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EE Remembering Danny Schechter

Media. Hype. Dissected.

ColdType has published the work of Danny Schechter
for the past 12 years. Here are the first and final pieces
that we presented to our readers

The First Column

May 12, 2003

THE SHREDDING
OF MEDIA CREDIBILITY

fficial journalism in America is still
reeling this morning as the mighty
New York Times continues genuflect-
ing on the significance of its admis-
sion that it has been carrying all the fiction
fit to print. Times watchers on the right are
ecstatic about the gray lady’s bloody news,
the revelation that one of its reporters, Jayson
Blair, had been making it up
and phoning it in, freely bor-
rowing from other media out-
lets and not covering stories
that he was writing about.

RACE BAITING ON MSNBC

Don Imus this morning chor-
tled about the Times “Blair
Witch Project” although one
of his gang of wide-guy aco-
lytes couldn’t resist banging
on the race card to blame it all
on diversity gone bad, since
Blair is black. The New York
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sonal problems. No doubt affected by the ton
of bricks that fell on him yesterday when the
newspaper of record devoted SEVEN THOU-
SAND words to his disgrace and their shame,

This is the latest in a growing round of
media scandals. Alex Jones, the director of a
Harvard Center on the press and the author
of a book on the Times, said on NBC that he
believes there are Blair-type scandals lurk-
ing in every major newspaper. It was not just
Blair that has been disgraced but the so-called
system of checks and balances in place in
the news room, according to Bob Steele who
teaches ethics at the Poynter Institute of Jour-
nalism.

DIVERSITY IS NOT ISSUE,
SAYS MANAGING EDITOR

The New York Daily News
quotes managing editor Ger-
ald Boyd on the race baiting
that seems to be surfacing
(or lurking just beneath
the surface.) “Boyd bristled
when asked if Blair, who is
black, figured in a bid by the
Times to diversify its mostly
white staff of national corre-
spondents, saying, “It’s not

an issue about diversity,

but about a reporter who
had issues that allowed
him to deceive.” Blair, who

Post calls Blair the “Times
trickster” and reports that he
is now in the hospital with per-

The essays in Danny’s Media
Diary for 2003 are at http:coldtype.
net/danny.html
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apologized in a letter to Boyd and executive
editor Howell Raines for a “lapse in journal-
istic integrity” and said he was “seeking ap-
propriate counseling,” did not return a call to
his cell phone yesterday.

“He vacated his last registered address - an
apartment in Brooklyn - several months ago,
leaving behind what was described as struc-
tural damage and extensive filth that cost sev-
eral thousand dollars to undo.” Clearly, Blair
had problems. Painful.

MEA MEA CULPAS

IN all of my years as a NY Times reader and
media watcher, I have never seen the news-
paper of record go into such overdrive to pro-
test its innocence and “correct” the errors of
a single journalist. Four and half pages were
devoted to Times reputation management in
Sunday’s paper, which devoted a two-column
front page story, an editor’s notes and acres
of print on the inside to tracking down and
exposing the lies of young Jayson Blair, 27,
who is said to have filed misleading reports 36
times (out of 76 stories) since getting national
reporting assignments,

Editors apparently urged that he be fired,
but nothing was done. “It’s Janet Cooke all
over again,” said my downstairs neighbor”
who compared this to the incident at the
Washington Post where another young jour-
nalist who happened to be black was exposed
for filing contrived or invented stories. He
[Blair] was one of those “affirmative action”
hires, my neighbor sneered. And so race raises
its ugly head close to home.

Why did the Times go so over the top beat-
ing its breast on this story? Embarrassment,
no doubt, especially since Editor Howell
Raines was recently being targeted by the NY
Post and Fox News Channel for reports critical
of the war. Also, perhaps because the mighty
media elite was exposed in this instance by
the City Paper, a lowly alternative paper in
Washington.

Says the Times about its massive investiga-

tion: “The newspaper organized it in the be-
lief that the appropriate corrective for flawed
journalism is better journalism - accurate
journalism.”

Oh really?

In an editor’s note the paper does a mea
culpa of historic proportions, regretting its
failure to detect the “journalistic deceptions”
earlier and apologized to its readers, to those
whose work was “purloined” and to all con-
scientious journalists whose professional
trust has been betrayed by this episode.

Catch your breath, Danny. I can’t believe 1
am reading this. I would like to think of my-
self as conscientious, but I must say there is
something smarmy about this since it does
not reveal what the newspaper’s “separate in-
ternal” inquiry has found. (This suggest that
some heads will roll.) For years scholars of
every description and leaning have been cri-
tiquing Times coverage. Noam Chomsky has
packed books with long lists of well footnoted
errors and omissions. Tuli Kupferberg, the
ex-Fug, once published an imaginary Editor’s
Note that apologized for the Times support
for the cold war and American interventions
for decades.

This apology is like Al Capone getting bust-
ed for not filing taxes. It is a misdemeanor in
a sea of journalistic felonies. For more on the
Times, see Daniel Forbes story on Mediachan-
nel about Times reporter Judith Miller who,
he reports, violated other Times guidelines
limiting reporters involvement in groups lob-
bying on issues being covered. See: “Pulitzer
Prize-Winning Reporter Crosses The New York
Times’ Line of ‘Strict Neutrality.”

MEDIA SYSTEM STRAINED

The media system today is showing signs of
the institutionalized corruption now associ-
ated with Wall Street firms. Last week CNN’s
Aaron Brown and Walter Cronkite pulled out
of deals that would have put them in the po-
sition of endorsing pharmaceutical goods.
Cronkite’s office said he never did endorse-
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ments, so I don’t want to tarnish him in any
way here, BUT none of this is helping.

CONCERN IN JAPAN

AND, of course, the issue that others in the
world see but that the American media has
yet to confront, the way in which virtually the
whole media caved in and became an acces-
sory to the Bush White House in its war ion
Iraq. This point was driven home to me today
by a letter from a journalist at NHK in Japan,
which is making a film on this - even if most
US media institutions just move on. She raises
precisely the types of questions that are being
avoided:

“Today, I am writing to ask if you are plan-
ning any research, seminar, public discussion,
or discussions with reporters or TV produc-
ers regarding how the US media covered the
war in Iraq. Especially, concentrating on the
subject of fairness in the reports. NHK is plan-
ning to produce a program on this subject and
would like to see how the US media itself is
evaluating the war coverage in Iraq.

We would also like to see if the reporters
or producers are beginning to ask more tough
questions like, “Was this war necessary?”
“Was it legal for US to attack Iraq without in-
ternational support?”

SWINTON’S SPEECH RECALLED

Final thought. I have been skimming Uri
Dowbenkos’ book called Bushwhacked: Inside
stories of True Conspiracy, published by con-
spiracy digest. Usually I avoid tracts like this
but there was at least one relevant quote to
pass on that relates to the New York Times, the
subject of so much hand wringing today.

The remarks are attributed to John Swin-
ton, former Chief of Staff for the Times, and
according to this book, once dubbed “the dean
of his profession.” He made these remarks be-
fore the New York Press Club early in the last
century. (Perhaps a reader has more details.)

“There is no such thing as an independent
press in America. You know it and I know it.

ColdType | www.coldtype.net

There is not one of you who dares to write his
honest opinion, and if you did, you know be-
fore hand it would never appear in print.

‘The business of journalists is to destroy
the truth; to lie outright; to pervert; to vilify,
to fawn at the feet of the mammon and to sell
his country and his race for the daily bread.
You know it and I know and what folly this is
- toasting an independent press. We are tools
and vassals of rich men behind the scenes; we
are the marionettes. They pull the strings and
we dance. Our time, our talent, our capacities
are all property of these men. We are intellec-
tual prostitutes.”

OTHER DEANS AT WORK

And so was born the idea of media whores,
This is strong stuff. As for the role of Deans,
Dan Fost of the San Francisco Chronicle re-
ports: “The deans of the nation’s journalism
schools, led by Orville Schell of UC Berkeley,
are coming together in an effort to improve
the quality of television news.

“The effort, launched last year, is getting
some traction, as the Carnegie Corp. of New
York - a major foundation that helped launch
the Public Broadcasting System in 1967 - said
it will consider helping.

“The bitter truth is most Americans get
most of what they know about the world from
broadcast news,” Schell said. “Whatever you
think of broadcast or cable news, you'd have
to say it’s not as good as it could be.”

WHERE 0 WHERE CAN THE WEAPONS BE?

Now back to the hunt, the hunt for Weapons
of Mass Destruction, the issue that consumed
hours and days of TV speculation and govern-
ment assurances. Barton Gellman reported in
the Washington Post yesterday: “The group di-
recting all known U.S. search efforts for weap-
ons of mass destruction in Iraq is winding
down operations without finding proof that
President Saddam Hussein kept clandestine
stocks of outlawed arms, according to partici-
pant.”
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“Leaders of Task Force 75’s diverse staff -
biologists, chemists, arms treaty enforcers,
nuclear operators, computer and document
experts, and special forces troops - arrived
with high hopes of early success. They said
they expected to find what Secretary of State
Colin L. Powell described at the U.N. Security
Council on Feb. 5 - hundreds of tons of biolog-
ical and chemical agents, missiles and rockets
to deliver the agents, and evidence of an on-
going program to build a nuclear bomb.

“Scores of fruitless missions broke that
confidence, many task force members said in
interviews. “

OBSERVER: "A PLATFORM OF LIES?”

Over in England Paul Harris Martin Bright and
Ed Helmore ask in the Observer, “Where are
Saddam’s weapons of mass destruction? Was
the war fought on a platform of lies? Taji was
the only specific location singled out by Secre-
tary of State Colin Powell in his address to the
UN when he argued that evidence compiled
by US intelligence proved the existence of an
illegal weapons programme. ‘This is one of 65
such facilities in Irag, Powell said. “‘We know
this one has housed chemical weapons.

“But the Observer has learnt that Taji has
drawn a blank. US sources say no such weap-
ons were found when a search party scoured
the base in late April. By then it had already
been looted by local villagers. If Taji ever had
any secrets, they are long gone. That is bad
news for Britain and the United States. The
pressure is building to find Saddam’s hidden
arsenal and time is running out.

A major shakeup is occurring in US occu-
pation plans. Jay Garner the general in plain
clothes is out; Mr. Bremer, the counter-terror-
ism expert is in. And the country is festering.
Tomdispatch notes, “Over a month after Sadd-
am Hussein’s regime dissolved and his military
was either destroyed or simply dissolved, the
simplest aspects of life under the American
occupation have not returned to anything like
“normal,” and normal - that is, the normal-

ity that just preceded the war - was already
teetering at the edge of catastrophic. Where
to start? The phone system still doesn’t work;
electricity isn’t yet up; people are out of work;
potable water is often not available; stipends
are not being paid; a population which relied
heavily on state aid simply to get through the
day has been largely abandoned; the only or-
ganized forces in parts of the country seem
to be the Shia clergy; the Americans were so
woefully unprepared for this occupation that,
in many cases, they can hardly communicate
with the Iraqis; hostility is widespread; small
numbers of American troops are dying - and
that’s just a beginning.”

CENSORSHIP THREATENS

AS the US tries to replace Iraqgi broadcasting
with its own shows, there is already talk of
censoring a TV station in the new Iraq. US
Lieutenant General Petraeus says he doesn’t
like the content and is considering doing
something about it. “Yes, what we are look-
ing at is censorship, but you can censor
something that is intended to inflame pas-
sions.” o

The Final Column

January, 2015

THE GHOSTS
OF VIETNAM

t’s been nearly 40 years since what the

American media called the “Fall of Saigon”

and the Vietnamese referred to as the “Lib-

eration”. I saw it then as the “Fall of Wash-
ington.”

The ghosts of Vietnam are back, thanks to
two filmmakers with very different takes. The
first is Tiana of South Vietnamese origin, and
the second is Rory Kennedy, Bobby Kennedy’s
youngest daughter.

Tiana is finishing a movie called “The
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General and Me”, on her unlikely conversa-
tions (for someone from a virulently anti-
communist family) with North Vietnam’s
legendary General Giap, aka the “Red Na-
poleon,“ aka the man whose military doc-
trines defeated the French Army and later
the Americans.

Giap created the Vietnamese Army at Ho
Chi Minh’s request, and without training be-
came a military genius. Tiana has two other
self-promoted US “geniuses” in her movie,
too: pathetic walk-ons by US General William
Westmoreland and Defense Secretary Robert
MacNamara, who cannot conceal his con-
tempt for her.

Kennedy’s highly-hyped Last Days in Viet-
nam depicts the hurried evacuation of US sol-
diers and as many of their Vietnamese con-
scripts in a long and bloody war that was lost
almost from its earliest days. Rather than look
at the reasons for that loss, she has, with sup-
port from HBO and PBS’s American Experi-
ence series, tried to present a heroic picture of
Americans in their last days in Saigon, coping
with a mad ambassador and in some cases re-
belling against US policy.

Divides of the times

These two films, all these years later, mirror
the cultural and political divides of the time.
One film, in effect, rationalises the war, por-
traying the American military as compassion-
ate, while the other, for one of the first times,
offers the side that Americans never hear.

Even if her Uncle JFK did escalate the war,
despite his back and forth doubts, a member
of the Kennedy family is still treated as a cul-
tural icon in a culture that can’t remember
detail of what happened yesterday much less
forty years. Rory’s work has been acclaimed;
Tiana’s has not yet been seen. She calls this
forgetting deliberate, “NamNesia.”

Gerald Perry writes in Arts Fuse: “The
mushy reviews of “Last Days in Vietnam” (a
04% Rotten Tomatoes approval rating) are ex-
traordinarily similar. They praise filmmaker

ColdType | www.coldtype.net

Rory Kennedy for documenting a forgotten
moment of American history, the chaotic days
in 1975 when the US raced to leave Saigon and
South Vietnam steps ahead of the advancing
North Vietnamese Army. And the critics are
pumped up with pride at the stories Kennedy
has uncovered of brave and noble American
soldiers and a few anti-establishment Ameri-
can diplomats who helped evacuate many
South Vietnamese - by boat, plane, and heli-
copter - who presumably would be enslaved
or murdered by the Communist North Viet-
namese.

Flag-waving whitewash

What hardly anyone observed is that Ken-
nedy, daughter of peacenik Robert Kennedy,
is offering a flag-waving whitewash of the war
in Vietnam. The North Vietnamese are char-
acterized, with no exceptions, as Isis-like war-
riors murdering all their opposition on the
way from Hanoi to Saigon. And, after entering
Saigon, annihilating those who oppose them
or sending their enemies to re-education
camps.

The South Vietnamese? This amazed me:
there is not any mention of the much-doc-
umented corruption of the various puppet
governments, and of the South Vietnamese
army as a coercive instrument of torture and
killings. Each South Vietnamese ex-soldier,
including a high-ranking officer, who is in-
terviewed is allowed to tell his shiny story.
There’s no blood attached to any of them.

“This did not surprise me. In 1976, the an-
niversary of the American Revolution, I pub-
lished a small book featuring the views of
Vietnam’s top military strategists including
General Vo Nguyen Giap called How We Won
The War.

Surely, that story is historically more sig-
nificant than how we cut tail and ran.

I wrote then: “The American press was
never much help in our efforts to find out
more about those remarkable Vietnamese
people who have now managed to out-orga-
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nize, out fight, and defeat a succession of US
backed regimes. When the US media did rec-
ognize the other side’s existence, they did so
with disdain, distortion and denigration...the
US never came to terms the fact it was defend-
ing a government which had no support and
attempting to crush one that did.”

A group of LA-based film critics later wrote
to PBS: “Rory Kennedy’s egregiously unbal-
anced, out-of-context, dubiously propagan-
distic “Last Days in Vietnam” is currently in
theatrical release, a production of the PBS
series, An American Experience. We are ap-
palled by the extraordinarily one-sided na-
ture of Kennedy’s rewrite of history that only
shows the US government’s and the Republic
of Vietnam’s side of the story, and never offers
the points of view of the millions of Ameri-
cans who opposed the war and of those who
fought on the side of the National Liberation
Front and North Vietnam.”

So much for “balance!”

The protest was all for nought. Public Tele-
vision retreated into its files of knee-jerk form
letters and responded to criticisms of one
program with a defense that cited all the pro-
grams they did, most decades old, while an-
nouncing that a new multi-million dollar se-
ries on Vietnam by Ken Burns is in the works.
Typical! They avoided details like these:

Rory focused on the story of efforts to save
allied officers and their families in a Saigon
(“Arvin”) Army known for its corruption and
brutality.

It citied atrocities allegedly committed by
the Communists like the “Hue Massacre,” an
event thoroughly investigated and exposed as
false by US Vietnam Scholar Gareth Porter.

It citied violations of the Paris Peace agree-
ment by the North without mentioning the
many more egregious and concealed viola-
tions by the US-backed South Vietnamese
forces.

It showed the madness and mania of US
Ambassador Graham Martin as if he was an
exception to a history of earlier US officials

who escalated the war with massive casual-
ties, It offered no historical context or back-
ground.

It implied that all the people of Saigon
would be butchered or imprisoned; that was
not the case.

It referenced escaping ships racing to Con-
Son Island without mentioning that that Is-
land off the coast of Saigon hosted, like Guan-
tanamo today, was a brutal prison camps
filled with “tiger cages” where Vietnamese
opponents of the military regime were kept,
killed and tortured.

Where are the anti-war voices?

Perry asks: “Where in this documentary are
the anti-war voices of those who were Ameri-
can soldiers in Vietnam and became disillu-
sioned by the terrible things we did there?
Who in this film speaks of our random bomb-
ing of North Vietnam? Of the massacre at My
Lai? And for the CIA, where is mention of the
heinous tortures of South Vietnamese under
CIA director William Colby? As for Kissinger,
it’s madly frustrating to see his self-serving
rhetoric go completely unchallenged. Where
are you, Errol Morris, when needed? Instead,
the world’s number one war criminal at large
(Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, Chile, etc.) is a
welcome and honored guest to this documen-
tary commissioned by PBS’s American Expe-
rience.”

And, on and on.

Its been 40 years. What have we learned?
The Obama Administration, aided by its Sec-
retary of State, a Vietnamese speaker no less,
named John Kerry, once the leader of Vietnam
Veterans Against the War, had turned into an
apologist for the American role in the war,
and an arms salesman to Vietnam which fears
the Chinese today more than the Americans.

Whose voice should we listen to? Rory
Kennedy with her slick well funded mocku-
mentary of history or Tiana who is struggling
to bring Vietnamese voices and a deliberately
buried history to life? o

www.coldtype.net | April2015 | ColdType


http://www.coldtype.net

Remembering Danny Schechter

A country we both call
our second home

In the Foreword to Danny’s book, When South Africa Called,
We Answered, Tony Sutton speaks of shared experiences
and a shared love for a country they both adopted

ook back at the major events in South Af-

rica during the final decades of the apart-

heid era and you’ll keep coming across

the name of Danny Schechter - organiz-
ing, cajoling, pulling strings, and reporting the
truth that an evil regime would have preferred
to hide from an often ignorant and uncompre-
hending outside world.

His fight began in the sixties when, as a stu-
dent at the London School of Economics, he
became a close friend of three of the South Afri-
cans at the heart of the ANC in exile: Ruth First,
later assassinated by the bomb of an Apartheid
agent; her husband, Joe Slovo, considered the
revolutionary group’s intellectual brain; and
Ronnie Kasrils, a leader
of Umkhonto we Sizwe
(MK), the armed under-
L % ground and, later, Min-

When
South Africa
Galled, We. s
Answered |

Madiba R
AtoZ: The Many Faces .~
of Nelson Mandela -

edition of Danny’s
latest book, When

South Africa Called,

We Answered.
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ister of Intelligence in
the ANC’s second post-
Apartheid government
under Thabo Mbeki.
Schechter  became
one of the organization’s
London Recruits, a cad-
re of young non-South
African idealists who
flew into South Africa
to detonate clandestine
pamphlet ‘bombs’ in the
heart of the nation’s big-
gest cities. Their aim was

not to kill people, but to make everyone aware
that the ANC, although banned and exiled, was
still a key part of the struggle.

“Scared shitless,” he set off his bomb and
then decided, on impulse, to attend the funeral
of Nobel Prize-winner Albert Luthuli in Natal,
hitching a lift to the grave site, then strolling
nonchalantly through a frightening crowd
of stoked-up ANC militants surrounded by a
phalanx of equally-fearsome and notoriously
trigger-happy white policemen.

I first heard of Schechter’s exploits at a party
thrown by a gang of bemused and boozed-up
foreign correspondents nine years later, weeks
after the Soweto students riots of 1976. I'd been
a journalist in Johannesburg for a year, and
editor of Drum, the renowned magazine aimed
at black readers, for just three months, when
the revolution began. My only photographer
had been detained on bomb charges (he was
released a year later uncharged), my staff was
harassed by cops and security police wherever
they tried to work, and the first issue of Drum
that I edited after the riots was declared so dan-
gerous that the government made it an offence
to possess a copy (a ban that lasted until the
fall of Apartheid many years later). So, it was a
good time to have a few beers and laugh at the
exploits of a long-haired and impossibly-naive
American radical. Brothers under the skin, I
thought: bemused, bewildered, and over our
heads - yet committed to a worthy cause.

I didn’t hear the name Danny Schechter
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again for another 25 years, although I was a
witness to the consternation caused by a cam-
paign, fronted by Bruce Springsteen’s guitarist
Little Steven Van Zandt, to shame musicians
into boycotting the Sun City casino/hotel com-
plex in Bophuthatswana, one of South Africa’s
racial homelands, where many top US enter-
tainers including Frank Sinatra and Linda Ron-
stadt had appeared. The music boycott was a
morale-shattering blow to the Afrikaner gov-
ernment, which had banked on using showbiz
to maintain the semblance of a normal society
as it battled to control dissent, particularly
from the younger generation who, unlike their
parents, realised that the maintenance of the
status quo was both unattainable and undesir-
able. Schechter, I learned years later, was the
prime mover of the Sun City campaign. After
that, he launched the TV program South Africa
Now, which worked tirelessly to show Ameri-
cans a picture of apartheid ignored by their
mainstream TV stations, after deciding that, as
a journalist, he ought to do something to fight
the media war in his own “field.”

Schechter and I next crossed paths a dozen
years ago when, now resident in Canada, I be-
gan to use his News Dissector columns on my
web site, ColdType.net. We became partners in
publishing when I produced his book, “Em-

Coffee with Mandela?

Danny came to visit us at our home just
outside Toronto a few years back. Tony and

| had promised to entertain him by showing

off the local sights over the weekend. But

he was suffering from gout so we spent the
time looking around secondhand bookstores,
drinking lots of wine, and watching the movies
that he ‘just happened to have” in his bag.
Halfway through one of his Nelson Mandela
tributes, | went into the kitchen to make coffee.
Danny shufled after me. “But you’re missing
the movie!” he declared, ushering me back
towards the viewing room, “Coffee can wait!”
It did. So did dinner! - Julia Sutton

bedded: Weapons of Mass Deception”, a year
later. Never again, I vowed, after the massive
task of sorting out an unedited manuscript
and a never-ending set of rewrites on endless
page proofs. Then, a year later, another phone
call: Would I help him do another book, this
time on the financial crisis which later led to
the 2008 stock market crash. “No re-writing,
no piles of page proofs. Promise.” Of course,
I agreed. Now, what was that about re-writes?
Hmm, some things don’t change, but friend-
ship survives all adversity. When South Africa
Called, We Answered is the seventh book we’ve
worked on together — were partners. Danny
provides the words. I sort them out. He does a
bit of editing, I do a lot of moaning.

This is my favourite of his books. It’s more per-
sonal, full of shared acquaintances, similar mem-
ories, and experiences of a country and continent
that, despite their many faults, are etched deep
into our hearts. Read it and you will understand
our affection for South Africa, a troubled land we
both call our second home. o
Tony Sutton is the editor of coldtype
magazine at www.coldtype.net - ColdType
has produced and published seven of
Schechter’s books, all available free of charge
at www.coldtype.net/SchechterBooks.html
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Memory matters

Danny Schechter shares his feelings about the importance
of a ‘people’s’ history as an effective counterbalance to
‘official’ history in this introduction to his book, Dissecting
The News & Lighting The Fuse

s he aged, Nelson Mandela turned

his principal foundation into a Cen-

ter of Memory, not only to share the

achievements of his phenomenal life
but also to keep the story of the South African
freedom struggle alive for new generations.
Many, in just 20 years, had forgotten, or never
learned about its sacrifices.

Memory is not just the preserve of the
iconic and important, but something that all
of us lose with the passage of time, especially
because we live in societies oriented towards
living in the present, in the here and the now,
with little sense of a collective past beyond
what most of us learn in school and then
promptly forget.

on funding or university support. The state
of Georgia just announced that is cutting the
staff that maintains its archive, while in many
states and cities, funding for public libraries
is disappearing. Few of these places still have
bookstores, with publishers increasingly rely-
ing on on-line sales. In some towns, newspa-
pers face extinction and Local TV news may
be next.

Already, the media outlets that most of us
rely on minimize context and background in
reporting, often recycling stenographic ac-
counts missing in interpretation. Even as we
have more technology than ever to connect
us with a changing world, it tends to be used
more for entertainment than information. The

In Uganda, women facing an
early death from AIDS, or dis-
eases of poverty, came up with
the idea of creating “memory

DISSECTING

most popular websites are the
best-marketed ones. The superfi-
cial still trumps the substantive.

A recent study of Monterey,

THE NEWS
LIGHTING
THE FUSE

California, showed how what we
remember is often influenced by

boxes” to collect photos, heir-
looms, and family histories to

share with the children who

DISPATCHES

the powers that be. John Herbst

will survive them. The boxes FROM THE wrote, “many people will find
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on a historic house tour; the lack of emphasis
on industrial history; the commercial exploita-
tion of adaptively used industrial buildings.”

This is the conflict the late Howard Zinn
addressed years ago in his writing on the ten-
sion between official history and “people’s his-
tory.” It surfaces time and time again, when we
think about whom we remember, and what to
remember.

There is a personal component in this
conflict for me as a long time social activist,
journalist, filmmaker, and sometime trouble-
maker. As a storyteller and journalist, I have
often used my own experiences as a prism to
explore the past. As my mom, the poet Ruth
Lisa Schechter quipped, “He knows what it is
because he was there when it was.”

History is still being made and remade and
I am hardly the only one with tales to tell.

As a relatively experienced observer who
has lived through decades of tumultuous
change and traveled to some 70 countries, I
have developed my own reporting style and
framework for analysis that informs my writing
and media work. It is grounded in a personal
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family history as well. As the child of working
class parents with an immigrant background,
I grew up in a culture that worshipped great
writers and a history of labor struggles.

I was introduced early on to a rich history
replete with leaders who battled for social jus-
tice. That shaped my own orientation. Later,
my immersion in the social movements of my
time - student activism, civil rights, the anti-
war, and anti-apartheid battles brought me
into contact with well-known activists and im-
portant leaders.

In this book, you will find an essay on a
“secret” I have kept since the 60’s, my small
role in the underground inside South Africa
that assisted the armed struggle, that decades
later, helped liberate that country. I helped or-
ganize unions and rent strikes. I marched in
many protests in New York and Washington.
I taught in freedom schools and reported on
demonstrations. I wrote for and then edited a
high school newspaper and college magazine.

In my twenties, I began traveling the world
witnessing South African apartheid in its dark-
est days and then the protests that rocked Lon-
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don, Berlin, and Paris in the late 60’s. I came
back to America to pursue a career in journal-
ism ending up as a News Dissector and the
“News Dissector” at rock and roll radio, local
TV news, talk programs, CNN, ABC News and
later my own production company, Globalvi-
sion, where my colleagues and I made TV se-
ries and many documentaries. In my case, six
were with Nelson Mandela.

I realized that there was a media war un-
derway over what to report and how to do it.
I realized that media omission was as bad as
commission in the slanting of news. What we
don’t know is often more important than what
we think we do. Hence, my calling this collec-
tion, “Dispatches” from an ongoing conflict.

In my own work, I had gone from being an
outsider to an insider, and then an outsider
again, always independent in spirit and critical
in outlook. I went from the underground press
to the mainstream media, from print to radio
and TV, and back to print. Today I am often
on the air around the world, commenting for
BBC, Al Jazeera, Press TV, Russia Today, Saudi
Arabia TV, and even Austrian radio, but rarely,
if ever, for the networks I used to work for. I
do appear weekly on Reverend Jesse Jackson’s
Keep Hope Alive Radio show, and contribute to
websites worldwide.

As the digital age dawned, I went online in
1986 and never came back. I was part of teams
that launched various websites, and have writ-
ten a daily blog for almost 12 years.

I wrote my first book on what it was like to
work in the trenches of mainstream media in
1997. It was called The More You Watch the Less
You Know. Afterwards, I seem to have writ-
ten a new one every year for a small follow-
ing, often - alas - poorly promoted by small
independent publishers. They tried, but the
big houses get more attention for their books
because they have advertising budgets that
smaller imprints lack. I have written about
media, war, politics and activism. My last two
books are, Blogothon, a collection of some of
my online work, and Occupy: Dissecting Oc-
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cupy Wall Street, a report on the contemporary
fight for economic justice.

This book is #15, probably the last one be-
cause it became clear that while I had the en-
ergy to write and churn them out, I didn’t have
the wherewithal or connections to get them
distributed as widely as I would have liked. I
would like to think that it is not due to their
quality.

It may be that all these multimedia inter-
ests, flitting from blogging, to movie making,
all my globetrotting, and a blend of activism
and journalism ensured that I had no one
“field” to be associated with or remembered
for. It seems axiomatic that to develop a public
profile, you have to do “one thing well.” That
advice never fit well with my more hyperactive
personality. We live in the age of the brand, and
among the many who compete for attention in
the highly commercialized “media space,” the
notion of a “News Dissector” may be regarded
more as a catchy phrase, but not for a serious
body of work, despite an Emmy and other me-
dia awards.

A media careerist might see me as my own
worst enemy for trying to do too many projects
and too quickly. It is a criticism I hear frequent-
ly and there is some truth to it. We are told that
people who act as their own lawyers “have a
fool for a client,” so the writer and filmmaker
who tries to do his own PR invites charges of
being self-promotional, and then, can be ig-
nored. However, I don’t feel ignored. I have
been blessed by being associated with teams
of colleagues who work with me, put up with
me, and encourage my pursuits. I am proud of
what I have accomplished and I am hardly the
only dissenter and critic whose work is ignored
by the guardians of the status quo.

What a long and sometimes strange trip
it has been and continues to be. I am always
dancing on the edge of the contradictions,
somehow managing to find the funding and
audiences to keep going. I can still drop names
with the best of them, but none of it matters
when you are working in what people on the
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inside consider the “wilderness,” a place re-
served for marginalized voices and gadflies.
How I hate that putdown!

I have dipped my fingers in many oceans,
traveled up the Yangtze and down the Ho Chi
Minh trail. T organized rent strikes in Harlem
and taught at a civil rights Freedom School in
Mississippi. I have been underground in the
secret war against apartheid and over ground
up on the mountaintop with the economic
elite in Davos, Switzerland. I traveled with the
Dalai Lama, marched with Martin Luther King,
rallied with SDS, dined with Malcolm X, met
Jean-Paul Sartre, connected with Fela, Amilcar
Cabral, Oliver Tambo, and Samora Machel in
Africa. Visited the home of Patrice Lumumba
in Kinshasa, and more recently, ran with Oc-
cupy Wall Street on, where else, Wall Street. I
also met Yasser Arafat, Le Duc Tho, and later,
yuck, Henry Kissinger and Spiro T. Agnew.

I yippied with Abbie Hoffman, helped pro-
duce the all-star Sun City anti-apartheid album
with Little Steven, Bruce Springsteen, Bono
and Miles Davis et al. Profiled Tina Turner
and Bob Dylan, did one of the first national
TV reports on hip-hop, visited John and Yoko
at home, shook hands with Jimmy Carter, Bill
Clinton, Teddy Kennedy and Tip O’Neil, and
had lunch with George Soros. I have been more
fulfilled by what I have been able to produce,
than by connecting briefly with the “good and
the great.”

I have been to many political conferences,
media conferences and TV award ceremonies.
I have been to China and many Chinatowns.
Sometimes I felt like Woody Allen’s Zelig.

I ike to think my investigations were
ahead of their time, including a film warning
of the financial crisis in 2006 and another
explaining why it was a crime story, not just
an economic miscalculation. I did a film ex-
posing election fraud in 2000, another call-
ing for tolerance in the aftermath of 9/11, and
yet another, explaining how Barack Obama
won in 2008.

I wrote the first book published on the Iraq

War along with a film exposing the role of
our own TV industry as propagandists called
WMD: Weapons of Mass Deception. At points,
I have been widely published, and at other
points ignored, or spied upon by the CIA and
FBI. I know because I have seen my files. In
one of my most wannabe revolutionary mo-
ments, one of their informants praised me as
likeable if “funky” for wearing my hair in the
“bouffant style of a woman.” So, even as I saw
myself as a feared militant, they saw me as a
teddy bear. Some activists even considered me
an agent because I knew too much about the
covert world, or because of the paranoia and
suspicion that festers in the left political cul-
ture.

Smile.

I know of only a few friends, comrades, and
colleagues who have been as immersed, and
learned so much, in the course of so many ad-
ventures, doing so many things, going so many
places, over so many decades, from the 1940’s
through 2012 and still counting.

This book and my earlier work is one way
of giving back, sharing what I care about and
hoping you will care too.

Like so many of those comrades, I learned
humility in the course of overreaching or mov-
ing too fast. I am not proud of making the mis-
takes I've made, or, at points, exercising bad
judgment, depending on the wrong people,
which often led to avoidable unhappiness. Not
everything I attempted was successful, and I
have lost friends by disappointing them, and
even attracted some enemies, who for their
own reasons and delusions consider me the
devil incarnate. I regret not always being there
enough for my daughter, and putting too much
time and energy into work and not enough
into family. I haven’t always lived a balanced
life, maybe because I don’t know how.

In the end, you, the reader, will have to
determine if this work is informative, insight-
ful, or worth reading and passing on. As that
cynically misused slogan says, “I report, you
decide.” ®
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Journalist, Filmmaker, Author, Activist,
Father Brother Frrend Troublemaker
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One of the final photographs of Danny, taken in his apartment by health
adviser Jessica Zambelli.
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