later, the first brigade of medical volunteers arrived in South Vietnam. Emma Valeriano, a Filipino aristocrat married to Arellano at the time, helped establish Operation Brotherhood and brought the first doctors and nurses to South Vietnam. She called the program “a very idealistic crusade, a very Girl-Scout-type of operation at the beginning.”

In Emerson’s telling, 25 Rue Chasseloup-Laubat was “the noisiest building in the city, and the friendliest.” By early 1956, seven OB teams had treated some 700,000 patients in six hospitals, six outpatient clinics and seven mobile units. As a part of what Time magazine dubbed a team of “health commandos,” Emerson traveled with the medical missionaries to the South’s remote villages; there they set up first-aid clinics and provided rudimentary public health services for the peasant population. In the lower reaches of the Mekong Delta, some patients reached the OB’s aid stations by sampan; in the Central Highlands, by oxcart. The incapacitated were carried in hammocks slung to bamboo poles or carried on the shoulders of relatives. Besides an occasional bullet wound, the most common conditions and illnesses OB’s doctors treated were malnutrition, malaria, intestinal parasites, and tuberculosis. Threats of smallpox, typhoid, and cholera epidemics were also urgent concerns in the refugee population.

Recalling how Emerson joined in the organization’s work in 1956, Valeriano said the American woman was accepted in the circle of OB staffers because she was a friend of Demi Gates’s. The Filipinos all “looked up to these  young men.” Soon it became clear that “Emerson was so sincere and thorough. She was always on the team, she rode in broken-down vehicles. She was willing to put herself in physical danger and get soiled in the name of the cause.” Everyone in OB thought of Emerson as “a thoroughbred,” Valeriano said. “Gloria stands tall in all our recollections.”

“Gloria loved being in Operation Brotherhood,” Gates recalled many years later. All the Filipino doctors and nurses admired her, and she thrived on their adulation. Out in the field, the diminutive South Vietnamese peasants were amazed by her six-foot frame. “She was a queen bee,” Gates recalled. Her own enthusiasm and willingness to participate in all the dirty work endeared her to OB’s organizers. To Arthur Arundel, one of Gates’s colleagues on Lansdale’s team, Emerson was “a dynamo.” He recalled: “Everything she touched just lit up. Just moving around, she seemed to brighten the atmosphere around her.”

Judging by an article she wrote about Operation Brotherhood that appeared in both the Rotarian and Reader’s Digest in November of 1956, Emerson was mightily impressed by the effort. She applauded the Filipinos who worked to control South Vietnam’s major public health problems. She quoted Arellano describing the participants as “a group of amateurs ready to dare the impossible. We rolled up our sleeves and plunged in.” Indeed, she did.

Emerson’s story described a trip she took to La Nga with a doctor, two nurses, an interpreter, and a social worker in response to an urgent call from the village priest. They set off at 4:00 A.M. for the four-hour trip through the jungle on roads that barely deserved the name. When they arrived in the settlement of 4,500 refugees, the priest rang the church bell and scores of sick people lined up outside the small hut that would serve as a dispensary. Emerson’s story described a harrowing, late-night operation performed on Ngo Van Thai, a sobbing eighteen-year-old South Vietnamese youth whose right hand and arm had been mashed in the rollers of a sugar-cane mill. He had been carried from his village four miles away. Working by flashlight and a kerosene lamp, three Filipino doctors amputated the young man’s arm above the elbow. After a ten-day convalescence, during which he lay on a strip of canvas in the little dispensary, Ngo departed. He soon returned bearing a gift for the medical team. Holding out a scrawny chicken in his remaining hand, he said, “Bac-si, Cam-on.” In the translation of those four monosyllabic words, “Doctors, thank you,” editors of Reader’s Digest and the Rotarian found a headline for Emerson’s story. The Digest’s editors billed Operation Brotherhood as “an outstanding example of action people-to-people.” Although a  few members of Lansdale’s team, Rufus Phillips, for example, knew that Operation Brotherhood received CIA funding, Gates thinks it is doubtful that Emerson knew that OB was, as Lansdale wrote in a report that later surfaced in the Pentagon Papers, under “a measure of CIA control.” She did, however, note that “there seemed to be constant quarrels and difficulties between the Diem government and the leaders of OB.”

Those revelations were still years away when Emerson wrote about how Arellano’s team recruited scores of South Vietnamese youngsters into the country’s first 4-H Club. They were taught to plant and harvest vegetables that would supplement the refugees’ rice-based diet. OB teams were also teaching the villagers rudimentary sanitation lessons, such as digging deep-pit latrines, burning garbage, and laundering clothing to prevent the spread of disease. Yet years later, Arellano, the “gifted and inexhaustible man” whose efforts Emerson had so heartily applauded on the pages of Reader’s Digest, became the object of her disdain. When she met him quite by chance in Hong Kong in 1970, he once again recited what she by then considered pro-American propaganda—“the same mush I had heard so eagerly in 1956”—she dismissed him as “either pitiful or capable of immense self-deceit.”

For many Americans who lived there in 1956, South Vietnam seemed to be a country of promise, enchantment, and peace. Though the century-old colonial empire France had built from Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia had ceased to exist after Dien Bien Phu, remnants of its grandeur endured. Saigon was elegant and graceful. The French had left behind a widespread use of their language, a lasting imprint on the country’s architecture, an unmistakable stamp on the design of its cities, and the names of dead French generals on the city’s café-lined streets. And even without the presence of French rule, a taste of France lingered in the country’s cuisine. The magnetism of Vietnam for many Americans probably had more to do with the overlay of Western culture that the French had grafted onto an ancient Asian civilization than the civilization itself. Savoring all the European trappings imported by the French, men like Demi Gates found use for their prep school and college French courses, and they never had to master the cacophonous and sometimes shrill sounds of Vietnam’s tonal language. After all, most of the Vietnamese with whom they dealt had long since learned French. “The whole thing was just elegant and romantic as hell. It was a dream country if you left it alone,” recalled Ogden Williams, a CIA employee who was Lansdale’s assistant. “My life in South Vietnam was life in Technicolor, as opposed to black and white. It was always an enormous letdown to come back to the States.”

That America’s first combat deaths in Vietnam were still three years away during the months Emerson spent in Vietnam doubtless helped to sustain that enchantment.4 In 1956, Saigon remained a gem the French had created in what had been, before their arrival in 1859, an area of forest and swamps. On that reclaimed land, the French built the neo-Romanesque-style Notre Dame Cathedral designed by Antoine Bouvard. The nearby General Post Office, widely considered an architectural masterpiece, was the work of Gustav Eiffel. Lycee Chasseloup-Laubat, immortalized in the film version of Marguerite Duras’s novel The Lover, was located on the street that was home to OB, and Emerson’s apartment was on the Rue Catinat, where the French had built the Municipal Theater in 1899. Later, when Emerson returned to Saigon in 1970, the nearby Continental Palace Hotel, resplendent with rich wood, polished brass, and lush red velvet drapes, became her first residence.

Saigon’s cultural life in the mid-1950s was enchanting. The renowned cellist Gregor Piatigorsky came to play at the city’s Dainam Theater; the opera star Eleanor Sterber gave two concerts at the old Majestic Theater. Americans met friends for drinks at the Majestic Hotel, which anchored the northern end of the Rue Catinat to the banks of the Saigon River. They gathered at black-tie embassy parties, dined in fine restaurants, and patronized the city’s cabarets. Elyette Conein, whose husband Lucien Conein was a man of considerable mystery and a member of the Lansdale team, recalls seeing “Gloria and Demi” in the city’s fashionable restaurants—Le Mirale, La Caba, and Le Majestic. “Gloria was a stunning and beautiful young girl,” Elyette Conein recalled. “She was charming, and totally in love with John.” And, she added, Emerson seemed “very, very innocent.” Emerson found it all elegant and romantic. Her only fear in 1956, she wrote years later, was Saigon’s huge bat population. Nothing foretold that by 1970 the city would have more in common with an urban skid row in America than with the French-inspired jewel it was in the 1950s.

To Emerson and many others, South Vietnam appeared to be thriving in 1956. Indeed, an economic boom had begun that year: Rice and rubber were being exported and foreign corporations were beginning to establish a foothold. A measure of prosperity was taking root. But in the background, behind the economic successes President Ngo Dinh Diem took credit for in South Vietnam, and the political successes Ho Chi Minh claimed were his in the North,  both countries were in turmoil. Seeking to rid the South of Viet Minh militants and sympathizers, Diem had unleashed a campaign of terror that started with the enactment in August 1956 of the so-called Ordinance 47, a law that made being a Communist or working with a Communist a capital offense. By year’s end, his henchmen had tortured and executed nearly 90 percent of the enemy cells in his country’s rich agricultural Mekong Delta. In the North, Ho Chi Minh’s agricultural reform, efforts begun in 1955, paralleled what Diem was doing in the South. By 1956, the Agricultural Reform Tribunals in the North established to eradicate the country’s landlords had ordered the torture and execution of from 3,000 to 5,000 farmers who owned small tracts of land.

In 1956, however, events in Southeast Asia seldom aroused excitement in American newsrooms. Stories about South Vietnam were as likely to originate in Washington, D.C., as in Saigon, as if to reflect the view of America’s leaders that they were in control of that distant country. Although the Associated Press opened its Saigon bureau in 1950, not until January 1962 did an American newspaper open a bureau in Vietnam, when the New York Times  assigned Homer Bigart, one of its leading reporters, to the post. Before that, the Times intermittently ran magazine articles written by Peggy Durdin, the brilliant writer whose husband, F. Tillman Durdin, was the newspaper’s longtime Asia correspondent.

Durdin, the daughter of American missionaries, was born and raised in China. She spoke fluent Mandarin, had taught school in Shanghai, and had a thorough grasp of the history and politics in the region. She made a series of visits to French Indochina during the 1950s, and wrote insightful analyses of the French missteps that would eventually lead to their defeat at Dien Bien Phu, the disappearance of privilege and power of the colonizers in Asia, and the reasons Ho Chi Minh could win. In one story, Durdin described Saigon in 1951 as a city with an extraordinary capacity for self-delusion and denial. In the face of the barely concealed terror and violence all around them, the Saigonaise somehow maintained a veneer of calm and normalcy. Three years later, Durdin’s assessment was even more dire. She wrote that “while the fire approache[d]” the city was mindlessly fiddling: “This great port city has a smell of doom about it, unmistakable to anyone who watched China go and Shanghai approach its end. Saigon is one of Asia’s last great European-dominated cities, outdated like the rickshaw, nearing the end of an era.”

Peggy Durdin was a peculiar product of the New York Times, one that reveals not only the culture of a great newspaper but also the value system that defined the role of American women. Aside from her intelligence as a writer  and political thinker, Peggy Durdin was also a New York Times wife. In that role, like other women of her generation, she was destined to work in her husband’s shadow. When Tillman Durdin was hired by the Times in 1937 to cover Asia, his wife lost any hope she might have had to become a Times  staffer herself. Despite the near-epidemic nepotism so visible in its own upper ranks, the brass in the New York Times newsroom had a longstanding policy that precluded the hiring of any Times man’s wife. Turner Catledge became such an enforcer of the policy during his tenure as executive editor that the practice became known as “Catledge’s Rule.”

Beyond Peggy Durdin’s magazine articles, the Times also had given the region considerable attention in 1954 when the French were defeated at Dien Bien Phu. A year later, in the spring of 1955, the newspaper dispatched A. M. Rosenthal, then one of its rising stars, to cover the Binh Xuyen uprising, the last throes of which were underway when Gates arrived in Saigon. Later that year, the Times covered the comically rigged referendum that President Diem arranged at Lansdale’s urging. Voters in the South were asked to approve or disapprove of a proposal to depose the emperor Bao Dai and to establish South Vietnam as a republic with Ngo Dinh Diem as president. Although Lansdale had urged moderation in the vote tallies, Diem apparently wanted to help himself to a landslide. His astonishing victory—98.2 percent of the vote nationwide—included 605,025 votes in Saigon, where the number of registered voters totaled 450,000.

In early July, a Times reporter accompanied Richard M. Nixon, then vice president, on a state visit to South Vietnam. Several days before the trip, a  Times editorial had applauded the decision to include South Vietnam on the itinerary. The editorial also voiced approval for President Diem’s decision to ignore the Geneva Accords and reject its call for open elections. “There can be no free election in the Communist-controlled North,” the Times concluded. Nixon, whose trip to South Vietnam was intended to assure the country’s leaders of America’s continuing economic and moral support, became the first guest speaker to address the South Vietnamese National Constituent Assembly.

Other stories with a Saigon dateline in 1956 ranged from Bernard Kalb’s description of the passage of the constitution by the country’s National Assembly to a brief item noting that the South Vietnamese government had banned the publication or circulation of “biased news or comment favoring Communist or anti-national activities.” In October, Kalb revisited Saigon on the first anniversary of the founding of the Republic of South Vietnam to  report on the National Assembly’s vote on the constitution. The document, written by assembly members elected in March 1956, provided for a three-way division of governmental authority; however, it endowed the executive branch with the bulk of the power, a step perceived in some quarters as an act of faith in President Diem’s leadership. With the approval of that constitution, the  Times editorially welcomed the “new democracy” to the international family. Although the editorial expressed mild hesitation about the extraordinary presidential powers provided for in the constitution, it praised the country’s great strides and declared that the South Vietnamese leaders “have given the world an object lesson in how to meet Communist subversion at the rice roots level.” Other press outlets, most notably Time magazine, were similarly effusive in their praise of Diem and the republic over whose birth he had presided. Of lesser note was a new item in the Times about a government decree aimed at wiping out vestiges of French influence. It required South Vietnamese citizens with French first names, such as Jean, Henri, or Marcel, to change them to Vietnames names, such as Nguyen, Tran, or Trinh. The move meant that members of the country’s once privileged Eurasian population would have to adjust to an environment in which they would join the ranks of more ordinary citizens.

Emerson’s view of the French in Vietnam, at least as presented in her memoir, appears to have been one of skepticism mixed with hints of disdain. She wrote of how French women she encountered in Saigon in 1956 called to one another in voices that were too high and sharp. She wrote, too, of the “short” soldiers—soon to be shipped back to Marseilles—soldiers who left their shirts unbuttoned in Saigon’s cafes. And she wrote of the fierce, small blond Frenchwoman, the proprietor of a beauty shop on the Rue Catinat, who was irritated by the sight of American men in the city. “They will never understand this country,” she would sigh, “they will never change the Viets, they will not be happy here.”

The same year that the South Vietnamese refashioned their country into a republic, the last of the French soldiers marched down the Rue Catinat and boarded boats for Marseille. With their departure, the remnants of French rule slowly began to vanish. Ceiling fans gave way to boxy air conditioners, Renaults were replaced by Chevrolets, the popularity of LaRue beer waned and Budweiser soon became the brand of choice in Saigon’s bars.

Above all, attempts to impose American managerial efficiencies on the South Vietnamese democracy began to replace the system of French governance. Lansdale, Ogden Williams, and the Rover Boys all shared the dislike  that most American leaders had felt since the 1930s for the way France had exploited Indochina during its decades of colonial rule. They perceived flaws in the French transportation, tariff, and taxation systems. The rail and road systems were ill-conceived and poorly maintained. Tariffs were designed to give France exclusive control of trade with South Vietnam. Land and head taxes levied on the South Vietnamese were arbitrary and high. Similarly, in American eyes, the French education system throughout South Vietnam was inadequate, as was the health care system France had created. In Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, France had exploited the region’s abundant natural resources without regard for the needs of its people.

The Rover Boys, with their Pearl-Buck-Good-Earth view of Asia, believed that South Vietnam’s backward society and primitive people could and should be remade in America’s image. Emerson, Lansdale, and the Rover Boys were not imperialists in the same sense that France had been with its shameless abuse of the region’s resources and people. They were, like so many Americans in 1956, compassionate imperialists. They would never disparage the South Vietnamese as “the Yellows” as the French had done.

But in American diplomatic circles at mid-century, the South Vietnamese and other Third World populations were perceived as childlike, guileless, incapable of self-governance, and defenseless in the face of external forces—such as the Communists. That sweeping judgment, which overlooked the nation’s long history of rebellion against domination by the Chinese and later against the French, led seamlessly to the conclusion that after the defeat at Dien Bien Phu, Ho Chi Minh would quickly surrender to the mandates of Moscow.

Like so many other Americans in 1956, Emerson and Gates thought that “the American way of life” was the envy of other, poorer societies and that Uncle Sam’s good will and bounty would be welcomed as gifts from a generous uncle. In the eyes of the Vietnamese, however, America’s efforts to install a non-Communist government in South Vietnam were simply an extension of the recently ended century of French rule. For Ho Chi Minh, ideological imperialism was every bit as repugnant as France’s brand of economic imperialism. A government forced on the nation from the outside was no less onerous than filling the landscape with rubber trees to produce Michelin tires for the Western world. Self-determination was Ho Chi Minh’s and the National Liberation Front’s Holy Grail, just as it had been for their ancestors, who had spent nearly 1,000 years ridding themselves of their Chinese occupiers. Nearly half a century after he left South Vietnam, Demi Gates could still  fume about how the French had destroyed Vietnamese culture and were on their way to destroying its sense of identity. Yet so many of the qualities that he and Emerson came to love and cherish during their Asian idyll were manifestations of the culture France had imprinted upon Vietnam.

In time, Emerson moved away from the crowded quarters at 25 Rue Chasseloup-Laubat into what Gates later called a “rather grungy room” on the Rue Catinat, once Saigon’s equivalent of New York’s Fifth Avenue. Her fifth-floor walk-up was near the Caravelle Hotel, later a favorite of the many American journalists who either made it their home or shared drinks with friends in its famous rooftop bar. She called Rue Catinat, a 1.1-kilometer thoroughfare, “a pretty ribbon of a street.” There she could find French bakeries featuring warm baguettes, sidewalk cafes that sold croissants and crepes,  epiceries that sold specialty vegetables, and maisons de coiffeur where she had her hair done. In her memoir, she recalled the street’s elegant shops, with their dwindling supplies of Christian Dior brassieres and Guerlain perfumes, as lingering reminders of France’s long presence in Southeast Asia. To Emerson, Saigon was “a soft, plump, clean place”; a city calm and lush with trees—tamarind, mango, flame, and even a few rubber trees. Years later, she wrote of how the leafy canopy above Saigon’s streets created a refuge from the often oppressive heat. Those same trees darkened in the rains, held the water, cooled the air; and “a few flashed silver underneath when the wind tickled or rubbed them.”

Emerson also marveled at the Vietnamese people. She discerned in Vietnamese women a weightless quality. They looked so tiny and beautiful in their traditional long-sleeved, high-collared ao dai, described in one guidebook as a garment that “covers everything but hides nothing.” The women who wore these fitted, knee-length gowns that were split at the waist and worn over trousers were graceful and unselfconscious. The fashion sense Emerson perceived in their matching blue and violet or rose and white parasols delighted her.

This was the stage on which she continued to hone her talents as a journalist. With Lansdale’s help, according to Gates, Emerson interviewed President Diem, a session in the presidential palace that she described many years later as a surrealistic encounter with a character who appeared to have some mental disorder that bordered on madness. Dressed in his trademark white sharkskin suit, Diem spoke slowly, in French, and chain-smoked through what became an hours-long, meandering diatribe. A round dumpling of a man, he seemed to fancy himself a twentieth-century philosopher king. His  long monologue, part sermon, part rant, was filled with the philosophical mumbo-jumbo that he routinely spewed on all his listeners, no matter whether he was speaking to a janitor, an ambassador, or, in later years, to selected members of the Saigon press corps. Recognizing perhaps that Emerson was unable to follow either his esoteric ideas or his serpentine line of thinking, Diem obligingly summarized his essential points on a small white card. “South Vietnam is conscious of representing the aspirations of non-Communist Asia,” he wrote. “It is a grand responsibility and it is also a test for Southeast Asia.” For decades, that card had a place among Emerson’s mementos of South Vietnam. Demi Gates remembers that Emerson seemed contemptuous of Diem after that interview; he speculated that what she had found so distasteful was the intensity of the president’s Catholicism.

On another occasion, she traveled with Diem on a Lansdale-inspired junket to the Plain of Jars, near the Cambodian border, and to Long Xuyen Province, where the president’s American handlers hoped he would engage the nation’s peasant population. With an assortment of American diplomats, experts, and military advisors in tow, Diem visited one of the huge refugee settlements populated by Catholics who had fled their homes in North Vietnam. Looking like a potentate who had never laid eyes on a peasant, Diem appeared stiff and unsmiling as he floated down a canal on a gunboat past the scores of refugees lining the river bank. Emerson remained unimpressed.

Away from the country’s political life, Emerson took delight in South Vietnam’s diverse geography. In a scrapbook she assembled and later described in her memoir, one photograph in particular recalls her trip to the demilitarized zone, a line that split the country in two along the Ben Hai River at the 17th Parallel. In that photo, Emerson stood beside a sign near a wooden bridge spanning the river that by all accounts was supposed to be the dividing line between freedom and tyranny. The sign read Ligne de Demarcation Militaire Provisoire (Provisional Military Demarcation Line). The bridge was mystifying in its simplicity. Neither the armed soldier patrolling on the opposite river bank nor the garrison behind him hinted that this bridge—at least in the depiction by America’s leaders—was the place where good stood on one side and evil on the other. Emerson had expected to find some visual manifestation of Communism’s dark and malevolent qualities here. Instead, all she could discern was an austere and artlessly constructed bridge.

She also traveled to Da Nang that year, when it was still called Tourane, and she found a breathtaking beauty in its gracefully curving waterfront. The white sand beaches and aquamarine waters of the South China Sea at Qui  Nohn and Nha Trang charmed her. In South Vietnam’s interior, the countryside left its mark on her memory: Canals divided the rice fields into a patchwork of pristine blue-green squares inside of which stoop-shouldered figures wearing conical hats toiled at the same labors that had occupied their ancestors for centuries. The sense of eternity lent majesty to those scenes. Emerson was spellbound by the country, from the tea plantations of Blao in the northern mountains to the flat, jungle terrain of Camau at the country’s southern-most tip. She thought it was the most beautiful place she had ever seen. This, of course, was long before American military advisors dissevered the land into four military zones, giving them names that sounded like “Eye Corps”; it was before Buddhists began immolating themselves in Saigon’s public squares to protest the government repression of religion, before pizza parlors opened all over the city to please GI palates, before brothels and bars replaced the sidewalk cafes along the Rue Catinat—which by then was renamed Tu Do Street.

Just as she would years later when she returned to Saigon as a New York Times correspondent, Emerson befriended a South Vietnamese man who worked from time to time as her interpreter. His name was Mr. Luoc, and he was to have an enormous influence on her. Years later, she remembered him as an angry and complicated man with “strange, sad and astringent” qualities. He hated President Diem and seldom remained quiet about his sentiments. He frightened Emerson with his declarations that perhaps Diem, whose government had imprisoned one of his relatives, “should be shot.” Mr. Luoc also puzzled Emerson with his claims that Diem, like all people who came from Hue, was suspect. Diem was not realistic, he was a mystic, Mr. Luoc said. In Saigon, he explained, the president was feared rather than admired.

In the mid-1950s, Mr. Luoc, like Emerson, was in his mid-twenties. He hungered for an education but was too poor to attend the university. He wanted to improve his English, he told her with what she later thought was a sense of foreboding. It was important for the future, he said. The bond that grew between Emerson and Mr. Luoc led her, before she left South Vietnam in 1956, to give him the expensive man’s wristwatch she wore. Because he had no address, there was no way for her to stay in touch with him after she returned to America. But his memory remained alive; when she returned to South Vietnam in 1970, she looked for him everywhere among the soldiers, casualties, and prisoners she encountered in her pursuit of stories. She looked not only at the men’s faces but also at their wrists. She never found him and was left to wonder exactly what he had been trying to tell her in 1956, and what it was that had kept her from interpreting his message.

Gates and Emerson both read The Quiet American, Graham Greene’s new and much-talked-about novel, during their months together in South Vietnam. She said she read it three times, “lying at night under mosquito netting.” The book, she said, “told us too much and upset some of the younger CIA men,” Gates among them. Indeed, he hated it. Decades later he still described it as “that dreadful book” and “a deliberate attempt to make the Americans look like meatheads and bad guys.” In those early readings, Emerson said she found Greene’s story “brilliant but cynical.” She repeatedly returned to the story to savor what she perceived as Greene’s sagacity. Speaking of the book many years after its publication, Emerson said, “It came back to haunt me more than I ever thought such a small, light book ever could.” Graham Greene himself appears to have later captured Emerson’s imagination. She once described to a friend how, just before she interviewed Greene in 1978, almost like a giddy high-schooler on a first date, she took special care in applying her mascara and selecting her wardrobe. During her interview at Greene’s home in Antibes, he told her it was important “to be a piece of grit in the state machinery.” Their conversation stretched over many hours, after which Emerson described herself as “besotted” with the famous British author, who died in 1991. “How could you not love him?” she gushed to an interviewer years later. She kept a framed photograph of him in her bedroom, placed on a shelf so that he was “smiling down at me.” For years, the two writers exchanged letters, the contents of which are incorporated into the one novel Emerson wrote, Loving Graham Greene, published in 2000. A friend once described Emerson’s story of Mollie Benson, the book’s main character, and her pursuit of justice as “just one layer removed from biography.” Mollie, Emerson told an audience at a New York City book signing, was something of a metaphorical first cousin to Fowler in The Quiet American, someone who “did not want to be a pointless person.”


The Quiet American is largely based on Greene’s experiences in Vietnam during three trips he made to Hanoi and Saigon between 1951 and 1954 as a journalist for a London newspaper. Like Emerson, he found himself mesmerized by the country’s charms. On the second of those trips, the idea for a novel emerged after Greene had a long conversation with a young American economic aide, a man whose ideas about the need for a Third Force to counter the threat of communism became the political theme of the novel. Saigon in the mid-1950s was populated with people like Fowler, Greene’s fictional British journalist who watched with arched eyebrows the arrival of all those well-meaning but blundering Americans. They would soon lie beneath  the imaginary whitened tombstone of Rudyard Kipling’s sage verse, Fowler was certain, the one with the epitaph that identified the Westerner who lay in the soil beneath as “a fool who tried to hustle the East.” Saigon was also populated with those characters whom Fowler despised: idealistic young Americans like Alden Pyle, Graham Greene’s quiet American, “an innocent abroad” in Southeast Asia. Generations of American missionaries and merchants had preceded Pyle to Asia, and, like them, he was intent on doing well by doing good. Although it was widely claimed in the late 1950s that Edward Lansdale was Greene’s model for Pyle, Greene insisted the claim was mistaken. “Just for the record,” he wrote the British Sunday Telegraph in 1966, “your correspondent is completely wrong in thinking that I took General Lansdale as the model for The Quiet American. Pyle was a younger, more innocent, and more idealistic member of the CIA.” Pyle, it seems, had more in common with the men who called themselves the Rover Boys, men like Demi Gates.
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