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  To John McMeel the incomparable founder of Universal Press Syndicate and the best friend that his "creators" could ever have.


  Preface

  Every once in a while when someone introduces me before a speech, I find my mind wandering and I soon discover myself thinking: "What a strange human being that must be!" Then I realize that I am the person they are talking about.


  You see, it just seems so odd all the interviews with the democrats and the dictators, with the heroes and the scoundrels, with the wise-men and the court jesters of the world -- Sadat, Khomeini, Qaddafi, Reagan, Saddam, Fidel (you-fill-in-the-blanks) -- not to speak of all the outrageous places!


  I find myself asking: Did I really live with the Marxist guerrillas in Guatemala for a week? Was I really put in prison in Angola under that take-no-prisoners regime? Was it really I who wandered around Central Asia in the dead of winter just after the Soviet Union collapsed, when that remote and unknown world was teetering on the verge of collapse? Or was that someone that I could only vaguely know?


  Then, as my mind weaves on, I realize that those recitations of interviews and of events, as curiously amusing as they may be to many, are not at all the way I see myself. I see my life to be a kind of seamless circle, in which interviews with leaders, in and of themselves, are in my own mind actually far less challenging than the entire process of figuring out how to get in and out of countries, piecing together those puzzles that are the perplexing components of all societies and finally writing fairly, and hopefully even felicitously, about what I have seen and done.


  But then, I have been doing the foreign work -- first, as a foreign correspondent with the venerable old Chicago Daily News, and then as a syndicated columnist with the Los Angeles Times Syndicate and the Universal Press Syndicate -- since 1964.

  This book itself was originally published in 1983 as part of the innovative Radcliffe Biography Series of women in our times. To my delight, since it is chancy to write about yourself, particularly when you are the "first" woman here and the "first" woman there, it generally received kind and enthusiastic attention and reviews. Readers, both women and men, seemed to find it a "happy" book, perhaps because I was trying not to pose as some ideologue, theoretician or theologian, but only attempting to share what a wondrous a thing it was and still is to me, being "out there" and being privileged to explore and write about the world.


  I originally called the book, You Didn't Have to Be Here, because that is what soldiers invariably say to foreign correspondents who turn up inexplicably, and without being forced to do so, in war zones: "What in the hell are you doing here?" they would exclaim. "You didn't have to be here." Their words expressed to me the special commitment of the classic foreign correspondent--and the special code of honor that morally compels you to accept being placed in danger if it is necessary to accomplish your work and to place yourself as a fair-minded observer to history. But when my editor urged me to change it to Buying the Night Flight , I only thought for a moment and then agreed enthusiastically.


  The title came from a quote from the great romantic French flier and writer, Antoine de Exupéry, who throughout all his rich life romanticized the joy of flying alone at night over strange and often uncharted worlds. "There is no buying the night flight," he wrote, "with its hundred thousand stars, its serenity and its moment of sovereignty." And those words--and thus this title -- captured not only the risk incumbent in the work, but explained one of the major reasons the foreign correspondent takes all those supposedly foolish risks: the thrill of discovery.


  But why now issue what will be the third edition of Night Flight , and why now as a new paperback?

  There are several reasons for this new publication by the University of Chicago Press.

  I believe that we are close to approaching a crisis in foreign correspondence that could spell deep trouble for our country--in fact, it already has -- and I wanted to reach the open and idealistic minds of our prospective young journalists, diplomats, military officers, international businessmen and businesswomen, and every sort of political analyst. The classic form of foreign correspondence, as exemplified by Vincent Sheean's Personal History and by such classic individuals as Ernie Pyle, Dorothy Thompson and Keyes Beech, is in danger of dying. There are still some extraordinary correspondents out there, risking their lives and their sanity--one need only think of the brave and often sagacious coverage of Bosnia, of Chechnya, of Sierra Leone -- but every year there are fewer of these.

  As costs mount for such coverage and as the spurious idea grows in an increasingly inward-looking American journalism that "Americans are not interested in foreign affairs," newspapers and television are everywhere pulling back in the coverage of foreign news. Instead of TV network crews based in every European city, one or two will now work from London or even from New York. Only a handful of the biggest and richest papers have correspondents at all, thus diminishing the diversity of coverage and the richness of interpretation that we receive -- and thus crippling our awareness of our world, even as we impoverish ourselves on a personal level.


  The correspondents who do go out are often the aptly-named "parachutists." Since they are in El Salvador one day, Buenos Aires the next and Beirut the day after that, they can hardly be blamed for overly-violent coverage which, since they often lack any cultural depth or knowledge, is in fact the only thing they have the competence to describe.

  Walter Lippmann once said with posed cynicism that, "Journalism is the last refuge of the vaguely talented." Today we might paraphrase that to read: "Foreign coverage is the last interest of the many overly-ambitious young people who want only to climb ladders in place of flying on night flights."


  I hope therefore that this version of Night Flight can serve to inspire some young professionals -- some of those who may yet be wavering in the tension between striving only for personal ambition and demanding the joys of pure experience -- to again see foreign work as the greatest challenge in journalism; to make them think anew about the utilitarian ambitionist mode that has taken over so much of American journalism (next year, city editor; the year after that, managing editor; and no time for journalistic adventure, thank you!); and to exercise those incipient romantic and idealistic propensities that have always come naturally and so blessedly to the young.


  Since that old Casablanca romance about the world seems to be withering on the vine of that pure ambition, I also hope that this book will give young journalists (and, indeed, men and women of any age who still have the capacity to dream!) an idea of the sheer, wondrous romance that stirs within so much of it.


  Now, the dictionary defines "romance" as anything dealing with "the remote in time or place, the heroic, the adventurous and often the mysterious." And there is still romance in the world. When Humphrey Bogart fell so hopelessly but nobly in love with Ingrid Bergman in a chance wartime meeting in Paris during World War II -- and the love affair was exquisitely told in the great film Casablanca after the war -- the very word "Casablanca" came to mean more than a film and infinitely more than simply arriving at an unusual place on the map. For when the couple met again, this time accidentally in the corrupt, war-torn city of Casablanca, it was clear that their romance signified an exaltation of feeling and a heightened perceptibility that is at the very heart of the romantic spirit. But it takes special eyes to see the romantic, and it takes an enlivened soul to feel it.


  Of course, being a romantic foreign correspondent is even more dangerous today than it always was. These ugly new "ethnic" conflicts and savage militia wars hardly present one with even the satisfaction and heroics that came with covering wars of olde; and of course, on the practical side, it is harder for male correspondents to go abroad with wives who today will not easily settle back and wait in Beirut or Hong Kong or Warsaw with the children while he goes off to cover the world and the wars. Yet, that too can be dealt with, as many couples now share foreign correspondent posts, often with substantial success.


  Most important of all, too many Americans -- and even many in the American journalism profession -- are fooling themselves these days about the rest of the world.


  How constantly -- over and over and over! -- we reiterate that we are now an integral part of the entire world and that no part of the world can be closed off and hidden away any more. How proudly we praise democracy, preferably our exact form, for opening up foreign countries to the rest of humanity. We cite soberly how capital flows bounce from country to country, and we properly wonder at the ability of men of power to send their accrued wealth across national borders, unheard and unseen. We speak with sober respect about the "Internet World" and about the "Information Revolution," as if they were indeed magical new genies whose word and power slips across the world as did the predictions of those old genies who sprang out of lamps in Baghdad or Aleppo and granted you your most precious and perfervid wish.

  We see ourselves as the "indispensable nation," as the "only super power," and as the "hope of the world," while in the same breath we choose not to know about the world we are so rhetorically and immodestly avid to dominate! Thus, in truth we choose not to know it. And now we too often risk living in virtual worlds of our own imagination, even while we deny the genuine trajectory of history.


  Surely this is not a way for serious people to look at the world -- and we have ourselves already paid for this lack of sobriety in Yemen with the deaths of 17 American sailors in the fall of 2000 and in Somalia years earlier with the deaths of still more of our soldiers. Others, of course, have paid far more heavily for this lack of seriousness, with 250,000 dead in Bosnia in large part because our own government wrongly analyzed the roots of the cause and 800,000 dead in Rwanda because our own leaders and the officials of the U.N. would not act in time. It is also worth noticing that, in every one of the recent conflicts since the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, the press almost always got the story right but was unable to convince our political and military leaders of the real roots and causes of these conflicts. Being there and being fair still makes all the difference.


  Finally, we come to the Internet World, which is being substituted by too many Americans for the real world of responsibly filtered and processed information. Surely the Internet, when used with even a modicum of common sense, can be a great force for education and understanding. But many Americans today look upon it as a magical thing. They do not want to understand that human beings -- and very often faulty and limited human beings at that--are the ones who put that information on the Internet. Indeed, many young people seem to think that anything they read on the magic machine is automatically true. There is no process of culling out, as there is in the traditional press or, indeed, in any traditional organizational structure.

  Thus, at worst it can distort our critical thinking and substitute the bogus immediacy of emotion-ridden impulses for the far more sober reflection of the serious journalist, the person who is so steeped in the knowledge of his or her subject--whether science or Srebrenica, whether health care or the Hutus, whether cultural analysis or Cambodia -- that the reporter can be trusted to weed out the dross and to focus laser-like on the crucial aspects of a subject!


  Thus we must understand that the importance of "the gatekeeper"--the interpreter who stands in for the reader at the great events of history -- is not diminishing, but instead suddenly rising, on many levels.


  You are now probably expecting me to rend my garments or tear my hair or indulge myself in any of those biblical expressions of frustration over the diminishing numbers of correspondents working abroad today; but I am not going to do that. In fact, I am convinced that, in the world that is coming, the gatekeepers will, of necessity, be called back to duty.


  The annual meeting of the International Press Institute was held in Boston in the spring of 2000. The organization is made up of publishers, media owners, and a few working journalists like myself from all over the world. During that particular meeting, one after another of the most influential media leaders in the world spoke about the new role of the gatekeeper/correspondent.


  Arthur Ochs Sulzberger, Jr., publisher of the New York Times, told the group, "Let's hold on to a central thought: 'This is a great time to be a journalist' People will continue to need a reliable guide through the mysteries of the Internet. It confirms what we know, that words are not powerful but that understanding is powerful--and that is what we do. In the future, there will be a lot of competition to the traditional media -- but that does not mean that the traditional media is headed toward destruction."

  The great American diplomat George Kennan had already argued passionately that we have never more needed human gatekeepers, or, as he called them, "filters," because they have that special experience of reporting in depth, along with the informed intuition that goes into making a great correspondent who can go through the masses of undigested and undisciplined "news" awash in the world and to put it together in a form that makes sense of the world.


  But perhaps the most eloquent commentary on the whole question of what newspapers and the news "business" in particular should be doing came from the brilliant analyst of the communications industry and communications psychology, Professor Neil Postman of New York University.


  Newspapers should, for a start, get out of the information business and into the knowledge business... I define knowledge as organized information -- information that is embedded in some context; information that has a purpose, that leads one to seek further information in order to understand something about the world.... When one has knowledge, one knows how to make sense of information, knows how to relate information to one's life, and especially, knows when information is irrelevant.... The problem to be solved in the twenty-first century is how to transform information into knowledge, and how to transform knowledge into wisdom. If we can solve that... all the rest will take care of itself.


  One could not possibly define the problem better.

  ***

  Before we embark upon the night flight -- and I do believe that every human being has some of the magical seeking of the classic Night Flight inside herself and himself -- I want to take this opportunity to offer some advice to the students and young journalists who often ask me for guidance before they take off from their varied ports of call.

  As Vladimir Nabokov once wrote, "Avoid the cliché of your time!" Even when I was a child, I felt that if "everybody" was doing some thing, that was something to avoid at all costs. Real change in the world comes from the self-motivated, searching and inspired individual willing to test his or her sacred honor to do work that is noble and creative. In short, he or she must avoid taking the common road!

  Many young people, apparently consumed with the need to control, ask me: "How do you control your interviews?" They usually tend to be searching for clues to control one's life, for shortcuts to it and for secrets, which will allow them to have everything now, right off the bat!

  I have to be honest and tell them that that just isn't the way it is. I have to tell them that the way you control your interviews (or any other part of your work) is to know more about the subject than the other person does. This advice, as you can well imagine, is seldom greeted with deafening applause. (In fact, most of the questioners don't like the advice at all, but in fact that is the way it is. Everything else is falsity--and that should never be a part of journalism.)

  Next, realize that nothing comes out of nowhere -- everything comes out of somewhere. All of the crises of nations, like the crises of individuals, have roots. What's more, those roots are knowable and analyzable, but you must literally dig for them and you must then have the knowledge and the courage and the honesty to correctly identify them when you discover and uncover them.

  Personal note: I always get upset when I see the word "unpredictable" applied to leaders, to political situations within countries or to cultural behavior in general. Saddam, unpredictable? Fidel, unpredictable? Ronald Reagan, unpredictable? Hardly. Their behavior is as tiresomely predictable as the sun rising and going down. But to find those so-predictable patterns of personality and psychology, you have to understand their cultural background, their personal family history and something of their own psychological responses to the world in which they grew up and grew old. (Another secret: That's the great fun of journalism!)

  Avoid at all costs the smart, know-it-all, wiseacre "get him" journalism that unfortunately typifies so many young journalists today in the "elitist press." They sit around wondering, "Who should we 'get' today?" while scoffing at any idea of patriotism, of citizenship, or of ceremony. These attitudes are incontrovertibly and disastrously destructive to the world that decent people everywhere are trying -- and too often, dying -- to build.

  Watch for trends in the world, instead of focusing on the sensationalist minutiae that so congest and contorts our newspaper columns and our television screens. Dig deeper, and then try to relate cross-cultural or cross-global patterns. As a matter of fact, this can be done -- indeed, should be done -- even here within our own country.

  In the mid-1970s I taught one fall quarter at Syracuse University. The subject was foreign correspondence, and I asked my students to find a part of the local scene that they could analyze in exactly the way an overseas correspondent would analyze a foreign country. One wrote about the local trailer camp; one covered and analyzed the local Indian reservation. They were smart and sensitive young men and women, and they understood immediately that we were trying to transpose the lessons of good foreign correspondence over the structures of this country and to learn about ourselves from the exercise.

  Finally, think of aiming at having the kind of "informed instinct" that you can employ so well in your analysis of the world and at the same time aim toward a "principled pragmatism" as one of the major values the world needs in leadership. Finally, employ in your approach to your journalistic subjects, in the words of my old friend, the great psychoanalyst Heinz Kohut, an "empathic immersion." In short, immerse yourself in a subject and in a personality with as much understanding and compassion as you can, while trying always to bring to your interviews and to your analysis your own most polished and intuitive insight.

  Finally, remember always that writing, when done with intelligence, with spirit and with passion, is like a great love affair. Me? I'm still in love.

  
    Georgie Anne Geyer

    
    Washington, D.C.

   
    December 2000
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  Introduction



  You'd have to say the odds were enormous and discouraging. In 1960 a Chicago bookie might have given 1,000 to 1 against Georgie Anne Geyer -- Gee Gee, as her friends call her -- ever being in the position to write this dazzling book.

  Consider what she was up against.

  Her ambition was to be a foreign correspondent. Fine. Most newspaper reporters want, at one time or another, to be foreign correspondents. It's the ultimate reporting challenge, covering another country, a war, a revolution. It's always been the glamor job of newspapering.

  The problem was (and still is) that only a relative handful of one thousand or so American daily newspapers had foreign reporters on their staff. The others picked up the news wires.

  And those who had the foreign assignments dug in and kept them until death or retirement. A city-staff reporter could grow too old just waiting for an opening.

  Beyond the lack of opportunity, though, there was the simple fact that most reporters -- even the very good ones -- weren't good enough. Foreign correspondents had to be outstanding reporters, exceptional writers, self-motivators, imaginative, determined, adventurous, able to cover a war or a fast-breaking revolution, and do a scholarly analysis of a country's history -- but written so clearly that a subway commuter could understand it.

  And add to that Gee Gee's most serious handicap -- as an old rewrite man at the Chicago Daily News put it: "Her sexual persuasion."

  She was a female when females on newspaper staffs were just about as common as snail darters.


  I should correct that. There were women on newspapers. You could find them in the "women's pages" writing fluff about fashions and home furnishings and raising children. Women's work, the editors called it.


  But out in the newsroom -- and the Chicago Daily News was typical of major newspapers of that era -- a woman was as rare as a teetotaler.


  A woman would usually have the education beat. The editors' thinking was that since most teachers were women, and they dealt with children, covering them really wasn't a manly job.


  And there would be one or two women on general assignment. But it was a specialized form of general assignment. A tragedy occurs? Send one of the women to do a three-handkerchief sob story. Political campaigns? Have a woman interview the candidates' wives. Ditto for the wives of ball players and other celebrities.


  If necessity required that one of the females cover a major story, the headline usually began: "Our Gal at..."


  This was the man's world into which Gee Gee somehow elbowed her way more than two decades ago, emerging from the women's pages a tough, determined, brilliant young reporter, cleverly concealed behind an irrepressible smile, apple cheeks, and honey-blond hair.


  "She's nuts," we all laughed, in our basso voices, when Gee Gee made clear her intentions to become a foreign correspondent. The Daily News was fortunate to have a small but highly regarded foreign service in those days.

  We were still chuckling when she managed to get herself assigned to South America.


  But the laughter subsided when Gee Gee began trooping into the mountains for exclusive interviews with revolutionaries, when she demonstrated her uncanny ability to sense where the big story was going to break next, and when she began filing those sensitive, perceptive interviews that have become her trademark.


  As Professor Henry Higgins might have exulted, for the wrong reasons, of course: "By God, she did it!"


  And she did. After a while we began taking for granted the Geyer exclusive from this or that Latin American country. If someone was going to beard Fidel in his den, we knew it would be Gee Gee.


  As the years passed Latin America wasn't big enough to hold her and she became one of those genuine, and rare, globe-hopping correspondents. The Middle East, Russia, Poland, Africa -- wherever the dateline originated, the quality was unsurpassed. She had not only become a foreign correspondent, she had become a great one.


  She made it look easy. So easy, in fact, that even her friends didn't know how tough a job she had: The long process of studying the countries, the developing of news sources, the weeks, months, even years, of painfully inching toward that impossible interview. The stories she filed barely hinted at the dangers, the discomforts, the grueling hours, the personal sacrifices.


  This book, which should be read by anyone interested in foreign affairs, journalism, and the professional growth of a woman -- as well as anyone who wants to read one hell of an exciting story -- finally tells us what it was like.

  Gee Gee is now a syndicated columnist based in Washington. But that doesn't mean she is a Washington columnist. Not if that means working the cocktail parties, the dinner parties, the press clubs, the carefully rehearsed official briefings.


  That's not Gee Gee's style, thank goodness. Her style is still to grab a suitcase and catch the next plane.


  So we still don't know where Gee Gee's byline might pop up next. El Salvador? Warsaw? Oman?


  But we do know that wherever it originates, her name on the story means we're getting the best.


  
    Mike Royko

    
    Chicago

  


  Buying the Night Flight


  I.

    To Die in Guatemala

  
    "The guerrilla war in the mountains ... is the only way to revolution."

    -- FIDEL CASTRO
  

  The hut they led us away to that moonless midnight was a long wooden shack that stood alone in the forest. It sat on the far corner of one of the aristocrat's big haciendas, and the sardonic joke of the whole thing was not lost on us -- we were with the Guatemalan guerrillas and the hacendados or landowners were precisely the people the guerrillas were sworn to destroy.

  As we groped in the darkness we found a hard dirt floor, which was used mostly for storing machinery. It must be little used and the area sparsely populated, or else why would they bring us here? Miguel, our guide, led us with a very dim lantern into a small separate room at the end of the hut. In it stood two canvas cots with blankets, and not much else. There we were. Henry Gill, the fine photographer who worked closely and collegially with me on the Chicago Daily News, was already getting testy over this whole unwholesome situation. Our guide, the mysterious Miguel, a handsome, curly-haired young student obviously of excellent lineage, carrying an attaché case full of obscure books, was playing the revolutionary game to the hilt. He would do at least one thing we wouldn't do: he would eventually die for its curious satisfactions.

  Miguel left us for a moment, then returned with two rough-hewn pots which he delicately placed several feet apart in the other room. "El servicio," he said with a comical gesture. One was for me, one was for Henry. It did not bother me in the slightest, but Henry was mortified. I was far more worried about other things, like getting out of this whole thing alive.

  "You are to remain here for twenty-four hours," Miguel told us in a low whisper before he left. "We'll come for you tomorrow night. While you're here you must observe absolute silence. There will be workers on the hacienda passing right by the shack from the early-morning hours on. Some might come into the other room for tools. We'll bring you food when it's safe." Then he bade us sleep well and was gone into the opaque black night that was all we yet knew or felt of the Sierra de las Minas.

  As he turned and twisted and tried to settle down on his canvas cot in the darkness, Henry kept muttering, "We must be out of our minds, we must be out of our minds." I couldn't, in truth, totally disagree with him.

  For my part I curled up on my cot too, but only after taking a sleeping pill and accommodating myself psychologically to the new situation. In situations like this I reconnoiter the territory like an animal, sometimes only in my mind, and make my peace with it by absorbing it into myself and making it mine. I was doing that as I lay there, and soon I was perfectly and even peacefully part of this new place and time.

  That left me free to acknowledge and experience several other waves of feelings. I felt a tremendous, euphoric excitement because I knew that we were on our way and that it was unlikely now that anything could turn us back. I also felt the journalist's special excitement of doing something that not only had not been done before but that would be of encompassing interest. Only two months before I had stood in the Plaza de la Revolución in Havana, listening to Fidel Castro rant before 300,000 persons, "The guerrilla war in the mountains ... is the only way to revolution. The people of Latin America will see that we were right." Now Henry and I were part of that revolution, which had the added piquancy that it was also a revolution our own country was trying desperately to destroy.

  The morning broke bright and hot through the shutters, and the long, tedious day came and went slowly, very slowly. We waited there like Trappists, each lost in his and her own thoughts and feelings about this strange adventure. I ate whenever they brought food and found it good: campesino black beans squeezed out of a plastic bag onto tortillas, fried meat, boiled eggs, plain white bread, and strong coffee. But Henry refused adamantly to eat and I observed (for only one of many times) how much more finicky men are than women in situations such as this. In the muted whispers in which we occasionally communicated, he argued that he might get sick if he ate. I argued cogently that he would be too weak to take the trip if he didn't eat.

  "Try a boiled egg," I insisted at one point. "How can a boiled egg hurt you?" I sat there peeling them and eating them.

  "All right, all right," he finally growled, as one might placate a nagging wife. He hit an egg on his knee to break it and the gooey fluid ran all down his pants leg. He had got the only uncooked egg in the batch and smelled very much like rotten eggs during the whole trip. I kept my advice to myself from then on.

  By nightfall we had both grown edgy. This was as far into the details of the plan as we had been entrusted and, trust notwithstanding, one had to wonder what would come next. "Put-yourself-in-their-hands" seemed the only possible approach to guerrilla journalism; but it did not rule out moments of doubt and even terror.

  At 11:00 p.m. we heard stirrings outside. Was it the hacendados or the military? My throat closed. But it was Miguel. "We're going," he whispered, still cheerful, and we started walking up a side road. Then suddenly the word went along the line of twenty-nine men in Spanish. "Everyone down." We lay for an hour in the cornfield, as a new moon inched up over the trees, while every soldier and policeman, rightist terrorist, and American official in Guatemala was searching for us. That was how it all began.

  ***

  Actually, of course, the situation had begun a long time ago. One would have to say it began that day four hundred years ago when the Spanish conquistadores marched down from Mexico to take the rich Mayan outpost cities of Guatemala. But while the other Latin American countries, led by Mexico in its 1910 revolution, eventually changed the traditional oppressive triumvirate of dictator-church-landowner and moved well on the way to becoming prosperous modern societies, only Guatemala, along with El Salvador and Nicaragua (and Paraguay on the continent), remained in this squalid feudal isolation.

  By the time we got there in 1966, while the rest of Latin America was on the move -- changing, developing, spurred on by each country's own internal impulses and by the excitement of John F. Kennedy's "Alliance for Progress" -- Guatemala was not only stagnating, it was actually moving resolutely backward. In 1950, to cite just one indicator, 70 percent of the people had lived on a subsistence level. By 1963, 73 percent lived at that level. You could not even argue "trickle down" here.

  At the bottom of everything lay the huge Indian mass -- 65 percent of the population, stubborn, long-suffering, fatalistic, and jealously protective of old customs that had remained unchanged since the Spaniards came. It was this inert mass that allowed the military, sometime cynically employing the fig leaf of a party and often without one, over and over again to overthrow democratic regimes without the danger of any public uprising. It was this mass -- its ignorance, its disease, its isolation, and its utter passivity -- that shamed the university students and intellectuals and sent them into the hills in the 1960s as guerrillas. It was this mass that brought us there.

  But we were dealing with far more than just another guerrilla movement, or else it would certainly not have been worth the time, the expense, and the danger. We were seeing firsthand what could be the next post-Castro guerrilla movement of our era in Latin America, and the first one in Central America. Since Guatemala had had for a brief moment in 1954 a Communist government, the FAR guerrilla movement was looked upon by most analysts and diplomats as the next "Castroite" movement to attempt to take power. And if that happened, it would mean that Castro was not a single, isolated factor at all, but a movement that could crumble the stability of the Western Hemisphere with the force of his charisma, the simplicity of his message of revolution, and, of course, his guns. This was what we were testing, and, though doubtless it was more dramatic "to die in Spain" during the Spanish civil war, in the sixties in Latin America "to die in Guatemala" was a respected business.

  ***

  How does one make contact with an underground guerrilla movement in a country where every security force is searching for them -- and more than eager to kill to find them? By looking around. I mean really looking around. One must psych out the society and judge where are the weak points, the soft spots, the places where one can probe and possibly make a breakthrough.

  But when I went to Guatemala to make contact the first time, in March of 1966, after studying the situation carefully I really couldn't find any weak spots. So I asked an old Guatemalan friend, a person who was extremely well connected politically, "Look, is there any way at all to make contact with the FAR?"

  "It's highly unlikely," José Maria told me frankly, as his mind roved over the possibilities, "but I can give you one idea. I know a lawyer who is a member of the Communist Party, and I will call him for you. You go to see him -- make a social call and mention nothing about his party connection -- and at the end simply mention the fact you would like to see the guerrillas."

  That same afternoon I was climbing the stairs in a modern building set in the picturesque old streets of downtown Guatemala City, and soon I was chatting amiably with a well-spoken man in his forties. At the end of an innocuous conversation I said directly but softly, looking him in the eye with an innocent manner, "I am very eager to meet some of the young revolutionaries .... "

  He offered not a single giveaway gesture. "But you know I have nothing whatsoever to do with them," he said, a trifle too fast but at the same time looking me straight in the eye.

  "Oh, I know, I know that," I interjected.

  "But it has been a pleasure meeting you," he said. "Do come by if there is anything I can really do for you."

  As it happened -- and as these things virtually always happen -- I didn't have to "come by" again at all. The next day he appeared, suddenly and without warning, to have coffee with me at the hotel. And, strange, the day after that he called me in the morning and said he had a student leader friend I might like to meet. I was, of course, delighted and grateful.

  It is always the same with these clandestine affairs. You make the contact, you behave correctly, you let yourself be known, you are as honest as humanly possible if only because the slightest suggestion of guile will immediately destroy the project and put you in danger, and you persist without giving the impression that you are nervously or abnormally overeager. It is a fine -- a very fine -- balance, and you fail to strike it at the danger of extreme loss. You're not playing games; you're playing with temperaments tuned to calculated and sometimes spontaneous brutality, all revolutionary collegiality one moment and calculated savagery the next. You have to realize that you as a human being are nothing to them because the cause is everything; these are people who dehumanize themselves in order, in their thoughts, to humanize or order the world in their image.

  At 3:00 p.m. the next day Humberto, the student leader, "dropped by" again. This time we sat for a few minutes in the big overstuffed sofas in the Pan American Hotel's inner lobby, and he mentioned nonchalantly, "I would like to take you somewhere." I nodded without speaking.

  We began by walking casually around the blocks near the beautiful old central plaza, with its fountains and its flowers and its whispers of the cruel ballads of the old conquistadores. Once he said to me in a low voice, "You are lucky. You are going to see someone important." I nodded. I still assumed I was simply going to see some of the Communist students.

  Then we got into a car with a driver and rode a few blocks.

  Then we got out of the car and walked around the block precisely three times and waited under a tree.

  Then we got into a station wagon and drove for two hours around the city, gradually easing our way to the outskirts. I had lost my sense of direction and bearings completely by now.

  Then we drove down dirt roads and stopped several times. When no cars came, we drove on.

  As this dramatic ballet continued, I became more and more fascinated. I didn't feel afraid, which in retrospect was quite foolish. Instead, I felt intensely alive, with nerves whizzing and singing and blood flowing. Indeed the process in itself became so interesting to me that I very nearly forgot the purpose and end of our odyssey.

  Two and a half hours after Humberto had picked me up at the hotel, we walked into an unfinished, creaking modern house some where in the suburbs and sat down on a simple cot and some stools. Almost immediately two very young, very eager, and almost merry young men swept in, doors banging behind them, with all the casualness of a neighbor dropping in on a summer afternoon in Wisconsin. It was as if the wind had suddenly dropped some brightly colored leaves at my feet, instead of the dark wraiths of history they actually were.

  There was the notorious Luis Turcios, a lithe, liquid figure wearing a stylish black sweater, black pants, and white shirt and tie. A handsome young man, he carried about him a distinct joie de vivre. With him was the slight, blond, intense Cesar Montes, who had the pitiless air of "the revolution" engraved on his every action, instilled in his cold eyes and in each taut answer.

  Montes, indeed, struck me as so thoroughly different from Turcios that I had to wonder -- and this question has recurred to me constantly in nearly two decades of interviewing "revolutionaries" -- what they had in common besides revolution. Montes was only about five feet tall, with high cheekbones and moody, sulky eyes. He occasionally wore glasses and then he looked scholarly and deceptively young. But after a few hours with him I realized he had a certain forcefulness as a leader.

  Turcios, on the other hand, was full of the very devil, in love with being a "revolutionary" and in love with life. His ideology was fuzzy, and he called himself a "Communist without a party." There was no such relativity about Montes or his ideas. He knew exactly where he was going. He was a member of the central committee of the Guatemalan Communist Party, even at his young age; and although his family background was shrouded in a mystery that he most definitely encouraged, it was believed that his parents were originally Mexican Communists.

  He and Montes began by explaining their classical "three-stage" movement. "Now we are only entering the first stage," said Montes. "We are teaching the peasants and preparing for the moment when we can fight the army and take power. The second stage will be to transform the guerrilla war to a regular war, and the third stage is the general offensive when the whole people will rise in regular and irregular fashion."

  Turcios, who, with so many other Third World revolutionaries, had studied as a Guatemalan soldier at Fort Benning (and insisted that the experience taught him a good deal), explained that they were already building "focos" or centers of resistance in the rough, barren Sierra de las Minas area east of Guatemala City. From there, the dream went, their "peasant army" would sweep down eventually upon Guatemala City just as Castro's army had ostensibly swept onto Havana in 1959.

  In years to come I was to infiltrate and write about most of the major guerrilla movements in the world, but this one was to turn out to be archetypical and even prophetic. Their strategy was to become one of the major strategies of those fanaticized young men and women of all of the developing world -- and, as it happened, I was the first outsider to see and study it in a Central America that would soon be in flames just because of young people like them.

  We talked for two hours before Humberto, our driver, and I drove back to the hotel in silent satisfaction. Mine, indeed, was so great that I could scarcely contain it. I had no idea why I had been chosen from the list of eight correspondents who had somehow gotten their names to "the movement," but never mind. I had the interview and I had it at the most difficult and dangerous time.

  ***

  It would be nice to say that at times like this I thought only of conveying information to the world, but that, frankly, would not be true. That responsibility is certainly the dedication of my life; but I have to admit that first I felt only the most delighted sense of personal accomplishment. I sat in my simple little room at the Pan American, with its woven Guatemalan spreads and heavy furniture, and laughed aloud out of sheer joy. The laugh seemed to hang for a moment in the silence. Then I walked around and looked at myself in the minor. I walked out on the balcony, and the whole bustling world down on those narrow streets seemed lovable and friendly, even though I had spent most of the day talking with people whose lives were devoted to killing. Such are the crazy little victories of journalists!

  At moments like this the sacrifices one makes to be a foreign correspondent -- husband, children, the house with the view of the lake, the comforts of normalcy, and the reassurances of conformity -- seemed, quite simply, irrelevant. The joy is a matter both of personal transcendence and at the same time of a deep penetration of the world: of an odd sense of movement both ways.

  I wrote the interview -- or it wrote itself, really -- in less than an hour. By then it was still only 8:00 P.M., and the plane to El Salvador, where I had to go in order to file safely, did not leave until 11:30 P.M. So I tucked the story away in my purse, dressed up, and went off to an elegant cocktail party at the American residence given by the American ambassador, John Gordon Mien. I took an almost catlike pleasure in chatting, drinking, and wondering together with my fellow correspondents about where Turcios could be, when all the while I had him quite literally tucked away in my pocketbook.

  A short while later Ambassador Mien, a splendid man, was killed by Turcios's men. By then Turcios also had died, ostensibly in an auto accident. Guatemala in those days was an endless celebration of dying, and I was soon to be tentatively included in the program.

  ***

  Since the Turcios interview was widely published and had worked so well, I expected no trouble at all when Henry Gill and I returned to Guatemala that next fall. But when I telephoned Humberto at home, he sounded a little put-off and strange. "I'm going to be at the hotel at noon," he said hurriedly and with a weak voice, "I'll meet you then."

  It turned out that he was going to be at the hotel for the weekly Rotarian luncheon! Humberto, my guerrilla page, my first revolutionary, my leader into the clandestine labyrinths -- in six miserable months he had been graduated from the university, had been reformed into a bourgeois, had gone into his father's business, and become a Rotarian! My tempestuous lady of the afternoon had become a Tupperware saleswoman!

  The chargé at the embassy cordially warned me of the danger of "what we know you are trying to do."

  The police chief of Guatemala City looked sideways at me and gazed at me for a long time at a public meeting.

  Meanwhile I was having no luck at all in making new contacts. And I was getting nervous.

  By the time two weeks had gone by, I was growing discouraged. We were too obvious, and I had not been able to make even one miserable contact.

  It was seven on a bright Sunday morning when the woman manager of the hotel knocked on my door. In a low voice she said, "I thought you should know -- some detectives are downstairs looking for you." It was precisely all we needed.

  I telephoned Henry and we decided to walk boldly downstairs. It wasn't difficult to pick out the two detectives (let God be my witness) because they were standing behind two potted palms!

  ***

  There was always this Keystone Cops/banana republic aspect of Guatemala, but I knew all too well how lethally "comic" it really was: how many hundreds of mutilated bodies of prominent and not-so-prominent people appeared in alleys in the dark of the night, some killed by the Left, some by the Right, some through the intervening providence of some private passion that often did not answer to, but used, any ideology around.


  
    The two skinny, illiterate kids behind the palm trees had obviously been given the job of following us everywhere. We'd be walking down a street and suddenly Henry would pivot around and snap their pictures, while they would break out into peals of laughter. They hid behind bushes for us, waved through the leaves, and flirted with me.

  

  
    We would walk in one side of the cathedral with appropriate dignity, then dash out the side door and lose them.

  

  It was all endlessly diverting, but it was a deadly, defeating diversion. I understood their tactics all too well: no one from the guerrillas would dare to contact us so long as the skinny ones were about. That was their final card in this strange game.


  And it was precisely then, during that already irksome period, that the desk clerk one morning handed me a letter. I opened it and saw the outline of a hand drawn across it. It was a letter from the "White Hand," the infamous "Mano Blanca," the rightist killer organization directed clandestinely by the big landowners and by the military and in particular by Colonel Carlos Arana, later to become president of the country. The "Mano" killed and mutilated everybody it suspected even of sympathizing with democracy, much less with Marxism.


  And the letter? Naturally it was filled with dirty sexual references -- this is the way Latin men deal with women who get in their way or break from the macho's cosmic plan for them.


  "We are speaking to you as we speak to the men of America; we are telling you the entire truth so that you believe what we say and not just to frighten you," the letter began. "Since you arrived in the country before the elections in March, the services of security, the A1, the G2, the army, the Interpol, and the private espionage of the MDL and the White Hand knew that you had arrived in the country to spy .... " (At this point I paused to notice that I was even a little pleased by the sheer weight and variety of the attention I was receiving.) It went on, with frequent references to me as a "puta" or "whore," something that also rather pleased me since I had always resented my Illinois corn-fed looks. Then it went on to warn: "Now you are being watched, body and soul; wherever you go, there are eyes following you. Only a few days ago, four men were waiting for you to take you to a night interview, but you did not trust them, and it was a shame that you didn't go because we would have given you chase, you spy, and we hope you will go to a guerrilla camp because upon leaving the city for the mountains, you will never again return and your death will appear an accident during a gallant adventure." But I was considerably aggravated by the fact that they then accused me of also being the "mistress" of the former rightist dictator, one Colonel Peralta. It is one thing to have one's politics attacked, but Colonel Peralta, a little, gray-haired gnome of a man, was one of the least attractive men I had ever seen.

  Now everyone in Guatemala City obviously knew where we were, who we were, and why we were. For the first time, I forced myself to contemplate the unthinkable -- that we just might not be able to do it. Henry and I passed days sitting lethargically in the lobby, drinking beer and feeling "eyes" on all sides. Worst of all by far was the humiliating thought of returning to Chicago without the story.


  But, as it happened, just then our luck broke. The guerrillas got word through one of the contacts I'd made and contacted me by phone (in Guatemala, at least then, phone-tapping was not a problem) and we spoke in German. Since our skinny detective guards went home for lunch and dinner every day, I made a date to meet the envoys -- two very young, very polite students -- in a coffeehouse during the lunch hour. This ruse somehow worked. I suggested we leave the country (to El Salvador), and leave very obviously and ostentatiously, as though we had given up. They gave us the name of a third-class hotel in which to stay upon our return and arranged to contact us there on the following Sunday morning. When we left, we kissed so many people good-bye, it was like a Mafia wedding. And we draped ourselves in such a sad air of failure that our hunters apparently were properly confused.


  In El Salvador we rented a Volkswagen and, in a frenzy of activity, prepared immediately to start the eight-hour drive back to Guatemala. But when we went to the Guatemalan embassy, we had another moment of terror. It was Saturday and the consulate was closed; we couldn't get our Guatemalan tourist cards until Monday and our rendezvous with the guerrillas was on Sunday. If we missed this meeting, it would be virtually impossible to re-create it.


  Henry looked at me. I looked at him. I almost cried, and then he got an inspiration.

  "We'll go to Pan American and buy plane tickets to Guatemala and get our tourist cards from them," he said. And the next morning we were indeed in our third-class hotel in Guatemala City talking to Miguel, the German-speaking, upper-class guerrilla who would be our guide.


  Now we could only wait -- until that moment when they would come for us. The hotel, one of those back-street hostelries that seemed created deliberately for intrigue, was our prison. We did not dare go out for fear of being seen. The staircases creaked. The dining room was always deathly silent, and everyone entering was followed by suspicious looks that slid and slithered from eye to eye and from table to table. And then there was the bellboy.


  It was perhaps not unnatural that my nerves were on edge. One night I heard a slight movement at my door -- just enough of a rustling to terrify me. I looked out the keyhole and looked into two eyes. For a moment I thought I might faint. Then I swung open the door to find myself facing the little, pockmarked, phantomlike bell boy, who, I had noticed, had a certain feral look about him. We finally decided he was simply a twenty-three-year-old voyeur -- exactly the next thing I needed.


  By this time no one except one Guatemalan friend knew where we were. We were out of touch with the office and I left dated letters to be sent to my family, who had no idea what I was doing. If anything had happened to us, only my friend would have known or could even have guessed it.


  Then one day they came for us. "This is the time," Miguel said with a strange smile, half excited and half wistful. But there was still more waiting. In a small bodega , or bar, they left us for four hours that seemed an eternity. "This is some kind of ruse," Henry kept insisting, suspended between anger and frustration. And in many ways it was this last waiting that turned out to be the most frustrating: Could it be that even now it might not work?

  But I also knew that we had gone too far now to turn back -- and that gave me a strange new feeling of repose. A major rule of dealing with revolutionary movements is this: You put yourselves in their hands and you demonstrate every kind of trust. (This, of course, comes after you have made all your careful calculations.) For all intents and purposes you no longer have any will of your own. In our case our lives and wills were quite simply held in abeyance -- held captive by these fanaticized, inexperienced, idealistic, often cruel, often immensely kind, sometimes crazy young men. Already two Americans, Ronald Homberger and Robert Moran, were known to be dead; they were killed in trying to make contact with these very "boys." One was most probably an innocent scholar, the other probably a Vietnam veteran bent on revenge. We really never knew everything.


  And sometimes it was simply better not to think too far ahead. I called the waiter and asked for another sandwich and beer. And after four hours they came for us.


  ***

  Twenty-nine persons stood up, slim profiles thrown against the sky, with packs on their backs and machine guns thrown casually over their shoulders.

  "The compañera is ready," one of the boys joked. "I'm calling her compañera already." Compañera -- the Spanish term for female comrade. It seemed I was accepted.

  The group fell into line. There was one group of armed guerrillas in the front, another behind, and our "unit" in the center. "Follow the person directly in front of you," they told us. "Make no sound. And show no lights."

  It would have been a splendid idea to follow the person in front of you if you could have seen the person in front of you. But it was midnight and the sliver of a moon was sliding rapidly behind the trees. Somewhat to our surprise -- and soon to our horror -- we found that the guerrillas used no paths or roads. Their idea of going up a mountain was simply going up a mountain. Up the rocks, over the bushes, through the thorns, down into the canyons!


  As absurd as it sounds now, I had on only flat walking shoes. I wore brown pants and a light blouse with a patterned sweater over it. Most of the time I looked simply terrible, and every once in a while I had to creep away and vomit, while Henry, who was very proper about manners, would look at me with an expression that was a mixture of reproachfulness and "I-told-you-so" embarrassment. I was not embarrassed. I was just intent upon getting through the whole thing. But the final absurdity was my black purse. I have always carried a certain type of good, practical black purse with pockets in the sides where I can put my various notebooks and cards. Of course I carried this black purse to the mountains. It was a friendly, familiar thing in this strange new world.


  For the next four hours we staggered, we fell into ditches, we dragged through creeks, we climbed huge rocks and generally suffered for what seemed an eternity. "We had thought of taking you farther into the montaña," Cesar said to me once, with a distinctly ironic twist on his lips, "but we decided the walk would be too hard for you." It struck me that I'd never heard a wiser decision. At 4:00 A.M., just as I was wondering whether I could go any farther, Cesar declared, "All right, we'll stop and sleep here." He motioned toward a grassy place on the side of the mountain; it seemed to bother him not a whit that it was sloped at a forty-five-degree angle.

  He curled up in a checkered blanket with his machine gun in his arms and promptly fell asleep next to Henry. Henry complained later that Cesar's machine gun dug into his ribs all night. I complained that every time I tried to relax on the slope, I began sliding down -- and that directly beneath me was a sixty-foot drop into a canyon with a waterfall. When morning came two hours later, all around my feet were gullies where I had dug into the mountain to keep myself from sliding off of it.


  The next three days that we spent with the FAR were among the strangest of my life. I felt totally suspended in time -- I no longer was sure what or where I was. We spent our days sitting around in the sunlight chattering endlessly in Spanish. Henry took pictures of guerrillas jumping, guerrillas talking, guerrillas posed for battle. All around us were the three thousand troops the army had sent out -- we could hear their shooting all day long. It was we whom they were seeking. The days had a certain rhythm and timing. Three times a day the old peasant man would come. He would deliver the sacks of tortillas and the plastic bags filled with bean paste. Then he would sit back on a rock for a full hour gazing fondly at the young rebels.


  "Tell me," I asked him finally, "why do you help the guerrillas?"

  This time he climbed down from the rock with apparent eagerness and walked over to me. "For humanitarian love," he said. He looked me straight in the eye as he added, "They are the first ones who ever cared about us."


  Cesar, so slim, so sure, so cool, then motioned to another, younger peasant who had come up with the older man. "Tell her everything," he said emotionlessly.


  "Do you have any land?" I asked the younger man, as he scram bled dutifully down to face me.

  "We pay twenty-five dollars a year to the landlord for the land ... " he began. (That was a lot, given their meager incomes.)


  Montes cut in. "The landlord they never see," he added scornfully. "They have just enough land to live on a subsistence level."


  "We're not allowed to live in our village anymore," the peasant began again.


  "For helping us -- they were forced to move here," Montes inserted. "The police burned their houses, and burned down their chapel -- they are Evangelicals."


  The peasant nodded. "And they destroyed our honeybees. I was four months a prisoner."


  "Did they torture you?" the guerrilla commander asked.

  "No," he said, shaking his head. "But my brother--they put that thing over his head and hit him."


  "That thing" was a bag they wrapped over a prisoner's head until he couldn't breathe. Meanwhile they were beating him until he was almost dead, or frightened nearly to death from fear of asphyxiation.


  "My boy, he was eighteen, died of malnutrition while I was in jail. One of my relatives had to pay one hundred fifty dollars to get free. I only had to pay eighty dollars."


  Cesar and his men kept prodding the peasants: "Remember this ... Remember Justo de la Cruz, whom they killed and he didn't even know us ... Think of all the injustices .... "


  It was an effective teaching method, I could see that. Besides, they were organizing the village into political cells, even though the final word came from the directorate general in the capital.


  Most of the guerrillas had been to Cuba for some training, but when I asked Cesar about money from Cuba, he drew himself up proudly and said, "Haven't you read about our bank robberies and our kidnappings? We're entirely self-supporting."


  "Say," Montes went on, "did you know the robbery of the Bank of the Occident was by the FAR? The papers say forty thousand dollars, but we haven't finished counting the money yet." He paused devilishly. "The bank was right in front of the police station," he added, grinning.


  Another time Montes pressed me for what I thought of Fidel Castro. I demurred. I never did believe in expressing my own beliefs while on assignment. Finally he demanded, "Don't you think he's a big egocentric?"


  "Well, frankly, I do," I relented.

  "I do, too," Montes said with a big smile. "But we won't be like that."


  I looked long and hard at him. I didn't say anything more. In years to come I would hear that phrase--"We won't be like that, we will be different" -- so many, many sad times.


  Little by little I drew them out on their acciónes , trying to find out what they really did--and how they justified it.


  There had been an "action" at Jocotales, for instance, a small working-class district of Guatemala City where the guerrillas' "city resistance unit" had attacked that November, killing three of the policemen in ten minutes of steady machine-gunning of the miserably poor adobe section. One of the men killed was a young sergeant, Rigoberto Parazzoli, and he was buried in a military funeral that punctuated the suffering and the senselessness of so much of all that was going on. His body was carried to the cemetery on the shoulders of a police guard while his widow sobbed and tiny barefoot boys sold water in tin cans for the flowers -- five centavos a can.


  He was carried past the tombs of all the assassinated political leaders of the last two decades, for here the cemetery is the Who's Who of Guatemalan politics ... Colonel F. Javier Arana, hero of the Right in the 1940s (assassins never apprehended) .... Mario Mendez Montenegro, hero of the democratic Left until he died mysteriously in 1965 (case never solved)... . The list was endless, the tombs are solid rock, the assassins were in the palace.


  After the funeral, where the sergeant was praised as a man who "defended Guatemala from political restlessness," Henry and I drove out to the police station, seeking out every bit of information and insight. A simple, honest-looking man, Lieutenant Antonio Anselmo Pineda, who was chief of the station, got up from an old wooden table and pointed out the holes in the ceilings and the small caves in the dirt floor where the grenades had exploded.


  "What do you feel about the guerrillas?" I asked him frankly. "Do you feel any hatred for them for doing this?"


  "Hatred?" he repeated, and he blinked his eyes. "No," he said slowly, in words that came to be haunting to me. "We don't know them. They don't know us. We wouldn't have attacked them, but they were attacking us. I don't know why they did it. I don't know what their motives were." He thought for a moment, and raised his eyes questioningly up to me. "Perhaps they know."


  This touched me deeply. So few people could really understand the depths of this tragedy that had grown only more and more desperate over the last twenty years.


  When I asked one of the more sensitive of the guerrillas about the sheer strategic sense of killing poor, ordinary policemen whom, after all, one might expect they were waging the revolution for, he responded by saying thoughtfully, "It is really very complex. If you kill a military officer, usually the people will agree with you. But if you kill a regular policeman, the people resent it. Very often the police are poor people themselves, who work on their days off painting houses and doing odd jobs, so they are well known. Too, we have to keep clarifying things. After we attacked the electric plant, the opposition phoned the firemen and threatened that we would attack them for putting out the fire at the electric plant. This was very clever because the people liked the firemen. We had to put out a statement saying it was not so."

  ***

  The third day the shooting intensified. It was all around us, it was constant, and it was coming closer and closer. A barely perceptible nervous hum seemed to ride through our campsite like a phantom stallion. When I heard Cesar, Miguel, and the others speaking in Spanish about continuing to walk all night deeper into the mountains, I felt distinctly faint.

  I was so exhausted from lack of sleep that I knew neither Henry nor I could do it, so I went over and sat down next to Cesar on the ground. "We've got to get out," I said. He looked at me--a long, harsh look--and shook his head.

  "It will be very hard right now," he said thoughtfully, his eyes narrowed. "But do you really think you must?" I argued forcefully. After talking with some of the others, he returned to tell me, "We'll send two scouts back to see if we can get your car for two o'clock tomorrow morning. That means -- if we can do it -- that you'll have to start out about eight. We'll have to get you to the car so our men can get back here before dawn. It means ... " He paused, and gave me another one of those looks. "It means going through the army lines twice."

  Suddenly I awoke from the torpor and from the relative safety of those three strange days. Suddenly everything was again deadly serious. I realized that part of me feared going back, that in only those few days the side of that hill had come to be home, a protection, roots. Leaving was a new uprooting, a ripping up of a strange new security. There were no farewells; we shook hands with a hushed gravity. We all knew we would never see one another again, and I knew that for all the days of talk and interviewing I would also never really know who or what these young men really were or would be or do.

  The walk out was even more grueling than the walk in. Once we had to pass within sixty feet of the outskirts of a village, Gallo, where we knew army troops were entrenched. As our little group of twelve passed by, a mangy horde of dogs in the village set up a resonant cacophony of baying. "Down," someone whispered, and the word traveled like a stone thrown through the column. For five or six minutes we all lay on our stomachs in the mud and waited. Although I had lost faith in any protective God some years before, I whispered a fervent prayer. We are all basically so weak.

  No one came, and we crept by, phantoms in the charged night.

  An hour later, after we had been pulling ourselves up the steep, often nearly vertical mountainsides by grabbing the dried, bristling stalks of the corn, the boy leading us admitted, "Miren, compañeros ... look, comrades, I must be honest... we've lost our way."

  He didn't need to say it. We had literally been going around in circles in the mountain; we were all exhausted, and the time for getting us out and getting them back was rapidly running out. At one point Henry was so worn out he sat down and said, "I'm staying here until morning."

  I told him, "If you do that, the guerrillas will kill you. And if they don't, I will."

  Gasping for breath and feeling our legs would not hold us, for four more hours we wandered on the stark, fall-away sides of that damnable mountain. More times than I care to recall, I asked myself, "Can I make it?" Could I even take another step? By the end when we finally got back in that opaque blackness to the "path" (whatever in God's name that was), one of the bigger guerrillas was literally pulling me up and over the rocks and another was pulling Henry, who, however, doggedly refused to let them carry his beloved cameras!

  My heart was pumping so hard that my breath came in spasms. Time after time I thought I could not take another breath. Occasionally we would stop and our guide would make a strange birdcall in the endless darkness of this hostile universe we had entered, to be sure we were not lost also from the rest of the group. Luckily, they always answered in the same call. Occasionally we would overhear someone in the darkness giving the code words: "Guerra del Pueblo -- People's War."


  Some ancient Mayan god must have led us, not much before 2:00 a.m., back to the same little road and to our little Salvadorean Volkswagen. I nearly cried for joy when I saw the squat, practical little car standing there, waiting, with that Germanic deliberation. Two well-dressed students were waiting there, and they drove us back to Guatemala City. It was over. The next day we drove out to El Salvador.

  ***

  What came out of it all? Was it really all worth it?

  Professionally the whole series was an incomparable success. It was printed all over the world, even in the Rumanian paper Scinteia, and I felt enormously gratified by the journalistic recognition. It also laid the basis for doing many other such things.


  But I understood clearly the limit of our work. Ethically I was disturbed by the sheer impossibility of reporting the entire situation; I simply had to accept the fact that there was very little I could do about this. Of course I had found out a good deal about the Guatemalan government and military forces beforehand, but there was no further way, once I had been to the mountains, to report directly on activities of that side. I was a marked woman so far as they were concerned, and I still remain so.

  The episode also taught me that you never really can outgrow your image. Roy Fisher, the Daily News editor and a man I admired immensely, wrote in his column at the time, "Hollywood couldn't imagine a foreign correspondent like Georgie Anne Geyer, our man in Havana. She would be better cast as a pretty school teacher than as a cool, nerveless foreign correspondent who thrives on hazardous assignments." Editor & Publisher did an article on "Gee Gee Finds a Revolution," and repeated the schoolteacher part; they cast me as "your child's seventh grade teacher."

  All my life I had tried to outlive my image as wholesome, blond, smiling girl next door. What more could I do than I now had done? I guess it all just goes to show that one is eternally stuck with oneself.

  I did not return to Guatemala for several years. When I did, I contacted no one in the government and was very, very careful. Then I went back on vacation with my mother and some friends. By then I thought I had been forgotten and I gained what in retrospect was a foolish confidence. So I went back a third time, in 1972. That was the mistake.

  One evening I was returning to the Camino Real Hotel after dining with one of my closest and dearest friends, the former Bolivian diplomat, Julio Sanjines. Julio is a unique spirit. He is a tall man of fine features and matching manners and intelligence whose aristocratic Spanish-Bolivian family had large land holdings in Bolivia before the revolution there in 1952. "We thought that by giving them the land right off, we could save the machinery," Julio used to joke. "But they took the machinery, too."

  Julio and I had and have a special friendship that has prevailed across the years. We have always helped each other whenever one of us was in trouble. Each called the other and something just always happened to make things right again. It is an enormously precious thing.

  This night, after a lovely dinner, he bade me farewell at the door and I crossed the elegant lobby, headed toward the elevator. At that moment a very tall, strung-out, dark man with the gaunt cheeks and sunken eyes of an El Greco character was headed toward the bar. Seeing him, I remembered clearly that he had been watching me that afternoon in the lobby. Now when he saw me, he made a swift, 180-degree turn and walked rapidly after me to the elevator. To my relief--the breath suddenly caught in my throat--the doors closed, seconds before he would have entered. On my floor, I ran from the elevator and opened my door as quickly as possible. As I rushed into the room, I heard the click of the elevator, signaling its opening, and the sound of his footsteps running down the hall toward me. Inside, I swiftly closed the door and somehow thought to secure the special bolt lock. Within seconds I heard him outside and saw the lock turning and turning -- he had a key to the room! I stood there, utterly frozen, hearing the turning as though it were something deep in the furthest corridors of my mind. Only because I had secured the special lock was he unable to get in.

  Then suddenly I could move again. I ran to the phone and told the desk to send some men up immediately, because someone was trying to break in. Within minutes they had sent a bellman. The El Greco man had evaporated. I also called Julio and he did something with the government -- he never told me what, precisely--and came immediately to the hotel.

  The man, ironically, was now in the bar. We dragged him out and confronted him at the desk. "But I am just a German businessman," he said, looking at me from behind those sunken cold eyes. "I got off on the wrong floor by mistake. My room is just above yours and I thought it was mine."

  Julio took care of things. But that night, I half lay, half sat up against the wall of the room, trembling with fright. I knew that the Mano Blanca had tried finally to fulfill the portent of the old letter. But it was thwarted -- Julio and a special lock had saved my life.


  ***

  The bigger story of Guatemala and young guerrillas and American involvement will certainly not end in our lifetime -- all of Central America was in flames by 1981 and eighty thousand by then had died in Guatemala alone--but the Guatemalan story continued for me in the summer of 1974, when I spent a fruitful week at the U.S. Army War College as a civilian guest at its annual defense seminar.

  At one of the cocktail parties, on a glorious spring day on the perfectly manicured lawns, I noticed one of the young colonels studying me rather carefully. Finally he came over and asked, "Aren't you Georgie Anne Geyer?" When I nodded, puzzled, he laughed and said, "Well, I know you, but you don't know me."

  The colonel turned out to be the officer who in 1966 had been the Special Forces adviser to the Guatemalan military at the brigade at Zacapa, the town nearest to where we were. This brigade was the one that eventually sent out every sort of military and civilian killer it could find to wipe out the guerrillas. The only trouble was that they were rather indiscriminate about the whole business: they managed to wipe out not only a few hundred guerrillas, but even by conservative embassy estimates at least ten thousand peasants just like the ones we had met.

  It turned out that the American military officers on the scene, whom we identified in the stories by numbers if not by name, knew we were with the guerrillas. In fact, I learned that night, they were after us.

  It was one of the stranger experiences of my life, but not untypical of our times, to sit there in a neat, pleasant, orderly American house on the army base at Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania, calmly discussing with this decent and thoughtful chap how he was encouraging and advising part of an army that was out to kill me. Not only was I being stalked by the Guatemalan military, I was being stalked by my own. And it was all too typical of the manner in which all too many Americans of my generation were to become so often angrily divided and alienated from our government.

  At the end of the evening, after several drinks and a warming dinner and excellent conversation, he leaned forward and said, "You know, I was never sure that you weren't the one who was on the right side."


  II.

  Starting on the South Side

    
    "Women have a much better time than men in this world; there are far more things forbidden them."

   
    -- OSCAR WILDE 
  

  Like so many things, it all started with a small obsession. When I was only seven or eight, I used to lie in my comfortable old German bed at night, in every respect a most loved and blessed child, and think about it. What, I would wonder for reasons I have never totally understood, if only one person had the truth and that person was a woman? She would not voice it because the women I knew did not speak out; and so the world would be denied this crucial truth.
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