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THIS BOOK RELATES A NUMBER OF CLOSE SCRAPES, SOME OF WHICH
may seem skin-of-the-teeth and others of which may seem funny.
All are written with an awareness that the adventures of many
American journalists have not always had happy endings.

Every year in New York, the Committee to Protect Journalists
publishes a roster of those killed. Every year we find the names of
men and women who worked beside us, on assignment at home or
abroad. Every year we find recorded the names of outstanding jour-
nalists who still had much to report.

Their commitment to the idea and the ideal of an informed
American citizenry was so great that they placed their lives at risk,
and they made the ultimate sacrifice.

The names and final datelines of only a few whose lives and work
have touched mine: George Polk, CBS, Greece; George Syvertsen,
CBS, Cambodia; Karin Wimberger, CBS, Afghanistan; David
Jayne, ABC, Jordan; David Kaplan, ABC, Bosnia; Ted Yates,
NBC, Israel; Wells Hangen, NBC, Cambodia; Dan Eldon, Reuters,
Somalia.

It is to their sense of duty, to their spirit of service, and to their
memory that this book is dedicated.
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WHEN THIS BOOK 'S PREDECESSOR, THE CAMERA NEVER BLINKS: AD-
ventures of a TV Journalist, was first published in 1976, it was both a
surprise and a joy.

A surprise because I had no idea it would wind up being read by
so many people; a joy because I got as much satisfaction from it as
from any work I've ever done.

Many people helped with that book. Many more have helped
with this one. First among them are my wife, Jean Grace Goebel
Rather, and my family, especially my children, Robin and Dan,
along with my brother and sister, Don Rather and Patricia Rather
Thompson.

Second, William Madison, my all-around right hand at CBS
News, and on outside projects such as this book. What he has given
in support, friendship, talent, and hard work is more than can ever
be repaid. Bill is on his way to becoming a great novelist. For set-
ting aside his own writing to pour himself into helping with mine, I
shall be forever grateful.

Then there is, of course, Mickey Herskowitz, who helped might-
ily the first time around, and did again this time.

For their assistance preparing this manuscript for publication, I
am grateful to Toby Wertheim, Janis Kinzie Culhane, Deborah
Morgulis Rubin, James Moore. Their wisdom, their scholarship,
and their friendship have been an enormous help to me, as they are
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every day. Suzanne Nederlander and Terri Belli were, as always,
unstinting in their support.

Richard and Carole Leibner, David and Susan Buksbaum, Tom
and Claire Bettag, Herb and Pat George Rowland, Joel and Toby
Bernstein, Bill and Carolyn Johnston, Sam and Mary Ann Quisen-
berry, Perry and Betsy Smith, and Eunice Martin are people who
have made my personal and professional lives more meaningful
than I have words to say.

Andy Lack, although he has since jumped to the command of
another ship, will always have my gratitude for the adventures we
shared.

The people I work with today, especially Connie Chung, Howard
Stringer, Eric Ober, Erik Sorenson, Catherine Lasiewicz, Andrew
Heyward, Linda Mason, Joel Bernstein, Joe Peyronnin, Lane
Venardos, Larry Cooper, Al Berman, Kathy Sciere, Kathy Moore,
Michael Fountain, George Osterkamp, Wayne Nelson, Al Ortiz,
and Tom Flynn. My friends Donna Dees and Kim Akhtar helped
me place some of the material in this book which originally ap-
peared in other publications.

Of the many radio essays cited in this book, most were prepared
during the tenure of producer Virginia Pittman-Waller. My grati-
tude to her is enormous, but also extends to her successors, Kevin
Rochford and Kathleen Biggins.

I am forever grateful to the Radio-Television News Directors As-
sociation, who gave me the opportunity to deliver the remarks
which form the basis of the last chapter of this book.

William Schwalbe, my editor at William Morrow, revived and
saved this book when it was in intensive care and dying of neglect.
His predecessors, Lisa Drew and Hillel Black, had kept it alive for
many years. So did my book agent, Bill Adler.

Among others noteworthy for their special help are Marty Eisen-
stein, Ethel Goldstein, Renée Itzkowitz, Nancy Kay, Allen Zelon,
Stuart Witt, Hugh Cunningham, Eve Bartlett, Joan Amico, and the
valiant members of my staff, Susan Martins Cipollaro and Allison
Zarinko.
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Closing the Gap

IT IS MORNING IN A LARGE FLORIDA CITY. | HAVE FLOWN IN LATE
during the night, after midnight, have not slept well, and am now
up early to go downstairs in the hotel to make a speech before sev-
eral thousand people.

[ am not in a good mood and am silently asking myself unjus-
tifiably self-pitying questions such as “Why am I doing this?” I
dress hurriedly, shun the breakfast tray, gulp down black coffee
that tastes like day-old drained transmission fluid, and go to the
elevator.

It is crowded. I nod glumly as I get on. Not a word is spoken as
we go down ten floors to the lobby, but I feel all eyes on me. In the
egocentric way of anchors generally, I am thinking, Okay, I'm on
television. But didn’t any of these people’s mothers teach them that
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it’s rude to stare? Besides, I have the uncomfortable feeling these
people aren’t just staring, they’re looking me over, top to bottom.
And why do I have the feeling some of them are smirking?

The elevator reaches the lobby. As it empties, a woman of about
forty, crisply and immaculately groomed, gently takes hold of my
sleeve. ““Mr. Rather,” she says quietly, “‘I don’t mean to intrude.”
Then why are you? 1 think. She continues, “‘But I have admired you
for years.” Well, of course; now I understand, your anchorman is
thinking. *““And this will only take a moment.” It had better,
madam; I'm already late to this big important speech I must deliver.

She looks first to one side, then to the other, making sure no one
else is listening.

“I don’t want this to be awkward or embarrassing in any way.”
Pause. “But your fly is unzipped and a piece of your shirttail is
sticking out through it.”

She smiles and strides away.

Thank you, ma’am, wherever you are.



[f You Can Keep
Your Head . . .

ERIK SORENSON WAS TICKING OFF THE DAY’S NEWS TO ME, GIVING ME
a sense of the way the Evening News would probably shape up that
day. The last item on his list was, to his mind, potentially the most
important: ““The cardinal in Chicago has been accused of sexually
abusing a boy. The boy is grown now, in his twenties, and he’s
pressing charges. There was a big press conference this morning,
and Chicago is reeling.”

Erik Sorenson, executive producer of the CBS Evening News, is a
laid-back, amiable guy, given to blue jeans and loud ties. The
younger set around CBS describe him as “boppy,” although I don’t
know what that word means; the less discreet point out that he’s
only a little older than my children, although I would prefer they
keep their math to themselves.
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Most mornings I'm on the phone early, checking in with Erik
and the senior producers in the “Fishbowl” (a glassed-in office
within the Evening News studio) to find out what news has broken
and what stories we’re working on.

That doesn’t mean that what we discuss is exactly what will ap-
pear on the broadcast. At any minute, something could happen—a
plane crash, a terrorist attack, a surprise announcement from the
White House—that could require us to overhaul our plans. But the
staff of the Evening News sometimes change our minds for another
reason: We debate, we argue, we bicker, we cajole, we plead, and
sometimes we persuade.

This was going to be one of the times we’d debate. All day long
and right up until the last minutes before the broadcast.

“There is some sentiment among our senior producers that we
may want to lead with the cardinal sex abuse story,” Erik said.

I respect Erik’s judgment, and that of all the Evening News peo-
ple with whom I closely work, but I disagreed. I said, *‘Erik, that’s
not a story, that’s an accusation. If we gave our best slots to every
accusation that comes along the pike, we’d never have time for any-
thing else.”

He came back with a broader view, far from sensationalized.
“Child sex abuse is an important story, and every part of the
Church’s attitude toward sex has been coming in for close scru-
tiny.” He explained that it isn’t just that people are titillated by the
Church’s relation to sexuality. There may be the beginning of a
philosophical change of course for the Church, seen also in the
heated debates over birth control, abortion, women priests, and the
celibate clergy. The increasing number of accusations of sex abuse
by priests had already colored the debate on celibacy.

This was all well and good, I thought, but the accusations against
the cardinal seemed like a slim peg on which to hang the story. In
practical terms, what Erik described sounded like a long, thought-
ful piece, something for our regular “Eye on America” feature, and
something that couldn’t be ready by airtime this day. There were a
lot of ideas to be thought through, and to complicate matters, in
television you need pictures: Eric Sevareid used to say, ““You can’t
take a picture of an idea.” The scramble for pictures would cut
down on the time for thought. And you don’t have to be in the busi-
ness for very long before you realize that your probing, deliberate
think-piece can start hemorrhaging substance the closer you get to
deadline. (This is why we try to allot as much time as possible to the
production of ““Eye on America” segments—and a few of those seg-
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ments have in fact focused on issues of the Church and sexuality.)

Erik and I agreed we would continue to monitor the story, and
that a lead slot was a possibility, although I remained unconvinced
it was advisable.

When I got into the office a short time later, the debate had ex-
panded from a dialogue between Erik and me to include all the sen-
ior producers in the Fishbowl: Kathy Moore, Kathy Sciere, Al
Berman, Mike Fountain. These are bright, intelligent people, and |
love kicking back and talking the issues with them. They’re all
hardy veterans of fierce campaigns, but none of them old enough to
have worked in the trenches back in the days when almost any men-
tion of sexuality in a national news program was unthinkable.

A lot of the press, print and electronic, comes in for some justifia-
ble criticism for keeping the sex life of President John Kennedy
hushed up: Most White House correspondents knew plenty, but
none said a word. The most frequent accusation is that the press’s
silence revealed a pro-Kennedy, pro-Democrat, pro-Liberal bias.
What people seem to have forgotten is that, in those days, before
the Sexual Revolution, sex wasn’t discussed or seen on television.
On CBS, even a hip, sexy young couple like Rob and Laura Petrie
slept in separate beds. Not only was there no equivalent of Ma-
donna to grab her crotch and bare her breasts, or Marky Mark to
grab and bare himself, but Ed Sullivan (again on CBS) would per-
mit Elvis Presley to be photographed only from the neck up—to
spare our children the unseemly view of his gyrating pelvis. You
might have discussed sexual matters with your very closest friends,
but many people still couldn’t talk about sex with their own doc-
tors.

In many ways, we’re a lot better off today. We need to be able to
discuss sexual problems with qualified care-givers, and we need to
be able to discuss sexual matters with our partners. If we’ve relaxed
a little about the body, if we’re less squeamish and can discuss like
sensible, mature adults a few details of President Ronald Reagan’s
rectal surgery, or First Lady Nancy Reagan’s breast cancer, then
we’re probably helping many, many Americans to cope with the
realities of their lives. I think the Reagans probably don’t get
enough credit for being so open about their health, and in the pro-
cess removing a lot of the embarrassment felt by other Americans
who had similar difficulties.

But I am not one of those reporters who believe that every sex
story is another brick in the foundation of wisdom. I know that sex
sells, and I knew that our competitors were going to run with the
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story of the accusations against the cardinal—and they would run
hard and fast. But I believe that if we do not treat sex stories respon-
sibly—and, more to the point, if we do not treat sex stories exactly
as responsibly as we would treat a story on any other subject—then
we’re not helping anybody, least of all ourselves. Our credibility
will go, and we won’t be able to get it back.

These are more or less the arguments I made in discussions with
the senior producers of the Evening News, over the course of a long
afternoon. Due to a family emergency, Erik Sorenson had left the
command of the broadcast to Kathy Moore, a Carolina-bred won-
der woman who now had to wrestle with a thorny professional
dilemma: how much coverage to allot to a potentially explosive
story.

I was pushing for minimal coverage—at most a “tell” (so called
because it’s not a videotaped report; the anchor simply tells it). But
there were other factors.

One producer, seizing on the probability that ABC and NBC
would give significant coverage to the accusations, asked what
would happen to our credibility if we didn’t match their coverage.
“Won't we be seen as soft on the Church, or blind to issues of sex
abuse, or just lagging behind in our reporting?”’ she asked.

This was a genuine concern, and the kind of concern that does
determine our coverage sometimes—probably more than it should.
We sometimes run with a story because we don’t want it to appear
we don’t have the story, not when the other guys have it. If you
don’t carry the story, you will run the risk of looking like the gang
that couldn’t shoot straight—or the official party newsletter for
whatever group you’re “‘protecting.” And the competitive side of
me is always pushing, as if whispering in my ear, “Don’t let ’em
scoop you.”

But I continued to feel, and tried this day to explain, that an ac-
cusation is not a story. We hear all kinds of accusations, some credi-
ble and some not: One viewer has written a couple of times with the
theory that President George Bush died at the state dinner in Japan
where he became so ill; she believed that the real, dead President
Bush was replaced by an impostor. This, she explained, is why Bill
Clinton had to win the 1992 election. The impostor couldn’t keep
up the deception any longer, despite all the help he was getting from
Peter Jennings, Tom Brokaw, and myself.

We haven’t broadcast those accusations, or plenty like them. But
back on Planet Earth, the accusations against the cardinal, al-
though pronounced by a seemingly earnest, credible young man,
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could not be independently substantiated, nor could they be cor-
roborated by anyone else. They were, for the moment, just “one
man’s opinion.”

In the late afternoon, just as I was working on my daily radio
broadcast, Kathy called me: “The cardinal is holding a press con-
ference to deny the accusations,” she said. “That makes the story—
if we choose to look at it that way.”

“Kathy,” I said gently, “that’s not a story, that’s a denial.” True,
the denial meant the story was no longer one man’s word, but it
didn’t yet add up to nvo words: just “Yes, you did” and “No, I
didn’t.”

Now Kathy was leaning against big play for the story, but was
still worried. I knew she’d instructed a solid correspondent, Frank
Currier, to get working on a piece as sober and unsensational as
possible. But she was clearly concerned by the prospect of dropping
or burying a story that might be big, and that would certainly play
high on rival broadcasts. She was torn. And now, given the cardi-
nal’s news conference, plus heavy emphasis from the wire services
and radio newscasts throughout the day, I was torn, too.

The debate kept up all day, one side pushing for heavy coverage,
the other side pushing for little coverage. But a newsroom is not a
philosophers’ retreat. As the day winds down, the preparations for
the broadcast gear up.

There are a couple of scenes in James Brooks’s movie Broadcast
News in which the wonderful actress Joan Cusack has to dash pell-
mell across a network’s Washington bureau in the final seconds
before airtime, scooting past bystanders, slamming through doors,
sliding under file cabinet drawers, to get the videotape to the studio
and meet her deadline.

For those of us who work in the real broadcast news, such scenes
are not comedy. They are reality. All of us, including your narrator,
have had to run that race many times.

By the time those races had begun on this evening, the correspon-
dent’s report on the accusations was ready. Our writers had drawn
up six different lead-ins to the correspondent’s piece, plus a couple
of scripts in which we wouldn’t use the correspondent’s piece at all.
Graphics had been prepared, spelling double-checked in all the cap-
tions. Tape was ready to roll. Six or seven Joan Cusack imitators
were already starting to dash through the building. But Kathy and |
were still talking it out. Nobody felt good about running hard with
the story. Nobody felt good about running light with the story. No-
body thought we could afford to drop it altogether.
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Finally, with the clock ticking to airtime, stage manager Scott
Berger ready to count down to the broadcast, I said, with as much
anchor authority as I could muster, ‘“Kathy; this is not our lead.”

And she agreed. We used Currier’s piece, but within the body of
the newscast, alerting our audience to a story of interest and possi-
ble importance, yet by no means the most significant event of the
day.

We thought we were striking a blow for responsible coverage in
the war of sensationalism that is always raging at the borders of
good journalism.

What we were really doing, it turned out, was not just the right
thing but the prudent thing. Months later, it turned out that the
young man withdrew his accusations, said he wasn’t sure his memo-
ries were accurate, how much was imagination and how much was
reality. The cardinal and his congregation had weathered the
storm—no easy task, possibly even the kind of miracle required to
qualify for sainthood. But the “‘story” had turned out to be . . .
nothing more than an accusation. Unsubstantiated and uncor-
roborated. And, in our coverage on the CBS Evening News, unex-
ploited.

There will always be more judgment calls like this, but we may
not always feel as good about the judgments we make.

This is just one example of the ways in which I've been called
upon to act as managing editor of the CBS Evening News. That’s a
title and a part of my job that are not well understood outside our
newsroom, and not the kind of thing you can tell adventure stories
about, but being a managing editor has turned out to be one of the
great adventures of my life.

I have been at CBS News since 1962, have worked with the great-
est legends and seen them pass, have tried to preserve their memo-
ries even as I have tried to move forward. Besides The CBS Evening
News, 1 spend a good deal of my time working on CBS Reports
documentaries, live special event coverage, and the weekly docu-
mentary series 48 Hours. 1 have also worked in radio ever since |
came to CBS News: I take great satisfaction in that. I do spot pieces
when I’'m covering a breaking story, and I have a daily radio essay
called ‘“Dan Rather Reporting.”

What I have sought, over a lifetime in news, is to earn a reputa-
tion as a “‘pull no punches, play no favorites’ experienced reporter
of integrity. My intent has been to try to uphold the highest stan-
dards of American journalism, even when there is reason to believe
this will cost me something.
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I certainly have made mistakes—may have made more than my
share of them.

But I have tried hard to be as accurate, fair, and unafraid as is
humanly possible. And along the way, I have also tried to lead an
interesting professional life, including some adventures.

I grew up on adventure stories. I thrived on them. Cowboy mov-
ies at the picture show. At home, I read Rudyard Kipling and
plenty of his less distinguished imitators. Kipling is out of fashion
now, perhaps rightly so. His adventure stories depend on some rac-
ism and a lot of imperialism, as well as a willingness to violence that
won’t help you get along very well in the modern, multicultural
world.

But I wouldn’t trade anything for the color and excitement of
Kipling’s stories—and, most of all, the idea that your integrity,
your sense of honor, of justice, of duty to others and to country,
counted for something. Life would very often present you with
situations in which your core values would be tested. Those with
faulty values would be led astray, like the English soldiers in The
Man Who Would Be King. Those with strong values would prevail,
like (to pick one of the less controversial examples) the valiant mon-
goose Rikki-Tikki-Tavi, who saves a household from a vicious
cobra.

I can tell you without apology that Kipling and his colleagues
fired my imagination when I was a little boy, in a way that no one
else did.

Well, almost no one. The exception, of course, is Edward R.
Murrow. To this little boy listening to the radio during World War
II, Murrow was a hero right out of the adventure books. Risking
his life for the truth. His work heightened my sense, even then, that
being a reporter was a kind of vocation: demanding sacrifice, need-
ing courage, requiring honor. Only with those qualities could a re-
porter endure one adventure and go on to the next.

If I'm reckoning up the adventures of my life, I've got to put first
on my list the adventure of getting to know, over four decades (so
far), Fighting-Heart Jean Grace Goebel Rather. A gifted artist, a
wise mother, a loving partner, whose intelligence has gotten me out
of countless scrapes and whose natural beauty and style turn heads
and win hearts to this day. I'm blessed just to know her. Actually to
be married to her, to share my life with her, is some kind of miracle.
Every time I think she’s come to the end of her surprises, she finds
some new way to amaze me.

The way she decided, not too long ago, to learn French. Her hus-
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band, of course, has barely learned to speak English, and looks on
foreign languages as something only slightly less difficult than
quantum physics. But Jeanie put her mind to it—so voila, now she
speaks French. Recently she joined us in Normandy for the shoot-
ing of a documentary on the fiftieth anniversary of D-Day with
General Norman Schwarzkopf. At the hotel and everywhere we
went, everybody complimented her facility with the language. |
couldn’t have been prouder if I’d understood what she was saying.

Because most of the adventures in this book are adventures that
took place away from the anchor desk, away from New York, |
think it’s important to reemphasize that I think every day is an ad-
venture. Some of those adventures may not make gripping yarns,
but for me they’re exciting, demanding, and rewarding.

I knew I was in for another such adventure when Connie Chung
was named the first co-anchor in the history of the Evening News.
Some skeptics shook their heads and said, *“Dan’ll never make it:
you can’t teach an old dog new tricks.”

Maybe. But I think they’re wrong, and have been trying to
prove it.

The adventure of working with and as a co-anchor has made it
possible for me to undertake more adventures, from Shanghai to
Moscow to Des Moines. And learning to share has been a reward-
ing challenge, not unlike the personal growth that comes when the
only child becomes the oldest child and acquires brothers and sis-
ters.

Maybe my experience with my brother, Don, and sister, Pat,
gave me the confidence that made me one of the people who came
up with this plan. Others have said they’d have thrown a fit and
refused to go along with it. Maybe they lack my willingness to try
something new.

Co-anchoring is our combined effort to be more flexible, more
relevant, more ready. It’s a service to our viewers, which is why
we’re here in the first place. But it’s also a service to ourselves. Co-
operation builds character. And Connie’s professional attitude and
winning personality make her a grand partner.

We broadcast the Evening News in two feeds, one at 6:30 and one
at 7:00 p.Mm. In the second feed, we update with any new informa-
tion, and correct any production errors. Often we update again for
broadcasts to the West Coast and Pacific.

Throughout the day, I'll have been in conversation with corre-
spondents and producers in the field and in New York, still trying
to find out what’s going on, but also offering advice when it’s solic-
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ited. The reporter may be working on a story that has something to
do with a story I once covered, or may want my ideas on how to
treat a sensitive issue. But sometimes the reporter may want noth-
ing more complicated than the name of a good restaurant.

I may prescreen a report or read the script well in advance to
make sure it’s fair, reflects what I'm hearing from my own sources,
and adheres to the standards of the News Division. By the time I'm
reviewing final copy, around six o’clock and half an hour to airtime,
[ have a clear idea of how the broadcast should look and sound. I
usually don’t need to make many changes: The News Division took
some heavy hits in the eighties and lost some outstanding journal-
ists, but we’ve weathered the storms and still have some of the finest
writers and reporters in the business. I believe it still to be a fact that
CBS News has more top-rank reporters and writers, with more ex-
perience, than any other electronic news organization in the world.

All of the staying in touch with the news and with news sources,
the cross-checking, the copyediting, keeping myself available to our
news team for consultation on matters large and small—this is what
it means to be managing editor, and it is important to me.

[ believe it is also important to viewers to know that the person
on-screen presenting the news to them is directly involved in gather-
ing the news and putting the newscast together. A managing editor
should help direct coverage, help to set standards, and keep morale
up. Say what you will, this is part of my work, and I'm responsible
for it. I would not want to be anchor without also being managing
editor.

On most nights around 7:45, once all the updates are finished and
the broadcast is put to bed, and if we’re not on standby for any
breaking story, I can head for home, a hot meal, and the company
of my wife.

But those are typical days—or as near to a typical day as I ever
get. The standout adventures, of course, don’t much resemble typi-
cal days: that’s why they stand out. What follows is an account of a
few of my standouts, a few adventures I’ve had lately.



Wreck of the Old 97

I HAVE DODGED BULLETS ON THREE CONTINENTS, I’VE BEEN MACED,
mugged, and arrested by the KGB, and I've flown on planes so
flimsy that the length of the flight depended on the size of the bugs
that hit the windshield.

And I've been frightened every time. Fear is useful to a journal-
ist. Fear sharpens the senses, gives you an edge. Nervousness just
makes you smile harder. One of the only times I get nervous any-
more is just before I appear with David Letterman.

Appearing on The Late Show is a joy, but also a terror. Anyone
who has ever watched Letterman knows he is spontaneous. You
have a rough idea of what is planned, but at any moment David can
throw out his producers’ hard work and jump the tracks. I con-
sulted a friend who had been on the show, and he advised me, “If
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you’re prepared to be yourself, and to laugh at yourself, you’ll do
fine. If you bring any pretense along, you are asking for it. David is
a master at puncturing pretense.”

Letterman is thorough, with a humor that is effortless, and, con-
trary to an impression some may have, a gracious host. His entire
show hums with excellence. His producers in particular are so good
that I study them, trying to figure out how to apply their brand of
skill and efficiency to our news broadcasts.

It didn’t take long for David’s team to worm out of me the fact
that [ enjoy, and know the lyrics to, a few old railroad songs. Once,
as a gag, | pulled out the cover of a compact disc, showing me in a
conductor’s uniform and standing next to an engine, with the title
lettered in red: ‘“‘Dan Rather Sings His Favorite Train Songs.”
(This was the handicraft of Letterman’s brilliant art department.)

For good measure, I belted out a chorus of “The Runaway
Train,” a cappella, and the bit came off better than I had any reason
to expect. I joked that the CDs were on sale at the Oklahoma Rail-
road Museum, and Dave added that you could find them in the
CBS gift shop.

And to my amazement, my office received around 250 orders for
this product, which didn’t exist. Ah, show business.

David is wound tightly, a judgment I don’t think he would argue
with. One reason we do get along is the fact that for all the quips
and ad-libs, he pays strict attention to business. The first time I ap-
peared on the show, I was struck by how alert he is. He’s taking in
the audience, the band, the director, and still hearing every word
you say. He almost vibrates with energy.

David enjoys hearing about anyone’s early days. He listened
raptly when I told him that as a combination disc jockey and news
reader on a Houston radio station in the early 1950s, I was intro-
duced to a teenaged Elvis Presley. Our expert on hillbilly music at
the station told me, ““Dan, this young man can be big in the business
someday.”

I mentioned that my wife had heard that story once too often.
Finally Jean smiled sweetly as wives do. Not only would butter not
melt on this smile, it’s a no-stick smile, too. She broke in: “Hoss, |
can beat that two pair.”

Before I could continue, Letterman almost came off his chair.
“Your wife calls you ‘Hoss’?” he yelped. ““It must be like the Pon-
derosa around your household.”

I explained that she sometimes does, when she’s about to top me.
And the punch line was that she had dated Elvis when she was six-



THE CAMERA NEVER BLINKS TWiICE 28

teen and he passed near the little central Texas town of Winchester.

I said, “Well, Jean, if things had gone differently . . .”

And she said, “Yes, Elvis would be alive today and anchoring the
CBS Evening News."'

Well, if we must have singing anchormen, better they should be
Elvis Presley than I. I'm more than relieved to say that appearing
on The Late Show with David Letterman is only an occasional ad-
venture for me.



Afghanistan’s Plains

When you're wounded and left on Afghanistan’s plains,
And the women come out to cut up your remains

Jest roll to your rifle and blow out your brains

An’ go to your Gawd like a soldier.

‘RuUbDYARD KIPLING,

“The Young British Soldier”

WHEN I FIRST WALKED THROUGH THE HINDU K USH INTO AFGHANI-
stan in 1980, just after the Soviet invasion, I had no idea what I was
getting into.

I came out knowing that Afghanistan had become one of the
most dangerous places in the world and believing that it could de-
velop into one of the most important battles of the Cold War. It did
that and more.

Afghanistan became one of the least understood but most deci-
sive battles of the twentieth century. The Soviet defeat in Afghani-
stan was and is an underestimated factor in the sweep of people and
events that led to the fall of the Soviet Empire.

This is the story of how I came to Afghanistan and what hap-
pened when I got there.
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Just after Christmas, 1979, the Soviets invaded Afghanistan. I was
shocked and surprised—and very interested from the beginning.

It was front-page news when it first happened but began to fade
as a story almost from the first day. For one thing, Afghanistan was
a long way off and long out of the news. For another, the United
States was absorbed by the hostage crisis in Iran. For another,
America’s intelligence community, military, and diplomatic corps
all had been caught by surprise. They didn’t seem to know what to
make of it. And besides, they were all in a kind of hiatus—partly
because of the holidays.

As for the press, well, the Indian subcontinent and Middle Asia
never have been very well covered by anybody and weren’t then. A
few U.S. newspapers had regulars posted in India and other nearby
places such as Thailand. And there were a few, only a few, elec-
tronic news regulars in the general vicinity. But almost no major
Western news outfit moved into Afghanistan to cover the story.

Assoon as | heard about the invasion, I said, “This is a big story.
This can be a really big story, a very important development.” It
was mostly just hunch, a feeling, a gut instinct. No reporter can ex-
plain these things. You just begin to get a vibration in your repor-
torial bones.

It doesn’t always happen that way. And sometimes, ofttimes,
when it does happen—when you do get a hunch, a feel—it doesn’t
pan out. That’s why a good reporter never reports his hunches. But
a good reporter does develop his sensitivity to his instincts. And
while he or she doesn’t report them, an experienced reporter learns
to follow them, check them out, follow them through.

I had covered the India-Pakistan war in 1965, and because of
that knew a bit about the subcontinent. But not a lot and I certainly
wasn’t an expert on the area. While there 1 had crammed in a crash
course on the history of the region, both modern and ancient. And 1
had tried to keep up over the years, going back a few times, includ-
ing one fairly long trip through that general part of the world for 60
Minutes.

But mostly it was just something inside me that shouted “Big
Story. Jump on it.”

The Soviets invaded on December 27. On December 29, 1979, 1
went into executive producer Don Hewitt’s office to tell him I
wanted to go to Afghanistan. It was late. Don and I were the only
two people left in the shop. Christmas lights were blinking outside
the windows of his corner office. He was smoking a cigar.
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I told him I had a feeling about Afghanistan and that I wanted to
go. He looked surprised, then took the cigar from his mouth and
looked me over, for a long time.

By this time in our careers Don and I had developed a close,
good relationship. In 1961, when 1 first walked into CBS News,
Don was executive producer of The CBS Evening News with Doug-
las Edwards. 1 worked with and for him, first under Edwards, later
under Walter Cronkite on the Evening News. He and Mike Wallace
were responsible for bringing me into 60 Minutes. We had been
through a lot of situations and many tight corners well before we
wound up working together on the news magazine. In 60 Minutes
we worked together more closely than ever, choosing stories, edit-
ing stories, fighting over stories. We both considered it to be a spe-
cial environment and a special relationship and both felt lucky to be
there.

Don was fifty-seven when I walked into his office that night. |
was forty-eight. He stared at me with his blue eyes, shifted his me-
dium-framed body and his cigar, and said, “Forget it.”

He looked at me hard again. He recognized, he knew, by body
language, facial mien, tone of voice, and from years working with
me that he couldn’t just brush off the idea, not this one. The next
instant his expression changed, to one that said, in effect, *“Hey, he’s
serious.”” And he smiled.

“Come on,” he said. “It’s New Year’s. Go home. Enjoy the holi-
days. Just kick back and coast through them. And then you come
back and think about it. Then, if you still feel the same way, well,
maybe we’ll see.”

I said, “‘Okay, but what do you think? Why did you say so
quickly, ‘Forget it’?”

“Well, for one thing,” he answered, “it’s a long way from Broad-
way.”” And he winked.

I telephoned him once during the holidays and said, “Are you
reading the papers? Do you see what’s happening in Afghanistan?”’
He said no, other than he had noticed that the story seemed to be
fast going to the inside pages. And he added with a smile in his
voice, “I told you to enjoy the holiday.”

After the first of the year when we came back I told him again
that I really wanted to go, that my feeling about the story had
grown, not faded. He still was far from enthusiastic. But he re-
sponded along the lines of ““If you’re hell-bent to go, then we’ll see
what we can do.”

This demonstrates one of the keys to why Hewitt became the pre-
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eminent producer in television news. He listens to his correspon-
dents. He believes and practices the creed he has long stated:
“When 1 hire reporters, I want only the best. And then I listen to
them. My job, my role is to help them get the best out of themselves
and get it on the air in the best possible way.”

It is fundamental, it is elemental, but it is absolutely key to what
makes Don Hewitt what he is and what has made 60 Minutes the
phenomenal success that it is.

Don didn’t care about Afghanistan in 1979 and early 1980. He
didn’t know much about it. That is not said in any patronizing way.
He couldn’t, can’t know everything about everything. He wasn’t
convinced that Afghanistan would make a good story for 60 Min-
utes. And he knew it would be expensive and time consuming just to
try for the story, with no assurance of success.

But his attitude was “Okay, you feel it, you want to go after it,
you’'re convinced it can be something good; let’s at least scout it out.
Who do you want to work with you?” Another of the keys to He-
witt’s success is the care he takes in trying to match the right corre-
spondent with the right producer, and to carrying that care right on
down the line.

On the average 60 Minutes story, the team consists of a corre-
spondent, field producer, researcher, cameraman and soundman,
and videotape editor. No one in television pays as much attention
to mixing and matching members of the team as does Hewitt. I told
him I wanted Andy Lack to produce it and that we could talk about
the rest of the team later.

When it came to Afghanistan, he requested and I agreed that we
shouldn’t just plunge into it and rush over there. “‘Let’s don’t make
this one of your trademark operations where you just sort of go
head down, ass up crashing into some Gawdforsaken place. Let’s
find out a few things first, get a little more to go on than just your
gut feel.”

Fair enough. Lack and I began making telephone calls, contact-
ing people. Fortunately for purposes of this story, we were closer to
the Vietnam era then. I still knew a lot of people in government and
in the military from my experience as a correspondent in Vietnam.
We asked a lot of questions and quickly confirmed a problem. I had
anticipated it but hoped 1 would be proved wrong. It was the dead
of winter. All the mountain passes in Afghanistan were blocked
with snow. It was frustrating but obvious that just then, January,
wasn’t a smart time to go. Too far to go with too much risk that we
wouldn’t even be able to get into Afghanistan, much less find out
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and get pictures of what was going on inside the country.

So I turned to other things but kept monitoring the situation.
Sixty Minutes is a factory of sorts. A correspondent has to keep
turning out the goods. The program is on every week. To meet the
constant demand for on-air product, a 60 Minutes correspondent
shuttles from one producer to another, one story to another. There
are many more producers than correspondents, so while correspon-
dents must keep moving, a producer can linger on a story and is
never working as many stories at the same time as a correspondent.

Lack began working on other projects, too, but he remained my
point man on Afghanistan. After a few weeks we decided that Lack
should go to the Afghan rebels’ main staging area in Pakistan, get
to know people and check out the situation, take a good look
around. By that time we had some knowledge of who was who and
what was what. Everybody we talked to said it was next to impossi-
ble to get in, that there just was no getting in. And if by any chance
you did get in you probably would not get out alive. This, to say the
least, gave us pause. And all the more reason for Lack to go to Paki-
stan, across the border from Afghanistan, to check it out.

He went and we were soon talking regularly by telephone and
telex. He reported that it was an extremely complex situation, that
the rebels were split into a number of different camps and were at
each other’s throats—loosely, very loosely united only in their ab-
solute determination to expel the Soviet invaders. They didn’t know
what they were doing and couldn’t even agree on what to do, he
reported. But he said he was impressed, nonetheless. He said they
would never give up. And he said to me, “You are right about one
thing—the Soviets may have bitten off much more than they realize.
These Afghans are fanatic in their zeal to do whatever it takes, how-
ever long it takes. There are signs of a potentially effective guerrilla
army in the making.”

As to whether we could get into Afghanistan, Lack said it was
odds against, but he wanted to keep working on it.

Don, in the meantime, began saying, “Andy Lack has been over
there quite awhile. Time and money are wasting. Is this thing going
to be or not be?”

Don was hoping it wouldn’t be. And in fairness to Don, I don’t
believe that was only because, or even mostly because, it was a long
way away and so far not a story our audience or anybody else’s was
indicating much interest about. Nor because it figured to cost more
than most 60 Minutes pieces. Don was concerned about those
things, but increasingly his biggest worry, I thought, was that the



THE CAMERA NEVER BLINKS TWICE 34

operation looked very dangerous. He didn’t say that. He didn’t
have to. It just came through, in all of those ways such things do
when friends and fellow pros have been a lot of miles and worked a
lot of stories together. It also came through in the kinds of indirect
questions he asked. And God and everyone who has ever worked
with him knows Don asks a lot of questions.

Don would worry about the danger, but costs and cost control
were worries, too—bigger worries in the 60 Minutes of 1979-80
than they would be later. Through the late 1980s and on into the
'90s, 60 Minutes had become such a reliable cash cow, it had
become such a separate fiefdom within CBS and CBS News, and
Don Hewitt had created such a cult of personality (his) and climate
of fear among those above him—including the network owners and
board of directors—that Hewitt and 60 Minutes pretty much did
what they damn well pleased and spent what they pleased.

But in the 1979-80 period, costs and cost control were monitored
closely. Bill Leonard was CBS News president at the time, having
succeeded Richard S. Salant. Leonard was coming under cost-con-
trol pressures the likes of which Salant had never known. It was just
the beginning, but a definite beginning, of what was to come later in
the 1980s—a “‘cut costs wherever the costs” corporate dictum to the
news.

Leonard was a shrewd, dedicated executive who had come up
through the ranks as a correspondent and producer. He was com-
mitted to the idea that the best way to protect the integrity and flexi-
ble worldwide reach of CBS News was constantly to demonstrate to
the corporation that it was getting good value for every dollar
spent. Cost was not his first priority; coverage and quality were. But
he was cost-conscious, as well he should have been.

Leonard’s vice president for “longer form news” was Robert
Chandler. Chandler’s portfolio included practically everything ex-
cept daily news broadcasts and the overall CBS News world news-
gathering operation. His main responsibilities were 60 Minutes and
documentaries.

Chandler was as good on accuracy, fairness, and ethics as any-
body CBS News ever had. He also was a crisp decision maker, bud-
get master and editor. He is one of the few executives ever to
maintain any real measure of control over Don Hewitt, partly be-
cause Hewitt respected him so much. He and Hewitt often had their
versions of the Great Tong Wars, but they were a superb combina-
tion.

As 60 Minutes left the 1970s and went into the 1980s, Chandler
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had a rough budget for the program that included “approximately”
$45,000 per field-produced piece. Three pieces from the field in each
program, total budget per week for those pieces about $135,000.

An expedition into Afghanistan could not be mounted for any-
thing close to $45,000. It might easily cost twice that, or more, in
1979-80 dollars.

We fairly often were over budget on pieces, sometimes far over.
Nobody raised much if any fuss. There was simply a very loose
understanding that if you did an overbudget piece, it would be
good if you could bring one in under budget to balance it off—for
example, do a big-name interview in New York or Washington.
These cost comparatively little and were great to offset a big-ticket
piece.

In its early years, 1968 to 1977 or so, 60 Minutes worried not at
all about budgets. In fact, for some of those years it didn’t really
have a budget. The “budgets” were just guesstimates. But by the
late 1970s the network brass realized what a gold mine 60 Minutes
had become. There was real money in the program and corporate
executives began yearning to make the most of it. This started hap-
pening shortly after I had joined the program in 1975, when 60 Min-
utes began moving up rapidly on the ratings charts. It soon was in
the top-twenty rated programs, then began being number one.

(My joining the program probably had little if any connection
with this. It has been opined from time to time that my joining Mike
Wallace and Morley Safer just as 60 Minutes moved to a new time
period—the one where it is now—helped boost the broadcast to the
top in the ratings. I would love to believe that but, in all candor,
discount it. Adding a third experienced reporter did, however, give
the program a wider, deeper reach and more variety. That couldn’t
have hurt.)

All of that just by way of background. Budgets, boards of direc-
tors, and bureaucrats never have been what 60 Minutes is about,
not for the men and women who work on the program. Stories, a
commitment to journalism that matters, and a sense of adventure
are what it is and always has been.

And while it may be self-serving to say so, these are what our
persistence with the Afghanistan story exemplified.

We had been up and down and all around with discussions about
whether to do the story, and if so when, for more than two months.
Then Andy Lack telephoned from Peshawar, Pakistan, in late Feb-
ruary 1980. The Soviet invasion was two months old. Winter and
the war had been brutal to all parties involved in the fighting—just
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how brutal the world was not to know until later because there was
virtually no independent reporting coming out of Afghanistan. The
story had not, as we sometimes say in news, “‘taken traction.”

Lack said, “If it’s going to happen, if we are to do a story, you,
Dan, need to come here and you must come now.”” He went on to
say that he believed it was odds-against that we could get into Af-
ghanistan, and that he was in no position to guarantee that we
would get a 60 Minutes piece if I did come. His point was that it was
now or never for trying.

Don Hewitt, with reservations, agreed. Neither he nor I was con-
vinced that those above us at CBS News would agree, so we made a
secret plan. We would not tell them that I was going. I had just
signed a new contract in the middle of February to become the suc-
cessor to Walter Cronkite on the CBS Evening News. Walter would
continue in his position for another year (and beyond if he chose to
do so, his choice), and I was to continue in 60 Minutes until he was
ready to leave.

My belief, shared by Don, was that if we informed top manage-
ment—if we, in effect, asked for permission to go—they might very
well say no. Better, we thought, not to place them in the position of
having to approve or disapprove—not before | went anyway.

Few people even in 60 Minutes knew 1 was going. My friend
David Buksbaum, Susan Shackman, my personal right hand in
the office, and Mike Wallace knew. I think Bob Chandler had an
inkling, but he was wise enough not to let on—to us or to those
above him.

Jean Rather, my daughter, Robin, and my son, Danjack, had a
last family council before I took off. We talked about the danger.
Both children had been old enough during my assignments in Viet-
nam to have clear memories of the fears and realities of their fa-
ther’s reporting from a war zone. But Afghanistan would be
different, not least because there would be no U.S. military, no rep-
resentatives of the U.S. government, not even any other press
around to protect or to help in case of emergency. And the lack of
other reporters meant a lack of reporting—which only contributed
to my family’s uncertainty and concern. They couldn’t be sure what
I was getting into.

Jean and Robin both said frankly that they had ‘“‘bad feelings
about this one.” Danjack said he was worried but did not share
their worst fears. His opinion was: ‘“‘Since you survived Vietnam I
prefer to believe that you can somehow survive this, too.”

Jean and Robin wept as I kissed them good-bye. They told me
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later that once I was gone, they hugged each other and said, “We’ll
probably never see him alive again.” About this trip into the un-
known they didn’t like the portents and were worried as they had
never been before.

This may all sound and read a bit overdramatic now, years later.
And perhaps it was. But that’s the way it felt, and the way it some-
times goes in the families of journalists. The craft has its dangers,
and flying into hellholes is one of them.

The flight to the Afghan freedom fighters’ base camp in Pakistan
was long and lonely. From New York to Karachi, Pakistan’s larg-
est city, then on to Islamabad and finally a small plane hop to Pesh-
awar.

The minute I stepped off the last leg of flying, into the dingy
grime of Peshawar, I could sense war, desperation, and death. One
could feel it, see it, hear it, smell it. It permeated the air and your
consciousness.

Peshawar was dusty. The bazaar was filled with bazaar sounds:
men, always men, hawking wares often made locally and just as
often stolen or traded from afar. The original middlemen, moving
products from one part of the world to another the same way their
ancestors did when Marco Polo rode through this outpost at the
foot of the Khyber Pass. Soon the goods would be sent by a number
of nations trying to help the Afghan freedom fighters. The sounds
of the bazaar are sounds of intrigue: men trading goods but also
trading news and rumor, truth and lies, without any sure way of
knowing which is which.

Peshawar was filled with refugees from Afghanistan, mostly liv-
ing in tents on the sandy plain outside of town. The city turns to
mud in the rainy season. And the refugees would be there for many
years of changing seasons.

Peshawar was the rear guard for those fighting the Soviets, but
the frontline of the war of information and misinformation. It’s the
traditional way of fighting in this still-ancient world that is part Per-
sian trader and part mountain herdsman. Warriors who are both
trusting and faithful and at the same time cunning and deceitful.
Half of what is said is true, and you’d better believe it. Half is false.
Follow the falsehood, and it will be your undoing. The survivors
are those who can tell the difference—or, if they can’t, they can at
least be more devious. The twin coins of this realm are treachery
and trust.

On this dusty plain and in these rugged mountains truth is told
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with a glimmer of mischief and lies are told with direct-eyed
honesty. Here the two superpowers came to fight. Both would lose.
And the survivor, the Afghan, would live to fight another day—this
time with his ancient enemy, his neighboring tribe.

Even now, few realize how sure of his ground the Afghan fighter
was. He did not need to know about modern warfare. After all, the
battle was fought on his turf. It wasn’t hard to make the combat-
ants fight on his terms, too: trust and treachery.

Andy Lack and I immediately began working around the clock.

Intrigue and betrayal among the various Afghan resistance
forces abounded. The tribal leaders were understandably suspicious
of one another and everyone else. We went around and saw the
leaders of every major faction, at least seven. This one eyed us and
listened as he smoked opium. That one did so with his knife drawn.
Still another circled us continuously, looking us up and down
menacingly. None gave us much encouragement. We were increas-
ingly tired, frustrated, and frazzled.

After almost two days and nights, it became clear that there were
two people who might agree to take us inside Afghanistan, each
representing a different group. We eventually made a decision on
the one that we distrusted least. And with that one person and his
group, we pleaded. We begged, just short of groveling. The leader
of the faction finally agreed and turned us over to the man who had
“volunteered” to try to get us in. His name was Mirwaz. He was
twenty years old. A small, wiry man-child with intense dark eyes
and broken English.

Over the years since 1 have asked myself many times why and
how we came to place our lives in the hands of such a stranger so far
from home in such a dangerous place.

Instinct, intuition, just a kind of sixth sense, and wanting badly—
perhaps too badly—to get to the heart of a big story are the only
answers I’ve ever been able to come up with. Crazy thing to do?
Well, to be a journalist is to be a little bit crazy. It’s a crazy business.
Why Mirwaz would do it is simpler to explain. First, he was a pa-
triot and a true believer in Islam and in the cause of expelling the
invaders, the Soviets. Second, his leader, the leader of his clan, the
patriarch of his tribe, an old man who was a distant relative, had
ordered him to do it. He was a volunteer in the same way U.S. Ma-
rines volunteer for hard-duty assignments; he was told that he had
volunteered.

It was impossible not to like Mirwaz, right from the start and
right the whole way through. For one thing he was so energetic and
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enthusiastic. For another, he never stopped smiling. The more diffi-
cult things got—and things soon were to get very difficult indeed—
the more he smiled. He was tough, smart—mountain
smart—quick-witted, and a born leader. As time and events un-
folded, he eventually made us true believers in his own, apparently
private, unstated code: When the going gets tough, the tough start
smiling.

With God’s grace, luck, and Mirwaz’s leadership, we walked into
Afghanistan and we walked out.

It began with a fast trip to Peshawar’s open-air market. Under
Mirwaz’s direction we bought secondhand Afghan clothes: loose-
fitting, wide-legged, baggy cotton trousers with drawstring waists,
equally loose long-sleeved pullover shirts that resembled pajama
tops, and the worst-looking hats in all the world. These were wool
“cap-hats,” knit but with a little bit of a brim, the kind Afghans
have been wearing at least since the last century when they an-
nihilated British invaders in the Khyber Pass. To all of this was
added a large combination blanket and wrap. The whole outfit was
brownish gray and olive drab in color.

Shoes? Mirwaz said it didn’t matter, so long as whatever we
chose would be comfortable for us to walk in for long, very long
distances, and so long as they weren’t new and were dirty. He wore
sandals. ““Jesus boots,” our cameraman Mike Edwards called them.
I had a pair of Clarke’s Desert Boots, fifteen years old, my lucky
boots that I had worn all through the Vietnam War. Jean had
bought them for me in London just before I first went to Saigon in
1965. Now dirty, beat, and torn, but comfortable as well, comfort-
able as an old shoe, they were my own footwear of choice.

Funny, but the moment I knew I'd be wearing the old Desert
Boots into Afghanistan, a certain sort of peace and confidence
surged. And I knew, just knew, we’d get in and out all right. Some-
how just knew. I began to understand for the first time, a little, why
some women attach so much significance to shoes, and why they
often become so attached to certain pairs of footwear.

Andy, Allah bless him, decided on a stylish pair of crepe-soled
brown lace-up brogans. They looked like something a yuppie might
wear for antiquing weekends in the Hamptons. (How Andy loves
the Hamptons!) He and Mirwaz scuffed them up and muddied them
up appropriately for this trip, and we all had a good laugh over
them.

We worried, though, about the choice made by our interpreter-
historian, Eden Naby. She chose what looked like a pair of light
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ballet slippers. Mirwaz smiled, but it was a tight little smile when
she showed them to him. They didn’t strike him as built for long
hauls. But Eden made an argument about maximum comfort and
he eventually, reluctantly, said okay. Eden was leaning toward
being the fifth member of our CBS team that would be going inside
Afghanistan but had not finally, completely, agreed yet.

She was thirtyish, a short, solid, and stolid woman of about 130
pounds, five feet four, a dark-haired, dark-eyed American of Mid-
dle Eastern heritage. We had found her at Harvard in the early
stages of our research. She and her husband were professors at Har-
vard’s School of Near Eastern studies. Both were experts on
Iranian-Pakistanian and Afghan history, culture, and archaeology.
She was fluent in Farsi and Pushto, the languages of Afghanistan.
(Better-educated Afghans speak Farsi; peasants speak the Pushto
dialect.) Mr. and Mrs. Naby had agreed to accompany us to Pesha-
war to help with translations and setting up the trip (plus tutoring
us in a crash course about local history and culture) but had origi-
nally made it clear that neither wanted to risk going to the war. But
as our plans took shape and the time for going in drew near, two
things became clear. One, Eden was increasingly tempted by the
prospect of adventure and of being able to learn firsthand what was
going on in the area of her most intense academic interest. And two,
we desperately needed her translating skills.

Near the end she and her husband debated (and even argued
some) over the pros and cons. And in the end, she waveringly de-
cided to chance going with us. When she told us, Andy, who is Jew-
ish, crossed himself, 1 breathed a silent prayer of thanks, and
Mirwaz went to his carpet for a conversation with Allah.

So going in we would be six: Andy Lack, producer. Cameraman
Mike Edwards and soundman Peter O’Connor, both out of the
CBS News 60 Minutes London operation, myself as correspondent,
Mrs. Naby as translator and general resource, Mirwaz as our faith-
ful (we hoped) Afghan guide. Mr. Naby declined to go, mostly be-
cause of his age (he was probably in his fifties) and fragile health.
We were relieved, partly because we wanted to keep our team small
and mobile, partly because Mr. Naby, while unquestionably bril-
liant, unfortunately was very nervous (with good reason) and was
obviously not in the best of health. I liked the man, and admired
him tremendously, but was mightily relieved when he announced
that he would not be going—noway, nohow.

We had another camera crew with us in Peshawar, Jan Morgan,
and his soundman. They, too, had volunteered to *“‘go inside.”” But
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to keep our numbers for the trip to a minimum, I had to tell them
they would not be going—not initially, anyway. Perhaps if we actu-
ally got into Afghanistan and found that we could stay, I thought,
then we might be able to send for them. Or send them in when and if
we got back.

We could also use them as decoys. They would keep themselves
obvious around the best of the bad lot of local hotels and possibly
draw the eyes and ears of potential competitors and any other nosy
folk, such as intelligence operatives, away from our tracks.

But their main role was this: To be a kind of communications
and logistics operation for us back at what now amounted to our
base camp, Peshawar.

They would keep abreast of any news filtering back about our
movement, or lack of movement. And if we were not back in twelve
days, they would begin checking as best they could on our safety.
They were not to tell even CBS in New York anything, if they could
keep from it, for twelve days. And anything they might be forced to
communicate to New York or anybody else would be kept to a min-
imum.

Our plan was to steal away after bedtime on a moonless Tuesday
night.

That evening we made a point of being seen in our hotel restau-
rant for dinner. Later, in our quarters upstairs, we toasted the mis-
sion with shots from my flask of Wild Turkey bourbon, in a spirit of
comradeship—for luck. And then we were gone. We left the hotel
singly, using three separate exits, and made our rendezvous with
Mirwaz at a prearranged spot.

By the last hour before dawn, we had made it to the Pakistan
border with The Territories. The Territories are Pakistani protec-
torates, buffers between Pakistan and Afghanistan. To call them a
no-man’s-land would not be entirely accurate, not legally. But as a
practical matter that’s pretty much what they are.

There is a regional headman in charge of each individual terri-
tory. And various headmen in charge of various villages and en-
campments within each territory.

To cross a territory, travelers—especially foreigners—are sup-
posed to have permission from the territorial headman. That per-
mission, in turn, mostly depends on whether you pass muster from
at least one and usually several of his village “precinct captains.”
This, we had been told, could take hours or it could take days or
weeks. And then again, it might never happen.

Once we had crossed into one of the territories, we halted. Mir-
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waz herded us into a large mud and straw hut, complete with ani-
mals and people who spoke no known language. We were to eat,
then sleep while Mirwaz did the following: check to see if we were
being followed, scout out what lay ahead, make contact with the
local authority, and try to win permission for us to proceed.

The food did not look appetizing, to put it mildly. The camera
crew and I ate a little from the inside of bread rolls. Andy took a
complete pass. (Rather’s Rules for Survival in strange, distant
places—taken from the tutoring of old CBS News correspon-
dents—are; Don’t drink the water, don’t eat the meat, and don’t
even look at the women. Eat the bread, but never the outside of it.
Many different hands from various food handlers often touch the
bread. Eating the crust can cause you more trouble than you can
possibly imagine. Trust me. I learned this the hard way. It is as true
in The Territories as it is in Somalia or Sarajevo. Come to think of
it, it is even true some places in the States.)

Then we slept. Some of us. A little.

We all slept in one room, with the resident family and with the
animals. As we were to do throughout the trip, we took scheduled
turns on watch. In one-hour shifts, one of us would be up, alert, and
scanning for possible trouble at all times while the others slept.

Several hours after dawn, Mirwaz returned. There were no signs
we had been followed; the straightest, shortest route ahead into Af-
ghanistan was reportedly clear, and we had an appointment with
the local main man.

On the way to see him, trouble developed. Some of the locals sus-
pected we might be Russians. They stopped us, crowded us, and
pushed and shoved us. Knives and guns were brandished—theirs,
not ours. Mirwaz was the only one among us who had a gun. He
and our passports and something about buying a round of tea fi-
nally eased the situation and we moved on. We looked at one an-
other and rolled our eyes. Nobody had said this was going to be
easy. And they were right.

When we got to the man in charge of this particular zone, more
trouble. He was watching a cricket match on Pakistani television
and refused to meet with us until it was over. I had been CBS News
bureau chief in London years before and I knew cricket.

“This could take days,” I told Andy. We all groaned. A fine rain
began to fall, what the English call “mizzle.”” Damn. We stood out-
side in the mizzle, listening to the damn cricket match from inside
for more than an hour.

Fortunately the match ended then and we were allowed inside.
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The local authority was a small, thin man dressed in a dark suit,
white shirt, and a tie. He apparently had not only the only television
set for miles, he had the only Western-cut business suit. Turned out
he was British-educated and trained as a British-style bureaucrat.
Was he ever. He was officious and efficient. He made reasonably
quick work of giving us notes, complete with an official stamp of
sorts, that were supposed to give us safe passage to his boss, the
territorial chief, at his headquarters miles ahead.

The papers worked. By late afternoon we were in front of the
territorial chief. He was a direct opposite. A tall, portly man dressed
in local garb, including colorful headgear, he received us warmly
and immediately. Speaking through an interpreter, he wanted to
know all about us, and he studied each of us with eyes that had the
intensity of an owl’s.

After the niceties and after studying us, he spoke directly and to
the point. The rough translation was: “You lie, you die.”” And with
that he proceeded to interrogate us for about an hour. He needn’t
have said it. Everything about him fueled the judgment that you
would not want to lie to this man. Not even a tiny white lie. Don’t
even think about it. And we didn’t.

Near the end, he took me alone into another room, pierced my
eyes with his, and, in effect, made me swear to God and Allah and
on my mother’s grave that we were who we said we were and
wanted to do what we said: specifically, report accurately and fairly
back to the American people the reality of the war.

Then he gave us his approval and, with a smile and a wave, sent
us on our way.

We walked a long way that late afternoon, into the twilight and
on into the night.

For a long while, we walked along sorry roads clogged with refu-
gees. The tide of humanity was staggering, every road choked with
them, and it was against this tide that we walked. Women, children,
the elderly and the crippled. The cries of the children never seemed
to stop.

We would try to sleep a couple of hours, on the ground, on the
roadside, then walk on.

Later, we left the roads and started up into the mountains,
headed into a pass. The refugee lines thinned out, the cries of the
children grew less frequent, and then more distant.

The mountains loomed, dark and foreboding. Soon the refugees
were far behind us and we were alone, walking with the silence and
discipline our guide commanded.
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Night turned to day, then to night again, and on we walked. We
tried to rest ten minutes out of every hour, and every six hours we
stopped and tried to sleep for four—minus the one hour each of us
stood watch.

Eventually we were out of The Territories and clearly into Af-
ghanistan. No customs house, no signs, no one announced it.
Some jet fighter-bombers flew low overhead, followed by helicop-
ters. We took cover and froze. When the choppers passed, I qui-
etly asked Mirwaz if we were now inside and he nodded yes. The
aircraft were from Jalalabad, Afghanistan’s fifth-largest city and a
Soviet stronghold fifty miles from the border. Our first day in, we
reached the mountains that surround Jalalabad and a place just
three miles from where the Afghan resistance forces had been
launching attacks on the Soviets. There we hooked up with a
small guerrilla band, fourteen men led by a white-bearded man
named Yassini.

Yassini was of medium height and weight, with bulging forearms
and calf muscles. His physique was that of a halfback. His age was
mid- to late forties. He lived on the run, moving from mountain
hideouts through tiny villages of straw and mud huts to the opium
fields that often provided him and his men cover from the Soviet
aircraft that patrolled continuously.

Yassini had what military people and combat correspondents the
world over would immediately categorize as ‘‘strong command
presence.” I recognized it and, frankly, was more relieved than I can
describe. This man was no amateur. He knew what he was doing
and he had tight control over his unit. What he did not have was
very much in the way of weapons or ammunition. And he had no
communications equipment, no medical supplies. The latter fact
was quickly noted and was sobering. Their weapons consisted of
two Russian-model AK-47s, one antitank contraption carried in a
sort of backpack, plus assorted old (very old) semi-automatic and
bolt-action rifles, plus grenades, a few mines, and many knives. The
word *‘ragtag” came to mind. But then I thought of Vietnam. Num-
bers and types of manufactured weapons can be misleading. Hearts
and minds and feet can be more important weapons, as can the ad-
vantage of fighting on home ground.

We filled our canteens from a spring and dropped in our water
purification tablets as the guerrilla band watched in amusement,
and soon we were on the move again, now part of a larger group.

Yassini made us walk spread out, with one man far out front,
scanning constantly for mines, signs of possible ambush or enemy
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contact of any kind. Another man stayed far to the rear, scanning
constantly backward.

In this fashion, Yassini marched us first to a small fort on the
outskirts of Jalalabad that he had recaptured from the Soviet-led
Afghan army. The regime in the capital, Kabul, installed by Mos-
cow, was less than three months into trying to hold and mold a cen-
tral army of Afghans as a cohesive force to fight alongside the
Soviet army that had invaded and was trying to occupy the country.

The Soviets were failing, badly. The world at large, including the
U.S. State Department, intelligence agencies, and the whole upper
tier of the Carter and (later) Reagan administrations didn’t know
this yet. And wouldn’t for a long while. Or, perhaps more accu-
rately stated, refused to believe it. This was particularly true of
President Reagan, his Secretary of State Al Haig, Secretary of De-
fense Caspar Weinberger, CIA Director William Casey, and all the
top U.S. military brass under Reagan. However, President Carter
and his team made many mistakes in the beginning of the Afghani-
stan War. The key error in both administrations was to overesti-
mate the Soviets and underestimate the Afghan resistance.

U.S. government understanding and evaluation of events on the
Indian subcontinent have been poor for a long time, if not always.
This first came to my attention while I was covering the 1965 war
between India and Pakistan. Now, in March 1980, my attention
was being drawn to it again.

The small Afghan guerrilla force was giving us a tour of a shot-
up enemy garrison just on the southern outskirts of Jalalabad. They
had retaken it a short while before. The fort had been defended by
Soviet-led Afghan army infantry, with Soviet helicopter and other
Soviet close-air support.

The Afghan resistance had used classic guerrilla strategy: When
the enemy is strong, retreat; when the enemy gets strung out,
harass; and when the enemy is weak, attack.

Afghan rebels had abandoned the fort when Soviet-led, air-sup-
ported armor and infantry had attacked it. As defections from so-
called Afghan loyal army regulars thinned out the fort’s defenses,
guerrillas began hit-and-run night raids. Yassini told us he and his
men had carried out eleven such raids over a one-month period.
There were more defections among the garrison’s defenders, as fear
and their casualties rose. Then resistance forces overran it in the
wee hours of one morning. They said they killed thirty-five and
wounded several dozen others, while suffering one dead and one
wounded themselves.



THE CaMERA NEVER BLINKS TWwiCE 46

Nearby villagers confirmed this. After retaking the fort, the self-
described Afghan freedom fighters blew up critical parts of it, then
abandoned it and faded back into the mountains.

Local villagers also confirmed other things the resistance fighters
had said. The Soviets were using not only napalm but gas.

We pressed hard on this latter claim. No fewer than fifty individ-
ual witnesses other than actual combatants told us that gas had
definitely been used. We talked to a medical doctor from the area
who told us that he himself was in the trenches when gas was
dropped. He said he saw it dropped, noticed its unusual smell, and
was knocked unconscious for about half an hour from it. He said he
treated victims when it was over. What kind of gas it was, he said he
did not know. Under repeated questioning, he said he, like the oth-
ers, was absolutely certain it was gas of some kind.

Later during our time in Afghanistan we heard many other re-
ports of gas being used, on combatants and civilians, including
women and children. When we got back to the States and reported
this, we were greeted with skepticism and doubt at best. There was
considerable outright ridicule and derision. The most anyone in
Washington would acknowledge was along the lines of “Well, we’re
highly doubtful but if, just if, the Soviets have used anything, it has
to be that they have used some kind of low-intensity riot gas, some-
thing like tear gas—and on a very limited basis.”

Years later it became evident that the Soviets had used a variety
of different gases in Afghanistan, some much more potent than any
kind of “‘riot control” gas generally accepted by military and police
forces.

But at the time we were filming around the garrison, gas was not
our major worry. Mines were. A child stepped on a buried mine
while we were still in the village; he was blown to smithereens. The
short, quick explosion in the distance and the news that followed
were sobering to us in the extreme.

Before we moved out and on for another walk in the sun, Andy
Lack and I quietly had a nip each from my flask of Kentucky’s fin-
est. Neither of us are what you’d call drinking men. But there are
times when each of us appreciates a short, quick hit. After this
drink, we promised we’d save the rest of the whiskey, in case any of
our team got wounded. Keep in mind what even minor surgery
might have been like under the conditions where we found our-
selves. A slug of whisky and a soft bullet to bite on have been make-
shift battlefield ‘‘anesthetic”” since before the time of George
Washington.
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We walked a long way again. Only two mines were found along
the road. The point man far out front found both of them, one on
top of the ground, as though it might have fallen out of someone’s
pack or off some mule. The other one was barely concealed under
freshly and hastily scraped dirt. Neither exploded.

But ever since the child had died in the village and all along this
move, my mind kept going back to another long “walk in the sun,”
long ago and far away. It was in Vietnam, just before Thanksgiving,
1965. A company of U.S. Army soldiers were being marched in
from the field for Thanksgiving dinner. The commander would not
let them walk on the road for fear of mines. He had them walking
double-file on both sides of the road, where the going was wet and
sticky from adjacent rice paddies. Four soldiers in front of me was a
teenage private from Tennessee. Suddenly, there was a muffled bar-
RROOM, and the kid’s legs were gone. He had been blown com-
pletely in the air as we, gape-mouthed, watched in shock and
horror. When his lieutenant came running up, the young soldier
was, miraculously and unfortunately, still conscious. He was, of
course, crying as excruciating pain enveloped him. Before he passed
out, he looked his officer in the eye and asked him to call his par-
ents: ““And tell ’em, Lieutenant, please tell ’em—1I gave it all | had.”

It was a moment of heroism like something out of a book or
movie, but the blood and the pain were real. | had nightmares
about that day for years, long after | had been to Vietnam for the
last time. But by the time I went to Afghanistan the nightmares
had long since passed. The memory had not. And I thought about
it repeatedly, almost constantly, in the mountains near Jalalabad
this day.

Night came again. And again we walked on, well into the night.
When we finally bedded down on the dirt floor of the main mud hut
of a compound belonging to a huge extended family, there was
trouble.

The trouble was women. And our historian-translator Eden
Naby. She had been sleeping with us, so to speak, everywhere. That
is, she slept in the same crowded huts and bombed-out covered
places where we did. When we had slept in the open air, she had
slept close by, right in the same area. The reasons—obvious, |
think—were her safety and ours. Of course we were too dirty, too
smelly, too weak, and too scared to be anything but perfect gentle-
men. Eden had never been safer from unwanted advances in her
life.

But Afghanistan then and now was oblivious to the modern
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women’s movement, most definitely oblivious in the countryside.
This was and is a male-dominated Muslim society, with all that this
entails for good and bad. These were an eighteenth- , in some ways
even a seventeenth-century peasant people of ancient Islamic faith
and teaching, fighting a late-twentieth-century war. The combina-
tion of all this made matters especially hellish for women.

For one, women were considered to be, in effect, chattel. In this
environment, a Western woman had two marks against her: She
was both an ““infidel” and chattel.

Eden Naby was not afraid. She is among the bravest persons |
have ever been around. But we were afraid for her. And, truth to
tell, we were even more afraid for ourselves. In case of attack, in the
confusion and chaos of a sudden fight (and, hopefully, flight) for
our lives, especially in the dark, without Ms. Naby and her lan-
guage skills and her immense knowledge of the place, our chances
would plummet. And we knew it. We worried, too, because we were
not traveling with choir boys, and neither did we encounter many as
we traveled. In war zones, thugs, highwaymen, con men, and rene-
gade soldiers abound. Dangerous for us, as Western men, but even
more dangerous for Eden Naby.

There had been rumbles and mumbles before, among various Af-
ghans with whom we came in contact, even some of those with
whom we were traveling. But a combination of Ms. Naby’s tact,
diplomacy, and knowledge, plus the intercessions of our faithful
Afghan guide, Mirwaz, and the formidable Commander Yassini,
had put down previous grousing and potential trouble over “‘the
American woman with the men.”

Not this time. The extended family with whom we stayed was
larger than any family who’d offered us their hospitality before.
This family had a fairly large compound, with a half dozen or so
mud huts around a common, outdoor cooking center.

In this place, as in so many others in this devoutly Islamic, rural
world, the women had separate quarters. In this world, not only do
women remain covered, top of head to toes, but even when fully
covered they are seldom if ever seen by anyone, anyone, other than
their husbands and very close family. And no one, no one, save hus-
bands and children, is supposed to see them even slightly uncov-
ered.

The women in the compound numbered about twenty (there
were many girls, too). They were uncomfortable about our being
among them at all. But they had been ordered to accept that these
were highly unusual times requiring, among other things, that they
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help to hide us. So they accepted our presence.

But when it came to Eden Naby’s sleeping in the same room with
the men, including their men, they revolted. Eden translated for us
later, but one didn’t have to speak the language. The volume and
the tenor of their voices coming over a mud and straw wall made
their meaning unmistakable: No way, nohow, was the American
woman going to sleep anywhere but the women’s quarters. Period.
No, not even for three or four hours. (Bear in mind that our rule
was never to remain in any one place for more than four hours.
Keep moving. Word travels fast.)

We were mighty nervous about parting company with Eden
Naby, but we finally had to give in. That is, Ms. Naby gave in. Then
she insisted we go along with it.

This was the deal: She would sleep with the women. But we
would rig between us, between the men’s quarters and the women’s,
a very crude makeshift “telephone’ system. A collection of tin cans
hanging closely together at each end of a rope. Quick jerks on the
rope, either end, would set off a clanging noise. This would sound
an instant alarm in case of trouble, real or imagined, and bring help
running from the other end. Or such was the plan, anyway.

It wasn’t much, but it was the best we could do. Ms. Naby was
sanguine about it. The men in our team were not.

After a fitful period of what passed for sleep, we awakened just at
daybreak to the unmistakable smell of fresh bread. Two things
flashed through my mind. One, the humid, joyous afternoons at
Buffalo Stadium in Houston, watching baseball double-headers
with my father when I was a child. The Houston Buffs minor league
team played in an old wooden stadium with railroad tracks on one
side and the Holsum Bread bakery on the other. The cracks of the
bats, the roar of the crowd, the smells of beer, popcorn, tobacco
Juice, and fresh-mown grass, mixed with sights and sounds of pass-
ing freight trains and the smell of bread from the bakery. And two,
the nights early in our marriage when Jean and I slept over with her
Grandmother Goebel, out in the country along Pin Oak Creek near
tiny Winchester, Texas. Granny Goebel arose at 3:30 A.M. most of
the mornings of her adult life to bake bread, there in the house
where she was born and had lived ninety-plus years, and the smell
of her bread from scratch permeated the old wooden farmhouse.

This was all a long time and distance from that early morning in
Afghanistan, and the flashes of it disappeared as I saw Andy Lack
peeking outside through a crack in our hut’s door.

A woman was baking the bread in a low earthen oven outdoors.
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She was covered from head to toe, even wearing a kind of cloth
mask. She was taking the wonderful smelling bread out with a long
wooden spatula several feet long.

“I’m going to ask her for some of that bread,” said Andy as he
started to move out the door. I sprang and tackled him, and pinned
him with my body, covering his head with my chest. He was
amazed—astonished might be the better word.

I was scared. ‘““Good God, Andy, if you even look at that woman,
much less go near her, we will all be buzzard bait,” I managed to
whisper. “And before that we will die slow, painful deaths.” He
knew instantly that I was right. His hunger and the near-hypnotic
effect of the smell of the bread had just momentarily scrambled his
brain.

We were all tired, edgy, hungry, and constantly trying to sup-
press the psychological background drone of fear. We untangled
ourselves and got up, careful to keep our backs to the woman bak-
ing outside.

In a few minutes, Afghan men, who had been tending their ani-
mals, came back and brought us some bread. We ate it (from the
inside) eagerly.

The night had passed uneventfully. There had been no cause to
use our makeshift alarm and communications system. We were full
of questions for Eden Naby about her time in the women’s quar-
ters. She declined to reveal much, except that one of the younger
women had some interesting tattoos.

The plan for the day turned out to be that we would be taken
even closer to Jalalabad. How close we did not know, but we were
soon to find out.

I had mentioned to Yassini that the Russians seemed to have an
extraordinary amount of aircraft. He answered, through Eden
Naby’s translation, something to the effect of ‘““You don’t know the
half of it.”

His plan for this day was that we would find out, firsthand. We
moved to a tiny village within sight of the end of some runways at
Jalalabad’s airport. It took my breath away when I realized how
close to the Soviets we had gotten. And it gave our entire CBS team
a new attack of nerves.

But we were to get closer still. Following the lead of Yassini and
four of his best men, we quietly dropped down into some four-foot-
high grass and began crawling toward the nearest runway. Mike
Edwards had a hard time crawling with his camera strapped to his
chest. Amazingly, almost unbelievably to us, we crawled to within
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about three hundred yards of the runway. It was loaded with heli-
copters, fighter-bombers, and larger planes. They were parked
practically on top of one another. We were awed and—there’s no
nice way to put this—scared sheetless. We were almost literally
afraid to breathe.

There were no guards in sight, no airport security observation
posts—none that we could see, anyway. If the Soviets had any per-
imeter defense around this end of the runway, it wasn’t apparent.

In hurried, low whispers we tried to decide whether to risk trying
to film anything. As you would expect of one of the world’s great
TV news photographers, Mike virtually refused to leave before at
least trying to get the picture.

It was decided that he and Yassini would inch even farther for-
ward, partly to get a better shot, partly to separate them from the
group in case they drew fire. They moved up. Mike carefully got his
camera in position to shoot. The rest of us held our breaths. Some
couldn’t bear to watch, looked at the ground instead. And some,
including your narrator, silently repeated several Our Fathers.

Nothing untoward happened. Mike slipped the camera down, we
slipped away on our bellies through the grass.

When we got back to the dirt of the half-road, half-trail from
which we had started crawling, we were breathing hard and
drenched with perspiration, most of it not from physical exertion.

Besides silent prayers of thanks for deliverance, I was thinking
anew: The Soviets and their cause are in deeper trouble here than
even they may know, and certainly more than most of the world
realizes. Here we had just been within a few hundred yards of the
runways at what couldn’t have been less than their second-most-
important air base for the war. If the Afghan resistance fighters had
mortars (they didn’t at that time) they could cause great damage
anytime they chose. No patrols out from the base (or none that
were evident). No perimeter defense or warning systems. What in
the hell could they be thinking? What kind of military force was
this? Experiences and lessons learned in Vietnam raced through my
head, and so did the thought (thought many times before, under
other circumstances and in other places) that the United States
might overestimate the Soviet military.

As we were collecting ourselves, a kid on a bicycle came riding
by. Nobody had to say anything. Most of us were experienced
enough to know that a kid on a bicycle can be dangerous, even
fatal, in circumstances such as ours.

Scouting for somebody? Definite possibility. But even if he
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wasn’t, all he had to do was mention that he had seen some stran-
gers with funny-looking equipment down the trail, and if he men-
tioned it to the wrong people, we could be in a heap of trouble.

We went scat like a cat, pronto, on the run, and not the way we
had come. After a long sprint, we hid in some bushes, to catch our
breath and asses—to watch and listen. Then we stole away.

By late afternoon we reached another “‘safe camp” (as in “safe
house”—but without the house). Yassini's raiders had used it
before, many times, I think. Other armed men were there, only a
few women. It was a tiny staging area, base camp for guerrilla hit-
and-run operations.

Y assini said we would rest a bit and then he would show us some-
thing “‘very interesting.”” We had already experienced enough inter-
esting things and seen enough interesting sights for one day, in my
opinion, but he insisted. Afterward, he promised with a twinkle in
his eye, we would have *‘a full, good hot meal.”

It was the first and last twinkle we had seen from him. Com-
mander Yassini was not the twinkling type, generally speaking.
This promise, though, brightened everyone. We had eaten little
since we came into the country, nearly all of it on the run, none of it
hot, nearly all of it bad. Some cold poor man’s oatmeal here, the
inside of some bread there, one of the trail bars we had brought
with us, a couple of mouthfuls of peanut butter from our packs—
that kind of thing. **A full, good hot meal”? Lead on!

We began a long, slow climb up the mountainside. Part of the
low part of the mountain was a combination of gravel and hard,
crusty soil. Rough going, hard walking.

Suddenly there was the unmistakable whomp-whomp of helicop-
ter blades. Far off, but they struck terror in all of our crew. Not in
our escorts. They calmly but instantly froze. So did we. We were in
the open, wide open. There was no cover. The choppers came
closer. They were going to fly right over us.

*“No way they don’t see us,” I thought to myself. And every man
in our team was thinking the same thing. Again, we were almost
literally afraid to breathe. Closer and closer they came. Then they
were directly above us. Decisive moment. Nobody looked up. No-
body moved.

The sound of the blades and motors crescendoed. Then the
sound seemed to be moving away from us. Can it be? Yes. They
moved away and on. But wait—they’re circling. Circle they did.
Big, wide circle. We froze hard as stone again. Again they passed.
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Did they see us? We’ll never know. My impression was then and
is now that they never knew we were there.

But we couldn’t be sure. The Afghans decided to abort our trek
up the mountainside. Instead, we turned back and, following a dif-
ferent route, returned to the “safe camp.” We got back just past
sunset.

*““Sleep now,” we were told. “When you wake up, we will have a
good meal.”” Big smile. We dropped our gear, collapsed, and slept
like children. I had the watch for the last hour of the three-hour
sleep time. Events of the day—what a day!—were playing like reels
of videotape in my head. Reels would play, then rerack and play
again. Over and over. About all I could think about was how lucky
we were to have survived this day. And I thought of Jean, Robin,
and Danjack, and the green, green grass of home.

With me I had brought a very special cigar, a big obscene Cuban
cigar given to me by Fidel Castro during a trip to the island-a long
while before. I found it in my pack, took it out of the canister in
which it had been lovingly preserved (one doesn’t have to love Cas-
tro to love his cigars), and fumbled around looking for my water-
proof matchbox.

My Afghan companions were intrigued with the cigar. They gig-
gled and smirked while looking it over. But ““light discipline” was in
effect, nary a spark so that we wouldn’t be seen in the dark, so I had
to put it away without lighting up.

I went to my pouch of Red Man chewing tobacco instead. This
interested and amused my Afghan compadres even more. But not
enough for them to try it. They declined offers to indulge and share
a chaw.

(Tobacco is a foul and unhealthy habit. I was never addicted, for-
tunately, and have since mostly given up even occasional uses of it,
except for every once in a while when I am fishing. No cigarettes,
but a cigar or chew now and again, yes. I know better, but must
admit I do still backslide just a bit.)

Soon all of our crew were awakened and we were walked to a
small cave about a half mile away. A piece of tarp was stretched
tightly over the entrance. Inside, by very low candlelight, food had
been spread. Two or three dozen Afghans sat around the food in a
circle three deep.

Places had been saved for us front and center, first row. There
was rice, and bread, and two covered dishes. Andy Lack was smil-
ing, salivating audibly, and looking poised to pounce.
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Andy weighed more then than he does now. He wasn’t fat, but he
wasn’t far from it. He was carrying about two hundred pounds, I'd
say, on a five-foot-ten-inch medium frame. He admittedly was in
the worst physical shape of anyone on our team.

For one thing, Andy loved the good life, especially good food
and drink. I kiddingly and good-naturedly had dubbed him
“Champagne Andy” long ago. Back in Peshawar, where cham-
pagne worthy of the name was scarce, Andy and I had taken to con-
suming large quantities of the most popular and readily available
soft drink, bottled orange Fanta. The local grapevine had it that
Fanta had the best quality control and health standards of any bot-
tler in the region. Besides, Coke and Pepsi were for some reason
hard to find. So we washed down Fanta.

Once inside Afghanistan, anytime the going was especially
tough, hot, and dusty, I would kid Andy that a big champagne glass
filled with ice-cold bubbly would sure hit the spot just now, and he
would wink back along the lines of ““Hell, I'm reduced to fantasiz-
ing about Fanta.”

Now, around the dinner circle in the cave, he was saying quietly,
“Just give me a Fanta and a little time and I will dine as if in Paris or
Rome.”

This did not last long. They took the tops off the covered dishes.
What was revealed looked and smelled suspicious right from the
get-go. Most of what we saw and smelled was a kind of slightly
greenish-brown gravy-looking mess. There wwas meat barely visible
in it. It was not immediately recognizable as anything we had seen
anywhere before.

Andy gulped and began moving, easing his way back from the
front row. “What do you suppose it is?’’ he whispered.

“Dunno,” came the reply.

Some small animal, maybe a rabbit or a squirrel—maybe. What-
ever it was, it did not smell tasty.

Andy moved even farther back. Those of us still in the honored
seats on the front row were served the mystery meat. Once it was on
our plates, we had to face the increasing possibility, yea, probabil-
ity, that the mystery meat came from some form of small rodent.

The word “‘rat’ was never spoken, but it was surely thought. By
this time Andy was way back in the third row, gulping repeatedly
and turning olive green as he inched toward the entrance to the
cave.

Those of us who had been served looked at one another, smiled
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at our hosts, who by now were watching intently, and finally pro-
ceeded to eat. But not before I pulled from my pocket a small bottle
of Louisiana Tabasco sauce that I always carry. I applied it liberally
and passed it to my colleagues. They eagerly accepted. Mike and
Peter, being British, didn’t know exactly what Tabasco was. They
simply operated under the correct assumption that whatever it was,
it could not possibly make what we had any worse.

Andy was out of there. And he didn’t return. We later brought
him some bread. He ate some of the inside of it—not, as they say, a
happy camper.

To this day, I know not what it was we ate. A version of the
“Don’t ask, don’t tell” policy prevailed in all discussions even
remotely associated with that dinner.

Around midnight, we were on the move again. As had become our
routine, we walked awhile, slept awhile, then walked again. Eden
Naby’s shoes had begun to come apart. We bound them up with
twine and gaffer’s tape, and she walked on. All of us had trouble
keeping up with the long-striding, seemingly indefatigable Afghans.
Given Eden’s short legs and sorry shoes, how she managed to keep
pace was mystifying and inspiring. The lady had guts, and a heart as
big as a locomotive.

By midmorning we arrived at another safe camp. This one had at
its center an actual house. Made of stone and concrete, it had what
was left of an old opium poppy field on one side and on the other
side a rice paddy that showed signs of being recently worked.

Inside the house we lay down for what was supposed to be three
or four hours’ sleep: It didn’t last nearly that long. Mike Edwards,
who was our first-hour watchman, shook us awake, saying, “Heli-
copters!” We could hear them. They were close.

Only four Afghans, besides the headman, Yassini, and our guide,
Mirwaz, had made the trek from the cave with us. Why, we had not
known, and would not find out for a while yet.

Now the Afghans came from the room in which they had been
sleeping, next to ours. They were checking their weapons and put-
ting on their bandoliers of ammunition. We got together in the mid-
dle of the room, away from the windows. Using hand signals, the
Afghans posted themselves hard against the doors.

These helicopters were low and sounded as if they were coming
straight toward us. We could tell by the sound that there were at
least two of them, and that they were large. These weren’t the small,
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two- or three-person “scout’ helicopters. The noise level and heavi-
ness of the blades as they chopped the air told us they were most
likely of troop-carrying size.

Our quick supposition—our fear—was that this was a raid. Had
we been followed, or spotted coming in? Had someone seen us and
squealed?

They passed just to the side of the house. As the noise began to
fade away slightly, Yassini risked a careful peek out a well-posi-
tioned window. He held up two fingers, then signaled for his men to
scan the ground approaches carefully in every direction.

We were told that the Soviets had been using helicopter assault
troops for raids and as shock troops throughout the Kunar Valley,
where we were. And as the noise from the choppers indicated they
were coming back, or that perhaps some more were coming our
way, we began bracing even harder for the worst.

We waited what seemed an eternity. Helicopters, again at least
two, swooped right over us this time, even lower than before. 1
would have sworn they were landing. Mike Edwards had his cam-
era on his shoulder, his finger on the button to start rolling the film.
Our Afghan companions had their guns cocked, at the ready.

Nothing happened. The helicopter noises faded into the distance,
then disappeared. We waited a long time more, as the Afghans eyed
the ground approaches in all directions. After about half an hour,
two Afghans were sent out to position themselves in clumps of
bushes and trees about twenty-five yards from each long side of the
house. They were to act as combination lookouts and forward ob-
servers, and to provide covering fire for the house if necessary. The
tension held for another hour. Then, and only then, did we begin to
breathe even a little bit easier.

We decided to move out. With ears cocked and eyes alternating
between sky and ground, we stole away. A walk of a mile and a half
took us to a partially concealed, dilapidated lean-to near a small,
abandoned house. This was on somewhat elevated ground, giving
us a good view of the flatland from which we had come.

Seemingly out of nowhere, a dozen new Afghans materialized,
each well equipped with small arms.

There was a council, a group meeting in which, through transla-
tion, it was explained to us that the Afghans had decided to go on a
dangerous reconnaissance patrol. Fourteen Afghans, including the
quiet one with the backpack rocket-launcher rig, would be going.
Yassini would lead, and a stocky