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“In a free society the duty of all newsmen is to tell all of the people all of the truth all of the time. The newsman is obliged to fight forces that interfere with this vital process. From there on, it is the job of the people themselves to make up their minds how they feel, and for what or for whom they will fight. But to decide wisely, the people must have the facts, and that is our job.”


—Malcolm W. Browne, April 11, 1967


“You can’t write the story if you’re dead.”


—Stanley Karnow










Prologue


The single, small-caliber bullet ripped through the thin, aluminum skin of the Piasecki H-21 troop-carrying helicopter just two feet from where Malcolm W. Browne, the Saigon bureau chief for the Associated Press, sat near the chopper’s rear door. The Viet Cong insurgent who fired the bullet at the helicopter, nicknamed Geisha Girl by its American crew from the 121st Aviation Company, had remarkable luck, as his projectile “tore through a pressure line and four engine control cables,” Browne recalled, and bounced against other parts of the aircraft before exiting out the other side. The helicopter’s engine stopped, and the correspondent could hear someone shout, “We’re going in! Hang on!”1


It had been a busy day in early January 1964 for the Geisha Girl. The helicopter was involved in what Browne described as “a particularly dangerous kind of field operation” known as an “eagle flight.” Such missions involved more than five helicopters packed with seasoned troops, often South Vietnamese rangers or marines, seeking out VC strongpoints that had been pinpointed by intelligence reports. Browne, who had been reporting about the conflict since his arrival in 1961, noted that the helicopters flew at low-enough altitudes to draw enemy fire, at which point the troops disembarked and engaged in sharp, bloody exchanges with the VC. “Often, the eagle troops racked up excellent successes against enemy units,” he wrote, “and brought back weapons and severed heads as trophies.”2


The Geisha Girl’s pilot and copilot had prepared for their dangerous duty by donning bulky, bullet-resistant flak vests before slogging down a muddy path to the flight line at the airstrip near Ca Mau, South Vietnam. “Pilots climbed up into their plexiglass-surrounded cockpits and slipped on heavy, white flight helmets,” Browne remembered. “Switches were flicked, and red instrument lights glowed from dashboards.” Outside the chopper, its two gunners waited for the starting signal from the pilots. Nearby, Vietnamese soldiers stood up to adjust their field packs, which included cooking utensils, while, here and there, Browne saw, there “was a live duck hung by its feet from a soldier’s pistol belt. The Vietnamese army, perhaps more than other armies, travels on its stomach.” Finally, the reporter heard the order to depart. “Pilots adjusted themselves in their seats, changed their engine mixtures, and tuned up radios for communications checks,” he reported. “Forward gunners took their positions at the open doors on the right side of the H21s, just behind the cockpit. They fed belts of ammunition into their guns and swung the gun mounts around into firing positions. Rear gunners gestured from their positions at open doors on the left side near the tail for the troops to come aboard.” Those inside the helicopter had to sit or squat on the floor, as there were no seats. Browne could see the glow from cigarettes piercing the gloomy morning light as the chopper cruised down the runway, “much like conventional airplanes taking off. Hovering or taking off vertically puts too much load on the engine of a loaded H21.”3


In addition to participating in eagle flights, the Geisha Girl delivered supplies to Nam Cam, a town that had been attacked and damaged by the VC the previous night, leaving behind seven dead, sixteen wounded, and seven missing South Vietnamese soldiers. The helicopter also made stops at “other dangerous places” in the area, including Cai Nuoc, Dam Doi, and Cha La, all of which had recently been overrun by the Communists, Browne wrote. With its day almost over, Geisha Girl was only two miles away from its home base. “Helicopters had been making the same approach to the air strip all day long without incident,” he noted, “and the crew was almost ready to relax when the slug hit.” As the gunners kept the enemy busy by blazing away at the ground below, Captain Joseph Campbell of Drexel Hill, Pennsylvania, threw the two rotors overhead into auto rotation, a technique used by chopper pilots that kept their crafts “from dropping like rocks when their engines quit,” Browne said. If the helicopter had enough forward speed, the rotors continued to whirl, keeping the aircraft aloft enough so it could glide in for a safe landing. If a helicopter did not have enough speed, its pilot had to dive to make it happen. “He cannot do this if he is too near the ground,” the newsman pointed out. “For this reason, slow-speed flight at an altitude lower than two hundred feet can be fatal in the event of engine failure.”4


Luckily for Browne and the Geisha Girl crew, Campbell had just enough speed to survive. “The ground came up fast,” Browne remembered. “Campbell skimmed the banana-shaped craft over a high dike, and then pulled the nose up sharply to flair the ship out on soft ground. It bumped down into a bramble patch, and everything was suddenly very silent.” Both gunners, Private First Class Edward Weglarz of Haddonfield, New Jersey, and Private First Class David M. Sands of Gassaway, West Virginia, scrambled out the doors in just a few seconds. With their guns at the ready, the two men sought cover in the brambles, establishing a defensive perimeter against an expected enemy attack. “The Viet Cong has never shown mercy to downed helicopter men,” Browne noted, “and has never taken one alive.”5


According to established evacuation procedures for such incidents, the crew had to make sure to remove the chopper’s guns and as much ammunition as they could carry. “If it looks as though the Viet Cong is certain to capture the aircraft,” Browne wrote, “it must be destroyed. The guerrillas love to capture guns and radios from downed helicopters.” The evacuation from the Geisha Girl went “smoothly, quickly and silently,” he said, but no enemy appeared. “Apparently the guerrilla who shot us down was content with his one lucky shot,” Browne concluded. Within a short time, a second H-21 had landed near the crash site. The correspondent and crew hastily scrambled through the brambles to climb aboard the rescue craft. Safe at the base, the survivors smoked cigarettes while a company of Vietnamese troops moved out to provide security at the downed Geisha Girl. “This sort of thing happens often in South Viet Nam,” Brown informed his readers, “but even the most seasoned helicopter crew never gets accustomed to it. Sometimes everyone comes out without a scratch. Sometimes a few people are hurt. Sometimes everyone aboard is killed.”6


Trying to relax after the ordeal, an impressed Weglarz told Browne that the VC gunner must have been pleased with the result of his day’s work. Weglarz pointed out that for the cost of only about seven cents, how much it cost to produce the bullet, the insurgent had been able to down an American helicopter costing thousands of dollars. Using such “cost-effective weaponry,” Browne noted, had become a hallmark of the way the VC operated in its fight against the government of South Vietnam’s president Ngo Dinh Diem. During an operation in the An Xuyen region, Browne and the Army of the Republic of Vietnam soldiers he accompanied came upon a hidden weapons factory that manufactured mortars and shotguns. “They made the shotgun ammunition from short lengths of brass tubing, to which they soldered old French ten-centime coins, the kind with a hole in the middle,” Browne recalled. “The workers crimped percussion caps into these holes and loaded the finished cases with powder and shot.”7


The crash sobered Geisha Girl’s crew. One of the men told Browne that he and the other Americans engaged in such operations knew their jobs were not safe; as Browne reported, of the first hundred combat deaths in South Vietnam, forty-three had been in helicopters. “We just keep hoping from one day to the next that our luck won’t run out,” the crewman commented to the reporter. “But the job has to be done, and you can’t keep worrying about it.”8


Browne’s day was far from over. Returning to Saigon, he went to the AP office on Rue Pasteur Street, rolled a sheet of paper into an old Underwood typewriter, and began writing an article to send over the wires about his perilous adventure. Still aching from the crash, however, Browne discovered that nothing he put on paper seemed to capture what he experienced. “It’s astonishing how often war correspondents face writer’s block after witnessing dangerous battles,” he observed, “often falling back on stupid clichés just to finish some kind of dispatch.”9


As he finished his piece, Browne received a telephone call from a diplomat he had always assumed also worked as an intelligence agent. The man called to invite the newsman to a black-tie cabaret show at the Caravelle Hotel that evening for which the other guests would include senior Vietnamese officials Browne had been trying to interview; he accepted the invitation. Years later, he could not remember the conversation he had with the officials that night, but knew that the featured performer was Juliette Greco, a well-known French singer and actress. “Her sultry songs were balm to her footsore listeners, and it crossed my mind, not for the first time, that Saigon was a city of astonishing contrasts,” he recalled. Enraptured by Greco’s voice, Browne glanced out the window overlooking the Saigon River and could see streams of red tracers “arching through the darkness beyond the river, and occasional yellow flashes marked the impacts of shells.”10


Feeling restored, Browne returned to his apartment, located over his office, only to find, stuck under his door, three blue-and-white envelopes containing messages from his superiors at AP, reading: “Unipress [United Press International] has three choppers down but your crash has only one stop if correct need matcher sapest foreign.” Translating the cable language, Browne knew he had to confirm if UPI’s account was correct and, if so, produce a comparable story as quickly as he could. “I wearily picked up the phone and began trying to raise a U.S. military spokesman,” Browne said.11


Despite the frustrations Browne faced when dealing with his superiors and those in authority who wished to tailor the news to fit their own needs, he persevered, believing that the free press would remain alive and vibrant. He took as his inspiration the example of the great Irish reporter William Howard Russell, who had been sent by the Times of London to cover the Crimean War. British authorities threw Russell out of its headquarters area, going as far as depriving him of food, shelter, and transport. The British commander, Lord Raglan, prohibited his officers from talking to the reporter. “Despite their hostility, Russell covered every major action of that war, in mortal danger most of the time,” Browne noted.12


In his dispatches for the Times, Russell did more than just “root for the home team,” Browne recalled. Although he had touted the bravery of British soldiers—the “thin red line tipped with steel”—Russell let his readers know that the commanders who had ordered the disastrous Charge of the Light Brigade into the deadly fire of Russian artillery had also mishandled every other aspect of the war. They had bungled the supply situation, leaving their men with inadequate stocks of blankets and uniforms, and British soldiers were “dying in large numbers of illnesses and infected wounds, for want of medical attention,” Browne said. Russell’s words mattered: “Parliament and the English public were electrified. The commanders were changed, Florence Nightingale went to the Crimea (incidentally founding the Red Cross) and the fat was pulled out of the fire.” Because of his articles, Russell became known as “the man who saved an army.” Browne always tried to remember that his idol had not earned that title by being “a brainless journalistic cheer leader.”13










Chapter 1



Korea, 1956


The US Army deuce-and-a-half truck clattered and banged its way over a pockmarked road through Seoul, South Korea. The driver aimed his cargo toward its destination, the war-damaged village of Munsan-ni, located north of the Imjin River close to the dangerous demilitarized zone with Communist North Korea. Malcolm W. Browne, a native New Yorker, college graduate, and one of the approximately thirty American replacement soldiers aboard, peered through the back of the canvas-covered truck. He observed that three years of war had “obliterated the rice fields and villages, swept away the inhabitants and left a wasteland roamed by packs of ferocious wild dogs; to some of us on that truck, the broad, muddy Imjin seemed akin to the [river] Styx.” A laboratory chemist for the Foster D. Snell company in civilian life, but trained as a tanker by the military, Browne had orders to stay for a few days at the headquarters of the Nineteenth Regiment, Twenty-Fourth Infantry Division, while awaiting his final assignment.1


Killing time before his next stop, Browne—wondering what he had gotten himself into for his two-year hitch in the service—got to know some of the regiment’s men. The soldiers lived and worked in green Quonset huts and canvas tents scattered against a landscape dominated by high hills, barbed wire, and minefields. “As I sized up the place I discovered that its inhabitants were friendly, helpful and casual—very unlike regular army troops in domestic posts,” Browne recalled. “It was then that I learned something about fighting men in general: the closer they are to enemy guns, the more they behave like human beings rather than cardboard soldiers.” Curious, he wandered into a hut emblazoned with a sign reading “PIO,” marking it as the home of the unit’s Public Information Office. Inside were a half-dozen soldiers busy preparing the Nineteenth’s weekly newspaper, as well as articles and images destined for the Pacific edition of Stars and Stripes, the US Armed Forces daily newspaper. While Browne talked with the men, one of them, Private First Class Mike Poust, mentioned that a member of the team was about to return home, leaving an opening in the outfit. Poust asked Browne if he had any interest in working for the PIO. “If you go out with an armored recon unit you’ll spend your whole tour eating dust and seeing nothing but the DMZ,” Browne quoted Poust as telling him. “Join us and you’ll see the world—or at least the greater metropolitan Munsan-ni area.”2


It took less than a minute for Browne to decide that he would do less damage to the American cause by working for the regiment’s newspaper than by maneuvering an M48 Patton tank through the Korean countryside. He made his choice, although growing up he had never had much respect for journalists or even displayed any interest in following the news. “In fact, I was not a great newspaper reader as a kid, I read the papers every now and then, but I never took them seriously,” he remembered. Instead, Browne displayed an early passion for science, especially chemistry. After attending Swarthmore College in Pennsylvania and New York University, he spent five years as a laboratory research chemist for Foster D. Snell Inc., a consulting company whose chemists and engineers supplied their expertise to firms wishing to improve their products. He eventually found himself spending less time in the laboratory and “more time writing reports and articles about the results of scientific research. I felt it was time for me to make a break.”3


Poust cleared Browne’s transfer with his commanding officer and the young recruit moved his barracks bag to a vacant bunk at the back of the PIO hut. The structure had electricity but lacked plumbing and depended upon a balky kerosene stove for heat during the frigid Korean winter. “On that day I became a journalist,” he noted. Browne and his colleagues worked weekly to fill a dozen mimeographed pages with such items as training exercises, movie schedules, and soldiers’ unusual hobbies, including raising eels from the Imjin River as pets. Browne wore on his shoulder a patch proclaiming him an “Official US Army Correspondent” and enjoyed special privileges. “We were never required to stand in unit formations, pick up cigarette butts or even submit to regular inspections,” he remembered. “Best of all, we had access to a jeep and could travel throughout the regimental sector, which extended quite a distance.”4


Browne’s job also gave him the opportunity to visit the South Korean capital, Seoul, where he met and became friends with some university students. Through their interactions, he could feel “the seeds of rebellion sprouting” against the dictatorship of Syngman Rhee. Browne found himself falling in love with Asia and became “hooked on journalism—even the wretched version the army had taught me.” Sometimes his duties were interrupted by feints from North Korean troops threatening another invasion, prompting the GI journalists to grab their “shovels, sleeping bags and carbines, and dive into open trenches, where we sometimes remained for several days.” Browne found life stuck in slit trenches to be “excruciatingly dull,” but at least it gave the opportunity to finish reading a Jane Austen novel he had with him. The army also provided Browne a bit of sartorial splendor that set him off from his contemporaries. As a soldier he grew to hate the olive-drab uniforms he had to wear while on duty. On the day he got out of the service, he came across a sale on red socks at an Eighth Army post exchange in Seoul; he bought them all and started wearing them daily. Browne believed that by “standardizing I could avoid the annoyance of losing socks in the wash when I got out of the Army, and I’ve worn them ever since.”5


After fulfilling his military commitment in 1958, Browne left chemistry and threw himself into a new profession. “I wished I could tell you that I prepared for a career in journalism by the light of a candle in a log cabin” by reading the works of such luminaries of the profession as Ben Franklin, William Randolph Hearst, and others, he joked. “But no. As a matter of fact, I am an accidental journalist.” Browne first worked for a small newspaper in Middletown, New York, the Daily Record. While there he gained experience as a foreign correspondent, traveling to Cuba to cover the chaotic early days of Fidel Castro’s revolutionary government. “The assignment wasn’t lucrative, but for me it was pure gold,” Browne noted. After his time in Cuba, he left the Daily Record for a job with the country’s leading news service, the Associated Press, serving in its bureau in Baltimore, Maryland. In 1961 AP general manager Frank Starzel, seeking a permanent correspondent to head the agency’s bureau in Saigon, South Vietnam, selected Browne to replace John Griffin, the reporter then covering the region. “It is my belief that Asia is the fulcrum of contemporary history, and I want to have a part in reporting it,” Browne told AP editors. While undergoing a week of training at the news agency’s home office in New York, he remembered the thrill of preparing for overseas travel—picking up his ticket, preparing his passport and necessary visas, purchasing supplies (a map, flashlight, and Band-Aids), saying goodbye to his friends, and signing his will.6


Before he left the United States Browne received a warning from an AP editor that he should avoid producing any travelogue articles on what he saw in Southeast Asia, sticking instead to hard news from the war-torn region. After all, wire services such as the AP did not tolerate “agenda journalism,” and Browne embraced his employer’s “depersonalized, factual approach of wire service news coverage.” He avoided, whenever possible, confrontation and tried “to keep personal views out of my reporting, because I was employed as a journalist, not a pamphleteer.” A former French colony, Vietnam had been divided by terms of the 1954 Geneva Accords drafted by representatives from France, the United States, the Soviet Union, China, Great Britain, Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. The agreement led to the removal of French forces from Vietnam and temporarily, it was believed, split the country at the Seventeenth Parallel. Eventually, South Vietnam came under the direction of President Ngo Dinh Diem, a Catholic whose tightly controlled anti-Communist regime received American support. North Vietnam was led by Ho Chi Minh, whose Viet Minh forces had defeated the French at the Battle of Dien Bien Phu and had driven the colonial occupiers from the country. Browne, who could speak French, had resolved to treat his assignment “as a piece of observation that should be as accurate and as telling as possible, looking for the truth behind the truth.” He anticipated being plunged into “an existence as alien as Mars,” and wondered, as he wandered New York’s streets before leaving for his overseas assignment, if he would “ever see New Yorkers in their native habitat again.”7


The situation in Vietnam proved to be “unique in many respects,” Browne said, because it lacked some of the key features of most wars in history. There existed no front “to march off to, camera and typewriter tucked into a rucksack,” he learned. The front could be everything from a once-peaceful village bridge where he had stopped to buy pineapple one morning and where “the Viet Cong killed 20 militiamen in a little post last night.” The front could also be a shady trail in the jungle on which a column of troops on a routine patrol was suddenly mowed down by hidden machine-guns and a mortar barrage. “It may be a bar in downtown Saigon that suddenly shatters into a heap of rubble and blood as a terrorist heaves a few pounds of plastic [explosive] concealed in a loaf of French bread through the door,” Browne noted. But, most of all, he viewed the front as a remote hut late at night where villagers gathered to listen as an intelligent man dressed in a peasant’s black attire recited from memory from the works of General Vo Nguyen Giap, the Vietnamese commander who proved years before at the Battle of Dien Bien Phu against the French that “a peasant militia with the proper indoctrination can defeat even a modern army,” he added. He came to share the opinion held by many who became regulars covering the war that there were those who “either listened to other people as to what the war was all about and those who went out and got muddy boots. I preferred the muddy boots.”8


Browne won the respect of his colleagues in Saigon for his professionalism, as well as high marks from US ambassador Frederick Nolting for his sensitivity to the “nuances of the Vietnamese situation,” especially compared to other newsmen in the country. As his AP associate Peter Arnett later observed, Browne was not “one of the boys” when it came to the often lively “social life of those years” that he, AP photographer Horst Faas, and David Halberstam of the New York Times sometimes indulged in. “There was a comradery that existed beyond news competition, a sense of ‘us against the world,’” Arnett recalled. “Mal Browne was an intellectual who could stand above it all.” Fox Butterfield, who covered the fall of Saigon in 1975 with Browne for the New York Times, remembered his compatriot as possessing an encyclopedic knowledge of the country. Correspondents could be quite turf-conscious when it came to covering a major story, but Butterfield said that while Browne had a healthy ego, he was not driven by it and proved to be a generous colleague, letting him take some of the better stories. “He was a pleasure to work with all the time,” Butterfield said of Browne. And while Browne had been born and raised in New York, Butterfield remembered his colleague as possessing more of a modest, Midwestern character.9


Those who spent time in Vietnam covering the conflict grew increasingly frustrated by urging from their superiors in New York and elsewhere to be more like the correspondents of World War II, especially beloved columnist Ernie Pyle of Dana, Indiana. Brown considered Pyle to be “a great and courageous reporter who made World War II come alive for Americans. But that was World War II, and this is Viet Nam, where I expect Pyle would feel utterly lost.” Pyle’s faith in the basic goodness of an American fighting man might have been “sorely tested,” Browne observed, by “policies that compel this decent GI to shoot aging women (or be shot by them).” The Hoosier reporter, too, would also come to know that the cliches of the past war “just don’t seem to apply here, and that’s why explaining things to the folks back home (who basically rely on cliches) becomes so difficult,” concluded Browne. Vietnam war correspondents did their best to pay attention to battle coverage and bring the war “to life for American spectators at home,” but Browne believed that more so than in either World War II or the Korean War, reporters felt heavier responsibilities. “More subtle things are involved,” he noted, “which must be reported and analyzed. For that matter, the general lines of American policy in the Far East themselves are no longer a sacred cow. Like everything else, the rationale of the war itself is a fit subject for the examination of journalists.” By 1963 he had become convinced that “the United States had neither a legitimate nor sustainable role as a belligerent in Indochina.” But as a “conscientious newsman,” Browne set aside his “personal views when reporting events,” trying instead to “emulate the detachment of a camera lens.”10


Browne’s time as a draftee in the US Army had not only given him a basic understanding of reporting, but it had also educated him in ways that proved useful during his time immersed in a war zone. He knew how to handle weapons and had insight into how soldiers thought, spoke, and acted. “In a world more often shaped by the sword than the pen,” Browne emphasized, close familiarity with soldiers and how they performed their duties would be crucial for historians and journalists. History had shown, said Browne, that for as long as wars had been documented there was friction between military commanders and the newsmen who covered them. He remembered that the great Civil War Union general, William Tecumseh Sherman, had once threatened to hang a reporter he discovered trying to follow his march across Georgia, and Sherman had even written to his brother that “Napoleon himself would have been defeated with a free press.” Some field commanders, however, liked to have journalists around to write about them, “even when it would have been better for the reporters to stay home in bed,” Browne noted. He pointed out that General George Armstrong Custer saw to it that AP reporter Mark Kellogg had a mule issued to him so he could accompany the Seventh Cavalry as they rode into action at the Battle of the Little Bighorn. Kellogg died alongside Custer and his men.11


Another skill Browne learned while serving in South Korea that came in handy in Vietnam was photography. During his days with the Nineteenth Regiment, he had gone to the post exchange and purchased an inexpensive Japanese Ricoh single-lens-reflex camera that served him faithfully over the years. The other members of the PIO staff guided him through the process of taking and developing photographs, all done in less-than-ideal conditions, as the chemicals they used to develop pictures often froze at night in their poorly heated hut. Brown recalled their “daily darkroom routine including thawing out the chemicals while we melted snow for shaving.” He discovered that having a camera handy compelled the person carrying it “into the heat of the action. If you’re writing text, you can fake it. But if you’re carrying a camera, there’s nothing in the world you can do to fake it, and so you get your boots muddy; you become part of the scene, and that is absolutely vital to writing a text that’s convincing and which contains the essence of whatever it is that’s going on.” As AP’s bureau chief in Saigon, he made it his policy that all correspondents should take pictures whenever they could, and that all photographers should gather information to fashion into news dispatches. “To do otherwise would have spread our meager resources too thinly, and it was a formula that worked,” he said. After all, reporters could always take the information supplied by a photographer and churn out a respectable story, and photographers could take a newsman’s “technically lousy picture” and improve it enough so that it was publishable.12


Browne discovered that the one-room, ground-floor AP office at 158D/3 Rue Pasteur in Saigon offered the same challenges as the PIO accommodations in Korea, especially when it came to photojournalism. A frequent visitor to the office, Halberstam remembered that the space “felt more like a converted closet than anything else; if there were two people there at the same time then it seemed overcrowded.” With space at a premium, the office’s one bathroom became a rudimentary darkroom used to develop and print photographs for distribution to AP outlets around the world.13


Despite these challenges, Browne persevered and was ready in the spring of 1963 when South Vietnam was wracked by demonstrations from organized members of the Buddhist community. Using an inexpensive, Japanese-brand Petri 35mm camera, he captured on film the self-immolation of a senior Buddhist monk, Thich Quang Duc, while the monk sat calmly on a cushion in the traditional lotus position at the intersection of two busy streets in Saigon. “I think it was one of the worst things I’ve ever seen,” Browne said years later. His stunning image of a man giving his life for his cause appeared on the front pages of American newspapers from Lawrence, Kansas, to Cumberland, Maryland; from Bluefield, West Virginia, to Colorado Spring, Colorado. “That picture put the Vietnam War on the front page more than anything else that happened before. That’s where the story stayed for the next 10 years or more,” noted Hal Buell, AP deputy photo editor in New York.14


Although Browne left Vietnam in 1966 for a reporting career that took him all over the world, from South America to Eastern Europe and even the frozen Antarctic, his legacy has always included his haunting photograph of Quang Duc in flames, often cited under the title “The Ultimate Protest.” It became one of the iconic images of the Vietnam War, standing alongside two other indelible AP photographs that are now part of the collective American conscience—“Saigon Execution,” Eddie Adams’s February 1, 1968, graphic photograph of a suspected Viet Cong guerrilla (Nguyen Van Lem) being summarily executed at point-blank range by South Vietnamese general Nguyen Ngoc Loan; and “Terror of War,” Nick Ut’s dramatic shot of a naked nine-year-old girl, Phan Thi Kim Phuc, screaming as she runs down a road with her skin burned from a South Vietnamese napalm bomb that mistakenly hit her village. “We all—the soldiers and the journalists—poured water over her from canteens,” said Ut, who loaded Kim Phuc into his van and took her to a hospital fifteen miles away. She survived and eventually became a Canadian citizen.15


Browne never quite escaped questions about what had happened that day in Saigon. He was often asked if he could have done anything to prevent Quang Duc from taking his life. At the time his main focus had been on getting his pictures taken and out of Vietnam “to the AP in one of its far flung octopus tentacles as soon as possible,” especially given the tight censorship imposed by South Vietnamese officials. He had realized that it would have been fruitless to intervene, as the monks and nuns gathered for the protest were sure to have stopped him or anyone else who tried to interfere. Quang Duc’s horrific sacrifice, however, weighed on him until Browne’s death from complications from Parkinson’s disease in 2012. “I don’t think many journalists take pleasure from human suffering,” he noted, but he did have to admit to “having sometimes profited from others’ pain.” Although by no means intentional on his part, that fact did not help. “Journalists inadvertently influence events they cover, and although the effects are sometimes for the good, they can also be tragic,” Browne said. “Either way, when death is the outcome, psychic scars remain.” There were other violent deaths he witnessed in Vietnam—losses that became mere “footnotes” in the history of the war compared to the “theater of the horrible” that Quang Duc’s suicide represented for his cause. Browne never forgot them. He avoided indulging in anger or self-recrimination, as he realized that doing so would cause him to lose “the balance needed to ply his trade.” Such tragedies, however, should make all journalists, he advised, “think twice about writing something that may leave blood on our hands.”16


At the time and for years later, the Saigon correspondents were hounded by critics who blamed them for Diem’s downfall and America’s ultimate defeat and humiliation in Vietnam. The fault-finding followed Browne when he reported on the 1991 war in the Persian Gulf with detractors back home, who had not actually read what he had written, accusing him of harming the American cause in its fight against Iraq. “This is just silly, of course,” Browne said. “To the extent that America newsmen ‘took sides’ in either Viet Nam or the Persian Gulf, it was on the side of the United States.” Of course, he pointed out, that did not mean the journalists backed either the governments of South Vietnam or Saudi Arabia. For all societies at war, the important truth seemed to be the truth “that tells you ‘we are the good guys and we are winning,’ regardless of what team you’re on,” reflected Browne. As American involvement in Vietnam wound down, it no longer seemed possible “to believe in the goodness and rightness of our cause,” he added. Instead of pointing fingers at the individuals who involved the country in the conflict, many in the United States decided to “blame the messengers—people like myself who had been sending back discouraging tidings of how bad things had been going,” Browne said. What torpedoed the American effort in Southeast Asia was the sense that “it didn’t seem to be going anywhere,” he noted. The public had been regularly promised by its government that there was “a light at the end of the tunnel,” yet victory never came. “There was no longer excitement,” Browne explained. “The days when there were songs about the Green Berets were long past.”17


Browne’s important journalistic contributions regarding America’s early days of involvement in Vietnam have been unfortunately overshadowed over the years as the fame of his Vietnam contemporaries outgrew his. Both Halberstam and Neil Sheehan of United Press International achieved spectacular late-career successes that eluded Browne. Halberstam left daily reporting for the life of a freelance author, producing such classic best-selling books on politics and sports as The Best and The Brightest, The Powers That Be, The Breaks of the Game, Summer of ’49, and The Teammates: A Portrait of a Friendship before his death in an automobile accident on April 23, 2007, in California. Sheehan spent years painstakingly crafting what became one of the seminal books about the Vietnam War, A Bright Shining Lie: John Paul Vann and America in Vietnam, which won the Pulitzer Prize for general nonfiction and a National Book Award for nonfiction in 1988.


Examining Browne’s dispatches from Saigon, however, offers an important window into how most newspaper readers in the United States received their information about what was going on in Southeast Asia. From Allentown, Pennsylvania, to Raleigh, North Carolina, from Birmingham, Alabama, to Del Rio, Texas, from Tucson, Arizona, to Tacoma, Washington, subscribers opened their daily newspapers and were greeted by Browne’s regular reports from the AP—a place that he considered “the greatest news organization in the world.” As an employee of this nonprofit cooperative with members all over the country, Browne knew that the publishers and editors of AP member organizations, many of whom supported America’s involvement in Vietnam, exercised “a powerful influence on AP policies.” Despite such pressures, Browne remained determined to provide his readers “a continuous, honest assessment of the situation” of what he called “a puzzling war,” believing as well that officials in Vietnam—both Vietnamese and American—should try to do the same. After all, he noted, Vietnam had been too important to “look at through rose-colored glasses.” Journalists, he acknowledged, were fallible, but he asked his readers to show some understanding. “When you really get into almost any subject it turns out to be much more complicated and confusing than you thought,” he pointed out. “For journalists, life and work are a continuous learning process, and although we often get it wrong to start with, sometimes the second draft is better.”18


Browne stands as one of the preeminent journalists of the Vietnam era. Few, if any, except for his AP colleague Arnett, could match his depth of knowledge about the conflict in Southeast Asia and his commitment to uncovering the truth in a country in which lies and obfuscation were the norm, when, in fact, as he pointed out, the war was fought by both sides with “lies and counterlies.” He was there during the early days of American involvement in Vietnam, becoming the dean of the Saigon correspondents as the United States escalated its commitment and continuing to return as South Vietnam battled for its existence. Browne cared deeply about what happened to the Vietnamese people—a concern that only deepened after he met and married Huynh thi Le Lieu. In Vietnam the war was not only fought in the open on the battlefield but also behind the scenes among supposed allies. “Many a career was made or ruined in Viet Nam,” Browne said. With the war finally ended, his reputation and self-respect remained intact.19


Although Browne realized he had missed the career he might have made for himself if he had become an editor rather than remaining as a reporter, he had no regrets, considering himself tremendously lucky to have the life he lived. He had fond memories of sharing roast potatoes with Sherpas in the Himalayas, bantering about territorial water rights with Masai warriors in Kenya, and attempting to fathom the intricacies of quantum electrodynamics over tea and fruit cake at the homes of Russian physicists. But in filling his passport with pages of visa stamps, he also had to endure trying to sooth angry diplomats whose sleep had been interrupted by his requests for emergency travel visas, airline flights canceled at the last minute just when he needed to be where news was breaking, and arrests and expulsions by border guards whose job it was to keep out nosy journalists from their totalitarian countries. He also had to contend with working in many parts of the world where the communication vital to gathering and transmitting news was hindered as much by technological shortcomings as by censorship. During his days in Brazil, for example, the telephones in his offices in Rio de Janeiro “more or less worked, but use of them entailed a half-hour wait just to get a dial tone.” Browne soon came to expect inadequate communication systems in countries “where governments have a lot to hide.” In the Soviet Union, the phones were dangerous because the Communist government could be counted upon to electronically surveil (bug) most communications, and “sensible people with politically sensitive matters to discuss talked to each other only in public parks or on noisy street corners.” He recalled that a search of an apartment used by Times reporters in Moscow uncovered more than a dozen hidden microphones.20


Browne described journalism as always entertaining, enlightening, and even uplifting, but also realized that coming to terms with death and “endless suffering our cruel species inflicts upon itself” had been one of the “fringe benefits” from his long involvement in the profession. Reporters did not fear death less than others, he confessed, but they were “a little more familiar with it than some, and we realize that despite its sting, death had its points.” Paradoxically, he had not seen much death during his time as a soldier in Korea. Instead, his familiarity with it came during his early harrowing days as a reporter in Middletown, New York, where his beat included “an endless parade of the dead: farmers mangled by disc harrows, highway victims smeared over the blacktop, suicides with heads turned inside out by shotguns, picnicking families electrocuted by lightning, drowned children, bludgeoned husbands and wives, ad nauseum.” Each death he saw drained from Browne his reserves of “pity, grief, and horror,” leaving behind the scar tissue that enabled such professionals as journalists, physicians, police officers, and morticians to get through their workdays. Browne viewed death as “more of a kindly friend than a malign predator.” After all, he noted, even with the best medical care in the world, everyone succumbs to death, and “its face is sometimes more benign than people outside the news fraternity may realize.”21










Chapter 2



From the Laboratory to the Newsroom


The young chemist never saw it coming. Strolling down Thirteenth Street in New York City with his wife, Diana, Malcolm W. Browne casually stepped on a heavy, steel subway-access hatch. Unfortunately, at the same time, a subway worker underground decided to lift the hatch, tripping Browne. As Browne started to fall, the worker below, realizing what was happening, stopped what he was doing. The unlucky pedestrian hit the ground and the hatch landed on one of his outflung appendages. “The plate came down on the first two fingers of my right hand,” Browne recalled.


Browne’s fingers remained where they should have been, but a few were injured badly enough that he could not use a pencil to write the extensive laboratory reports necessary for his job at Foster D. Snell. He had to switch to a typewriter, a machine he had never used before. “At first my hunt-and-peck typing was wretchedly slow,” he said, “but with practice, I got faster. Eventually one of my injured right-hand fingers mended enough to join the two left-hand fingers I had been using, and a limping three-finger gait became my typing style for life.”1


Although Browne never learned to touch type, his three-finger method proved effective, and he was able to “pound out pages pretty fast.” He had stumbled on one of the most important skills he would need in his future career as a reporter, working for such notable institutions as the Associated Press, the American Broadcasting Company, and the New York Times. Until his retirement in 2000, his three-finger tapping on typewriter and, eventually, computer keyboards could be heard in such far-flung locales as Cuba, South Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Pakistan, Argentina, Serbia, Spain, Portugal, France, Morocco, Kenya, Saudi Arabia, and Antarctica. Kicked out of several countries for asking too many pointed questions of government officials, Browne survived helicopter crashes, physical attacks from secret police, and Scud missiles dropping on him during the 1991 Gulf War as the oldest accredited correspondent covering the conflict. Browne “had no fear of sticking his nose where it wasn’t wanted,” one of his colleagues remembered. In dealing with a variety of dangers, Browne learned to “cope with the ugliest events of our times. Because of this, I can walk across a battlefield where men are dead and wounded and not fall apart. I can do this by concentrating on the mechanics of news coverage. I have the nightmares afterwards.” Above all in his work, he tried to maintain what he called “the Feel,” a term he had learned from Paul Gallico, a reporter and novelist who “believed deeply in the need for direct, personal experience as the way to rounded reporting,” so much so, in fact, that Gallico even dared go into the ring to spar with heavyweight boxer Jack Dempsey; the champ knocked him out. “Life for him was a quest for the greatest possible range and depth of experience,” Browne said of Gallico, “including physical sensations, of course, but much more. That’s the way to do it. The Feel is the way to top-flight journalism.”2


It always seemed to Browne that James Thurber’s classic 1939 short story, “The Secret Life of Walter Mitty,” could serve as an allegory for the field of journalism. Thurber’s Mitty is a timid, introverted man who creates an imaginary existence as a brilliant surgeon, a brave pilot, and other glamorous professions. In a way, said Browne, journalists lead “a similarly vicarious existence. When we study and write about politicians or generals or actors or gangsters or chemists, we actually have a chance to get inside these characters and their lives for a while. We get to experience some of the things they do, at least in a small way.” He did not mean to imply that journalists were as timid or introverted as Mitty, as most he came across could be classed as “assertive loudmouths with opinions about almost everything.” Of course, journalism does have some “redeeming social qualities,” Browne acknowledged. For him, however, the trade’s biggest attraction was the variety of experiences it offered to those who practiced it. “Journalism, in other words, is fun,” he said. “If it weren’t, I know I wouldn’t be doing it…. We journalists get to ride roller coasters and helicopters, we learn what it’s like to be shot at, and we travel to the ends of the earth. We get to experience pain and fear and pleasure and sometimes deep satisfaction.”3


It was quite a career for someone who remembered hearing as a child the clip-clop of horse-drawn wagons delivering milk in glass bottles at dawn to his family’s apartment in New York City’s bohemian Greenwich Village neighborhood and lived long enough to watch humans place their footprints on the moon’s surface. As a child Browne loved his Erector set, a toy whose parts he could fit together in myriad ways. “I was never very creative myself, but I was always intrigued that you could put something together that would be greater than the sum of its parts,” he recalled. Born on April 17, 1931, he was the eldest of four children raised by Douglas and Dorothy Wilde Browne. Misfortune had plagued Malcolm’s family before his birth. His maternal grandmother, Florence, had a rich Dutch American businessman as a father who, for a time, held a seat on the New York Stock Exchange and owned a palatial mansion filled with servants to tend to the household’s every need. “His many children were brought up to enjoy the fruit of educated leisure such as painting, composing music and reading poetry, none of which particularly prepared them to earn a living,” Browne remembered. The family hosted parties that included such well-known names as Ignace Paderewski, the Polish pianist and statesman. Florence, called Donna by her grandchildren, passed along to them her memories of attending Buffalo Bill’s Wild West shows, where she sat marveling at the marksmanship of Annie Oakley and also saw Sitting Bull, the Hunkpapa Lakota leader who had defeated George Armstrong Custer at the Battle of the Little Bighorn. Ill-timed speculation on the spice market, however, caused the family’s finances to collapse. Fortunately, Browne’s grandmother married well, becoming the wife of a physician, Doctor Harry Wilde, who was part of a long line of medical professionals originating from Dublin, Ireland. The only stain on the family’s reputation came from a controversial relative, Oscar Wilde, the poet and playwright whose reputation was ruined by his imprisonment in the 1890s for “gross indecency.” For a time, until he was old enough to admire his kin’s vast literary accomplishments, the young Malcolm tried to conceal from his schoolmates that his middle initial, W., stood for Wilde.4


Tragedy struck Florence when her thirty-five-year-old husband died from a pulmonary embolism one frigid morning while making house calls to his patients on Long Island. Undaunted by the blow to her family, the talented Florence, an accomplished sketcher and watercolorist, started offering art classes to make ends meet; she could also depend upon complimentary medical care for her family from her husband’s medical friends. One of the students Florence attracted to her class was a young man, Douglas Granzow Browne, born in 1903 in a rural suburb of Detroit whose family later moved to Los Angeles. Although raised as a Roman Catholic, Douglas abandoned his family’s Catholic faith and traveled to New York City to become an architect. Forced to quit his studies because of a lack of funds due to the Great Depression, he had enough money left to take some commercial art classes given by Florence. Those courses led to his meeting his teacher’s daughter, Dorothy, called “Buddy” by her friends. The couple married and raised four children: Malcolm, Miriam, Timothy, and Christopher. Dorothy became a devoted Quaker, who, as her son noted, “opposed war and killing in every way, shape, or form. She was one of the few people during the late 1930s, when war was looming in Europe and when the Spanish Civil War was raging, who advocated no war.” She also dreamed of becoming either a concert pianist or successful writer of detective or adventure novels, said Browne, who remembered hearing her clatter away at her typewriter until late in the evenings, producing stories that failed to find any takers.5


By the 1920s Florence’s art classes had grown enough in popularity that she could afford to take out a mortgage to buy an old stone house built by Dutch settlers in the Catskill Mountains in southeastern New York. The ancient structure had practically no modern conveniences, lacking electricity and piped-in water. She used the property as a summer art school and, when students became scarce during World War II, switched to renting the property’s rustic cabins to young vacationers looking for inexpensive accommodations. During the winter months, Florence spent her time teaching art at Rollins College in Florida.6


Browne described the Catskill property as situated on “sixteen hilly acres, mostly wooded, with a delightful tree-shaded creek whose frigid pools… enticed swimmers for three centuries.” On cool nights he remembered lighting crackling blazes in its many fireplaces, with the flames casting “spooky shadows on the dimly lighted walls.” When winds were high Browne could hear moans coming from the chimneys and imagined “the sounds as the lonely shades of former residents.” During the depths of the Great Depression in the early 1930s, Florence came close to losing her land when the bank threatened to foreclose on her mortgage. She was saved thanks to President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal programs, a boon that turned her into a lifelong supporter of the Democratic Party. The release of Walt Disney’s The Three Little Pigs inspired Florence to send the bank that held her mortgage a small payment along with a note that read, “Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf?”7


During the summer, while Browne’s father struggled to earn a living during the week in New York at a variety of trades—architect, elevator operator, cabinetmaker, and designer of wooden squirrels used to decorate the city’s parks—Browne, his mother, and his siblings retreated to their grandmother’s stone house in the Catskills. The house and its rugged surroundings became Browne’s tutor, teaching him needed survival skills. Water had to be hauled to the house in buckets, either drawn up by hand from a well or via an old-fashioned, gasoline-powered pump located a quarter mile away that Browne had to start “by cranking a heavy iron flywheel” that “could backfire and break an arm.” While the engine ran, someone always had to be nearby to keep an eye on its balky pressure gauge. One day, when Browne was young, his father, who visited from the city on the weekends, fell asleep in some tall grass instead of watching the gauge; the pressure reached a critical level and the tank exploded “with a blast that we heard a mile away.” Fortunately, Browne’s father escaped injury.8


His family depended upon Browne to be the property’s handyman, responsible for fixing machinery, repairing plumbing, painting walls, mowing the grass, hoeing and weeding the gardens, and digging trenches for the outhouse and garbage pit. “I loved the work,” he remembered. Because the house lacked refrigeration, and his family did not own a car, he also had to pedal his bike daily for an hour to buy fresh milk, eggs, and butter. Browne’s mother sometimes had to cook for more than twenty people at a time using a four-burner kerosene stove, had to heat water to wash dishes and clothes, and scrubbed laundry by hand using a washboard. “There were times late at night when I could hear her weeping, exhausted and depressed,” Browne said of his mother. “Her lifelong bouts with depression, I suspect, had as much to do with her death at age fifty-seven as did her heavy smoking and genetically weak lungs—a curse of our family.” To save money Browne’s grandmother used to toast stale bread until it blackened almost into charcoal, grinding it up and steeping it in boiled water to produce an ersatz coffee that he preferred over the real thing. The adults in his life may have worried how they would make ends meet, but, for Browne, “the Depression was fun.”9


For recreation Browne and his family often retreated during the heat of a summer day to the nearby creek to cool off. The creek provided him an introduction to science, as several rocks scattered on its banks “could be cracked apart to reveal fossils of fern leaves and other defunct organisms.” His father also introduced him to the wonders of biology, showing him how to capture pollywogs and care for them until they grew into adult frogs. Cooler evenings often featured his grandmother preparing cocoa and entertaining her grandchildren by playing Frédéric Chopin etudes and waltzes on the piano, in addition to “her rousing rendition of a tune she had learned as a girl—[Scott] Joplin’s ‘Maple Leaf Rag.’” She also introduced Browne to Asian art, including the work of Japanese printmaker and painter Katsushika Hokusai. “The magic images of the place always fascinated me,” said Browne. “When I got there, I was surprised that Asia looked like the Asia I always imagined.”10


Because the stone house lacked a television and had limited radio reception, Browne depended upon books for entertainment. As a teenager he became interested in reading medieval romances, including Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, as well as novels from Russian authors. He also became fascinated with the works of German poet, playwright, and novelist Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, so much so that he began learning German so he could read Faust in its original language. He learned the intricacies of the internal-combustion engine by examining a Model T Ford stored in the barn, which also contained a pair of old sleighs with crumbling leather accessories. “I sometimes sat in those sleighs,” he recalled, “trying to imagine what a dash along a snow-crusted lane must have been like in my grandfather’s day at the turn of the century.” He could also pore over bushels of old magazines and newspapers, thrilling to news articles about the kidnapping of the Lindbergh baby, battles of the Spanish Civil War, and the rise of Fascist dictator Benito Mussolini in Italy. A lover of fireworks and the explosions they produced, Browne noted that the high point of every summer came at the Fourth of July, a holiday for which everyone—his parents, grandmother, and even the art students—purchased pyrotechnics to set off. “The best part came with night,” he said, “when the pinwheels, sparklers, Roman candles and rockets were lighted up.”11


During his childhood Browne also loved to build model airplanes and counted himself lucky when he received one as a present. He remembered that the kits he made “consisted of little more than plans, balsa wood, and silk paper. With a week or so of painstaking work, a boy could build one of these things into a fragile but very beautiful model airplane that would fly beautifully. I loved them—and I think I loved them especially because they were so difficult to make.” Building these models led to a lifelong interest in both the Spanish Civil War and World War II, in particular the aircraft flown by pilots from Great Britain, Germany, and Japan. He drew upon the many books written by aircraft expert William Green to learn their paint schemes and logos. In addition to securing kits from around the world, Browne bought wood and other parts to craft his own designs. “In building them,” he recalled, “I learned many interesting and surprising things about the science of aerodynamics.” What appeared to him to be “perfect designs” failed to take to the air, and it took him many days trying to analyze the problem. “And when I discovered what it was, and when I had something that would fly with grace and beauty, I was proud and happy,” he noted. One he was particularly proud of was a three-inch-long model, “perfect down to the last instrument,” of a Russian-built Polikarpov I-16 fighter in the unit markings of the International Brigade from the Spanish Republican Air Force. Later in life, when he came across aircraft, particularly smaller ones used by the military for observation or artillery spotting, something in Browne felt “very warm and very fine; somehow these little planes are familiar to me as my own body. I know every hinge and pin in them, and the beautiful but subtle simplicity that makes them fly.”12


The inexpensive price ($150 for the summer) Florence charged for renting the cabins on her property attracted not only young people looking for a bargain but also those seeking peace and quiet from their haunting World War II experiences. One whom Browne remembered for the rest of his life was Maxim Schur, a Latvian native who had been wounded while serving with the US intelligence service and later became a naturalized American citizen. A talented concert pianist and teacher, Schur, who died in 1974, practiced for six to eight hours a day on the Browne family’s battered, old upright piano, trying to master a variety of Mozart piano concertos. Whenever he was nearby, either working or reading, the music, which also included Schur taking on concertos and sonatas by Beethoven and Brahms, “seeped” into Browne’s soul. “In time, I came to know the piano scores for these compositions by heart, and that gift… brightened the rest of my life,” Browne remembered, particularly during his days covering the Vietnam War.13


Reinforcing Browne’s self-improvement was a quality education provided by the school he attended from kindergarten through twelfth grade in Manhattan, the Friends Seminary, founded by the Religious Society of Friends (Quakers) in 1786. “For me it was wonderful,” Browne said. “It happened that the school had marvelous teachers, and the only objection I had was that they got me so interested in everything that it took me a while to settle down on a career.” The teachers helped him to begin “seeing the world as a kaleidoscope of many colors and shades of gray rather than a simple-minded game of good guys versus bad guys.” He particularly remembered the instruction provided by Earle Hunter, who taught history and was a man “whose scholarship, wit, good humor and wisdom made him as immune to propaganda and cant as any human being I’ve known.” The greatest lesson Hunter taught Browne was to be wary about trusting such established institutions as the government and the media. “He taught us to question anyone seeking to thrust an idea or factoid upon us without offering evidence,” he said. Browne found such advice invaluable in a journalism career that ranged from the rice paddies of Vietnam to the deserts of Saudi Arabia. Another Browne favorite was Rose Wilcox, who taught English literature and composition and demanded that her students be familiar with the “thinkers of all nations and ages who have helped to shape the human condition,” including William Shakespeare, Charles Dickens, William Blake, John Keats, and Fyodor Dostoyevsky.14


The sternest taskmaster Browne faced at his school was Walter Hinman, a World War I veteran whose lungs had been damaged by mustard gas late in the conflict. Hinman’s chief responsibilities were general science and biology, but his mind ranged far afield to explore such matters with his students as physics, chemistry, and mathematics. Like most of the best teachers Browne knew, Hinman possessed a knack for grabbing his classroom’s attention. Realizing that a lot of young people were interested in explosions and bright flashes, Hinman sometimes had his classes “prepare eutectic mixtures of oxygen and methane, and let us ignite them with a spark coil,” said Browne. Hinman stimulated some to try “louder experiments, a few of which had destructive consequences.” Trying to impress some girls at his school, Browne discovered how to produce and ignite nitroglycerine, mercuric fulminate, and other noisy compounds. By doing so, he realized, he risked earning the displeasure of adults. “Unsupervised chemistry experiments gave little joy either to the parents who tolerated them or the teachers who inspired them,” Browne noted. “There were acid-stained fingers, scorch marks on floors and pyrotechnics.” One of his experiments earned Browne a three-day suspension from school. It involved using liquid hydrogen and produced an impressive explosion “in a mid-Manhattan softball field; it harmed no one but broke some windows in a nearby building.”15


Hinman’s only intolerance in the classroom came for students “too lazy to work hard and give his or her best,” Browne recalled. For his physics lessons, Hinman began class with a written quiz he graded while students worked on lab assignments. Hinman posted the results at the end of the class. “Woe befell the student whose grade was six or lower—his mark went up on the bulletin board marked in red,” Browne said. Hinman also persuaded the students in his physics class to come early to school several days a week to tackle calculus. “With that and an arsenal of pedagogical tricks,” Browne said, “he first showed us the edifice of classical physics built by Newton and his followers. Then, having hooked us on the comfortable assumptions of Newtonian determinism, he knocked out the props with blasts of relativity and quantum theory, leaving us jolted but fascinated. It was heady stuff for school kids.” Browne had always been uneasy about his mother’s “deep religious faith,” viewing religion as merely a ritual “designed to celebrate some characters as manifestly implausible as Santa Claus and the tooth fairy.” He thought there must be a better explanation for life than religion, and he found it in science—something that, despite its limitations, supplied his “spiritual needs” for the rest of his life. As an adolescent, Browne also differentiated himself from his mother’s extreme pacifism. “For one thing,” he later noted, “it seemed to me that there are times when you do have to fight, when the enemy is a clear and present danger and if you don’t fight him you’re just going to have to put up with the consequences.”16


One world-shaking incident reinforced Browne’s desire to immerse himself in science. It came on August 7, 1945, when he heard a staticky radio broadcast announcing the dropping of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima, Japan. Just a year before, a scientist visiting Browne’s school had described for him and his classmates the 1939 discovery of uranium fission by Otto Hahn and Fritz Strassmann. “Furthermore, he told us, an equation that [Albert] Einstein had worked out meant that astonishing things were now possible,” Browne remembered. “For instance, he said, it would be possible to build a nuclear engine that would drive the Queen Mary back and forth across the Atlantic [Ocean] scores of times on just a pound or so of fuel.” Nothing had prepared Browne, however, for hearing that an entire city had been obliterated by the same small amount of nuclear material. “I hung on the radio for more details,” he said. While other boys of his age might have dreamed of being a baseball player or fireman, he had picked a far different profession to pursue—nuclear physicist. He even had the opportunity to attend symposiums at New York’s Cooper Union featuring J. Robert Oppenheimer, known as the “father of the atomic bomb” for his work with the Manhattan Project. Oppenheimer held his audience “spellbound with his portrayal of physics as the golden key for solving the great universal riddles,” Browne said.17


Reflecting about his fascination with this new power source, Browne said that it pained him to admit that at the time he had not thought about the thousands of dead civilians that “the dawn of the nuclear age had left in Hiroshima.” What he knew of the war had been learned from often inaccurate reports he watched in movie newsreels or read in newspapers and magazines, all the while cheered on by government propaganda to hate the enemy, especially the Japanese. “In movie theaters, images of flaming enemy suicide planes and smoking enemy cities prompted applause, not horror,” he noted. Although the country’s lust for vengeance during the war had been tempered by his family’s pacifism, Browne said the mushroom cloud produced by the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki appeared to him as symbols of “scientific genius and righteous victory over an evil foe.” The atomic bomb’s incredible power represented a Faustian bargain whereby human beings had sold a bit of their humanity “to gain the knowledge that made controlled nuclear fission possible.” Rather late in life, he finally fully appreciated his mother’s pacifism. “I came more and more to feel that all wars are evil, even the good ones,” he said. “War is intrinsically evil and should be avoided at all costs.”18


After graduating from Friends Seminary in 1948, Browne studied chemistry at Swarthmore College, a private liberal arts Quaker institution located in Swarthmore, Pennsylvania, from 1948 to 1950, and spent a year at New York University before marrying Diana Kirchwey on June 26, 1951; the couple had a daughter, Wendy, and eventually made their home in a small apartment in Brooklyn Heights. Needing a job, Browne worked as a chemical laboratory technician with Foster Snell in New York City. “It was one of those consulting outfits that help businesses operate profitably without doing much real science,” Browne recalled. For example, in 1954 the Dwight Eisenhower administration, in a move some historians have called one of “the most reprehensible acts” in American history, overthrew the democratically elected government of President Jacobo Arbenz of Guatemala. A reformer, Arbenz was ousted in a coup engineered by the Central Intelligence Agency based on the false charge that the country was on the verge of falling into the hands of Communists but more likely because the threatened land was controlled by the American-owned United Fruit Company. The political instability in Guatemala, one of the leading suppliers of chicle, a key ingredient in chewing gum, threw manufacturers of the product into a panic. “Our lab was hired by a French chewing gum maker to quickly find a substitute for chicle and keeping Parisians happily chewing,” noted Browne. In just a few weeks he managed to blend gums with “assorted polymers and plasticizers, and I saved the day,” he said.19


Browne became what he described as “a virtuoso with food additives,” including helping a company keep the wrapping on its blintzes from cracking when frozen. Other assignments, however, did not go as well, including one involving the maker of a well-known after-shave lotion. Browne and his colleagues were tasked with increasing the yield of benzaldehyde “from a rather tricky oxidation of toluene.” He remembered that benzaldehyde had an aromatic almondy smell, but “when you oxidize toluene you can get into trouble if you let the temperature get out of hand.” While Browne was away from the office ill with a cold, his lab partner risked pushing the benzaldehyde synthesis a bit too far and too fast, resulting in an explosion that smashed most of the laboratory’s glassware and put him in the hospital for a few weeks. “Those were the days before safety glasses and blast guards, and he was pretty badly cut up,” he said. “That was one explosion I wasn’t sorry to miss.”20


Following the outbreak of the Korean War on June 25, 1950, Browne had been expecting to be drafted into the US Army. Before that could happen, he volunteered for Officer Candidate School, hoping that he might join the military as an officer in an artillery or tank unit. Although his mother had wanted her son to file for conscientious-objector status, she need not have worried as the military seemed to have forgotten about Browne’s existence during the war. The administrative “foul-up” probably saved his life, Browne reasoned, as life expectancies of “second lieutenants in Korea in 1951 and 1952 was appallingly short.” The war on the Korean peninsula ended with the signing of an armistice on July 27, 1953, but Browne still had to seek permission from his local draft board when he and his wife wanted to leave the country for a European vacation in 1955. “Only then did officialdom seem to realize that I should have been in the army long since,” he recalled, “and the board reluctantly agreed to our trip, provided I report for induction as soon as I got back.”21


Inducted into the army in 1956 during the uneasy days of the attempted uprising by Hungarians against their Soviet-dominated government, Browne received his basic training at Fort Knox, Kentucky. Classified as a linguist because he spoke German and French, Browne and the other specialists in his unit, nonetheless, were sent to Fort Hood, Texas, to be trained on the American M48 Patton tank, as well as several Soviet models, something he enjoyed as tanks were fun to drive, except for during a war. “As we maneuvered our own tanks across the Texas desert we often coordinated our movements by radio in German, to the annoyance of our nonlinguist sergeants,” he remembered. “But we became good tankers; about half our group were Germans, and perhaps Panzer warfare is in the Teutonic blood.” Never an athlete, Browne nonetheless found that he could handle himself well on the army’s usual tests of its soldiers—training marches, obstacle courses, daily calisthenics, and firing a weapon (he had learned to shoot at age fourteen). “I could crawl under barbed wire, disarm mines and shoot well enough to win a marksmanship badge,” he said. He also never forgot the savage skills unearthed during bayonet drills, with a sergeant leading his unit in its daily catechism of “Kill! Kill! Kill!” Although viewing the whole thing as a silly game, Browne realized that the army had been attempting to thicken its charges’ “psychic callus, so that when the time came, real slaughter would seem almost part of the natural order of things.”22


By the time Browne finished basic training, the Hungarian uprising had been crushed by the Soviets, and the army sent him to Fort Devens, Massachusetts, to train veteran soldiers in modern gunnery. Unfortunately, his company commander had been ordered to send two of his men to Korea, and the two draftees in the unit, Browne and another soldier, received the assignment, tearing him away from Diana. “The draft had its points, in that it democratized the army and salted it with educated men,” he noted. “But it was a cruel institution that sometimes broke more hearts with forced separations than it did with bullets.” Browne’s marriage did not survive the separation, ending in divorce.23


Sent to Fort Lewis, Washington, Browne left the army post and endured a thirty-two-day journey across the Pacific on a dilapidated transport ship, all the while trying to avoid his seasick shipmates. After the ship landed at Inchon Harbor in central Korea, he expected to spend his service viewing the Korean countryside through the turret of a tank. Instead, Browne moved to a new specialty, journalism, joining the Public Information Office staff to write for a mimeographed weekly newspaper for the men of the Nineteenth Regiment, Twenty-Fourth Infantry Division. Some of the better stories Browne and his comrades produced were included in the division’s weekly newspaper printed in Tokyo and also turned up from time to time in the military’s daily Stars and Stripes and civilian papers in the United States. Articles covered such subjects as training exercises, who had earned Soldier of the Month honors, a column from the commanding officer, and the results from various sporting contests among the regiment. “Considering how little we did to keep the soldier informed about anything that really mattered, I found it hard to understand why the army tolerated our existence,” he noted. It did, however, and Browne found his newfound job meant he never had to stand in formation or submit to daily inspections. “Best of all,” he remembered, “we had access to a jeep and could travel throughout the regimental sector, which extended quite a distance.”24


Browne’s travels included trips to Seoul, still recovering from the war, as well as occasional visits to Japan to oversee printing jobs for his commanding officers. Inspired by the country’s beauty, he studied the Japanese language, which, he said, slipped “from the tongue as gracefully as Italian.” With his military service nearing an end, he plotted how he could find work in Japan. “I was enchanted with Asia the whole time I was in the army,” he remembered. Browne made friends with some of the Americans who worked for news bureaus in Tokyo, but no job offers of any substance came his way, so he decided to return to the United States. After failing to find work with newspapers in New York City, Browne tried his luck with an employment agency for journalists. It worked; in August 1958 he got a job as a reporter for the Middletown Daily Record, a newspaper in New York’s Orange County, located about an hour and a half northwest of New York City in the Hudson Valley.25


Beginning publication just two years before Browne started working there, the Daily Record was created by Jacob M. Kaplan, president of the Welch Grape Juice Company. Kaplan established a nonprofit company to fund the tabloid newspaper. The Record received national attention by being the first daily paper in the country to be produced by the offset printing method instead of the usual hot-metal typesetting process. “The Record boasted better typography and printing quality than its Middletown competitor [the Times Herald],” recalled Browne, “and it had a staff of young men and women recruited in various parts of the nation, all eager to win their spurs.” He remembered that the newspaper’s editor, Avrom “Al” Romm, gave all those looking for a job in his newsroom a test to judge an applicant’s general knowledge and vocabulary, reasoning that most probably had little experience in the field. “One of his questions asked for the gestation period of an elephant, and my guess of two years was evidently close enough, for I was hired on the spot,” Browne said. According to a later editorial in the newspaper, Browne had not done well on the test’s vocabulary portion, misspelling such words as accommodate, judgment, occurrence, separate, all right, and sizable. But the “thin, blond, intense young man” possessed some “special qualities” that prompted the newspaper to hire him: “A great knowledge of the world around him and a keen desire to succeed in journalism.” A former Record staffer described Browne as someone who owned a lot of books but was far from bookish. “He was a very hard-nosed guy who was tough about getting what he wanted,” the newsman remembered.26


The Record’s management may have hired inexperienced journalists, but its editors had a knack for picking talented people for the newspaper’s staff. In addition to Browne, who would go on to win numerous prizes for his work, including journalism’s top award, the Pulitzer, the newspaper hired a young US Air Force veteran, Hunter S. Thompson, later an iconic writer for Rolling Stone magazine and a leading figure of the New Journalism movement of the 1960s and 1970s. Describing the Record as an “experimental newspaper,” Thompson wrote to his mother after his hiring that only one person on the staff was more than thirty-five years old and “most of the boys are between 23 and 30,” and they averaged approximately seventy-five miles a day on the road tracking down interesting stories. He went on to praise his associates as “young, smart as hell, from all over the country, and all on the way up. The Record is one of the best little papers in the country and one of the best opportunities there is.”27


For the years he worked on the newspaper, Browne tackled a wide array of stories in its circulation area, which included Orange, Rockland, and Sullivan Counties. His pieces examined the escape of five cows from a group being hauled off by truck to a slaughterhouse, a hotel fire that rousted fifty guests from their sleep, a former Nazi ace teaching his wife how to be a glider pilot at an airfield in Middletown, tensions at the Chester Cable Company that led to the shooting death of a labor organizer by the firm’s president, and life in a community (Monroe, New York) that had an ordinance outlawing the wearing of shorts. He remembered his coworkers—most earning low pay and expected to be ready to tackle any task assigned to them—as “a family of happy zealots, most of whom worked twelve-hour stints and produced more good copy per day than any comparable bunch I’ve known since.” The skills Browne acquired in photography while in Korea were helpful in Middletown. Reporters were expected to not only meet their deadlines when it came to producing readable copy but also were supposed to provide photographs to illustrate their articles. “We typed our stories on cheap newsprint paper, and we edited using scissors, paste and pencils with the softest, dirtiest lead available,” he remembered. Although reporters had regular beats (police, school boards, local politics), everyone, Browne noted, was “expected to pitch in on murders, fatal accidents, fires and other crises, and I found that big cities have no monopoly on mayhem.”28


In the summer of 1959 Browne, who had hoped to be able to return to Asia as a foreign correspondent, had an opportunity to get some experience reporting from a different country. Earlier that year, the revolutionary July 16th Movement, led by Fidel Castro and promising radical social reform, overthrew the corrupt Fulgencio Batista government. The Record offered Browne, who had a shaky grasp of the Spanish language, time off and paid some of his expenses to travel to Cuba and report on what he observed about the revolution. “The assignment wasn’t lucrative,” he recalled, “but for me it was pure gold.” When he arrived via air from Miami at Havana’s José Martí Airport, he observed signs touting the revolution were displayed everywhere in the city, as well as photographs of Castro and other heroes, including one from Argentina, Ernesto “Che” Guevara. “A festive atmosphere prevailed, with crowds of boisterous strollers in the plazas and streets at all hours, packing the coffee stands and bars, and seeking entertainment,” he remembered. Browne explored Havana and made connections with the new government, whose representatives appeared to be friendly and helpful. There were signs, however, that not all was well. Covering an outdoor rally speech by Castro before a crowd of sugar-cane workers bused in from the countryside, Browne tried to take a photograph of the gathering at a moment when those in the audience had “raised a salute to their leader, their right fists clenched in the classic communist style,” he noted. Police suddenly appeared out of nowhere, grabbed Browne, and hustled him off to the local station. Fortunately, the authorities released him after a couple of hours and returned his camera, but without the film he shot. The police chief told the American newsman: “You’ll understand that your readers might get an erroneous impression seeing pictures of our people saluting that way.”29


During his time in Havana, Browne picked up stories about Americans who had fought on the revolution’s behalf. US embassy officials told Browne that most of the American soldiers of fortune had left the country “like rats from a sinking ship” once they realized that the rewards they expected from the rebel government were not forthcoming. Intrigued, Browne tracked down three Americans—William Morgan (later shot as an antirevolutionary), Herman Frederick Marks, and Gerry Holthaus—and wrote about two of them for an article that became the first in the series from Cuba published by the Record. One of the most infamous Americans was a former merchant seaman from Wisconsin, Marks, who became feared as “the Yankee butcher” at the prison at the La Cabaña fortress, located across the harbor from Havana’s downtown. Marks led the firing squads that executed approximately two hundred Batista supporters with the order: “Atención, Preparen, Aputen, Fuego!” (“Attention, Ready, Aim, Fire!”) The American relished any chance he had to deliver the coup de grace to prisoners, shooting them in their heads with his .45 Colt pistol. “They were war criminals, and it was necessary to stamp them out,” Marks explained to Browne. Although there seemed to be no comradeship between Marks and the Cubans he commanded, he said he was finished with the country of his birth. “I don’t care about American citizenship one way or the other,” said Marks, who had a long criminal record and sported a double-heart tattoo reading “Love, Nellie” on his left arm and a tattoo of a snake coiled over a dagger with the words “Death Before Dishonor” on his right arm. “America never gave me much of a break. I’m a Cuban now.” Some members of the new Cuban government grew alarmed at the attention Marks received, with one privately telling Browne, “He’s bad public relations for our government, at a time we need favorable opinion most.”30


Browne’s interview with another American, Holthaus from Decatur, Illinois, stood in stark contract with the one he had conducted with Marks, which had taken two hours of negotiations between the reporter and heavily armed Cuban soldiers. Browne met the twenty-three-year-old Holthaus, who had deserted from the Marine Corps while stationed at the American naval base at Guantánamo Bay, at a soda fountain, formerly a favorite spot for tourists. A believer in the revolution, Holthaus, a specialist in heavy weapons, had left the US base in a jeep loaded with arms on November 25, 1958. “A lot of Americans fought in the Cuban revolution to make money or gain power,” Holthaus noted. “It wasn’t that way with me. I just wanted to see the rebels win.” He had been a real asset for Castro’s rebels battling Batista’s forces, turning a captured 20-millimeter cannon into a formidable weapon by using parts from a Ford Model T and assorted junk. “We mounted it on a truck,” Holthaus told Browne. “It came in very handy one afternoon when we were pinned down by a Batista-held block house. We drove up the truck and prepared the gun. It only fired about six rounds before jamming, but it shattered the wall and killed three of the enemy. They hoisted the white flag immediately.” The homesick Holthaus expressed a desire to leave Cuba if he could avoid a harsh sentence for his desertion. Later, Browne learned that Holthaus’s plight had drawn the attention of photojournalist Dickey Chapelle, a friend of the Marine Corps from her coverage of the action on Iwo Jima and Okinawa during World War II. Chapelle helped to negotiate Holthaus’s return in September 1959 to Guantánamo Bay to face charges. Although Chapelle testified on the marine’s behalf, calling him “an idealist fighting for what he believed was a just cause,” a navy court sentenced him to serve twenty-four months in prison.31


As part of his Cuban series, Browne pondered the revolution’s future, trying to arrive at an answer to a question most Americans asked: Would Cuba become a Communist country, directly under the influence of the Soviet Union? The officials Browne talked to issued strong denials that Castro had any personal ties to Communists, but a few expressed their worries to the American reporter. One thing he knew for certain was that confusion and immaturity dominated when it came to governing. One day, while waiting to meet with Osvaldo Dorticós Torrado, the minister of revolutionary law and minister of agriculture, Browne met another American who owned and managed a tomato farm he wanted to give to the Cuban government so it could be turned into a cooperative owned and managed by the workers. Officials rebuffed the American’s offer, with Dorticós telling Browne that Cubans had “no need of gifts from the imperialist planters. We shall expropriate the land for ourselves at our own pace, and reorganize it according to socialist norms, not the wishes of its former Yankee owners.” A member of Cuba’s criminal class admitted to the reporter that he could kill anyone he wanted for $1,000, half of the total ahead of time and half after the kill, the same as he could under Batista, but “only now there’s a tax on it for agrarian reform.” Several people told Browne that the revolution could survive without turning to Communism, instead becoming “neutralist.” During his time in the country, Browne thought that while Castro supported “sweeping social and political reforms, many of which parallel Communist aims, I think it is too soon to call the government Communist, however.” He believed nobody could predict anything about Cuba with any certainty, and, in the end, it all came down to a “useless statement made by one of my friends: ‘Cuba certainly bears watching.’”32


Returning to Middletown, Browne resumed his usual editorial duties for the newspaper. Having enjoyed a taste of the “nectar of foreign correspondence,” he wanted more. In the summer of 1960 he decided to act, driving to New York City to apply for a position with “the world’s largest employer of foreign correspondents,” the Associated Press, at its offices at 50 Rockefeller Plaza. Founded in 1846 through a meeting of five New York City newspapers looking to share news transmitted via telegraph, the AP had expanded its reach by 1965 to include fifty-seven news bureaus outside the United States staffed by reporters dedicated to what became known as the holy grail: “Get the news; get it first, best and fairest; and God help anyone who got in the way.” In the mid-1930s the service had developed wirephoto transmission of images for breaking news. Those lucky enough to earn a spot as an AP foreign correspondent were described in near-mythical terms by Ben Bassett, AP foreign editor, who noted that collectively, “He speaks 24 languages. He shivers in weather 40 below zero and sizzles in 100 above. He eats rice or sheep’s eyes or caviar, as the occasion demands. He writes around 100,000 words every day and spends over a thousand dollars getting them to market.” Those working for the AP were conditioned to long hours and the belief, Browne pointed out, that no matter what they produced it should have been done “quicker and better. Wire service people used to say there was a deadline every minute, and it was literally true.”33


To test his newswriting ability, AP editors in New York gave Browne fictional information he had to shape into an article. He must have done well, as a month later he received an offer from the AP to work at its bureau in Baltimore, Maryland, under the tutelage of its news chief, Max Fullerton. Browne also had to write a letter to AP’s personnel manager, Wes Gallagher, a veteran correspondent who had covered World War II, describing what he hoped to accomplish in the future. Browne remembered that he “put my heart into it,” noting that he spoke French, German, and Spanish and asking for “a foreign post, preferably in a third-world country, Viet Nam if possible,” because he believed that Indochina “was likely to be a fulcrum of news and history in the years to come.” After all, the Vietnamese had defeated their colonial masters, the French, after winning a decisive victory at the Battle of Dien Bien Phu in the spring of 1954. Much still had to be decided in Indochina, and that meant plenty of opportunity for a young journalist such as Browne.34


Browne considered his year in Baltimore as “a low point” in his life, due in part to an ill-fated second marriage, but he did receive essential training in “filing the wires,” a job he described as almost as tense as being an air-traffic controller at a busy airport. The nuts and bolts of his position meant that the copy he wrote had to be turned over to desk editors, who gave the finished text to “punchers” responsible for retyping the pieces onto machines that converted the letters and numbers into holes on paper type. “This tape could then be read by a device that translated the holes into electrical impulses sent over teletype wires,” Browne recalled. AP-member newsrooms received the stories via large, metal teletype machines that printed out pieces at about sixty-six words per minute. Ringing bells on these machines marked important news—three bells for an Urgent, five bells for a Bulletin, and ten bells for a Flash, “a transcendent development—one likely to be a top story of the year,” according to the AP stylebook. Browne learned that editors desired from their reporters, above all, speed to beat their competitors, especially the AP’s chief rival, United Press International. “Accuracy is important, too,” he noted, “but newsmen can’t afford to spend so much time checking something that they end up beaten.” AP bureau reporters dreaded receiving a “rocket,” an urgent message from the home office rebuking him or her for missing a major story that a competing journalist had secured and demanding a response at the earliest moment. Usually that meant the correspondent had to call the person quoted by the competition, sometimes rousting them from sleep, to ask: “I know you’ve been through all this with my competitor, but I need some information, too.”35


Although worried that he might spend the rest of his AP career in Baltimore, relegated to rewriting sports stories, Browne had his life changed in the fall of 1961 when he received a telephone call at his apartment from Fullerton. His boss’s message was to the point: “You have three days to get up to New York for a week of indoctrination. The AP wants you in Saigon. Congratulations, and get going.” Packing everything he owned in just one Samsonite suitcase, Browne set off for his new assignment as not only a foreign correspondent but a war correspondent as well. “I was overjoyed,” he remembered. “Any consideration that I might have had about the overall galactic import of Cold War-ism escaped me completely. I was interested only in serving Gallagher, serving the Associated Press, and reporting everything as freely and completely as I could. Not with any idea of siding with any side.” His dedication to his profession overshadowed his responsibilities as a husband and father, which caused him some regret later in life. “But it seemed to me that coverage of the war was more important than personal feelings,” Browne reflected.36


Traditionally, Americans war news had the flavor of sports reporting, Browne believed. “Wars lend themselves very well both to the general game story with box score, and to the locker room sidebars featuring interviews with outstanding players,” he said. “In both types of reporting, graphic images and strong, evocative verbs are mainstays.” He learned that the war in Vietnam, by its nature, did not lend itself “as well to sports reporting as other wars,” mainly because there existed “no line between friendly and enemy forces to follow on a map.” Another overlooked reason, he added, was that in this war “personal allegiances count for more than bullets,” and, Browne discovered over time, the United States had failed in its attempt to “win over” Vietnam to “its way of thinking.” But at least in 1961 Saigon was still “a hotbed of public-relations lobbying,” a majority of which, Browne realized, was aimed directly at the foreign press corps he had become part of.37
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