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Silent Treatment
My four-decade fight to report the truth
Sydney Schanberg
Sydney Schanberg won a Pulitzer Prize for his reporting on the war in Indochina. Yet his explosive
2008 essay 'McCain and the POW Cover-Up' was stonewalled by the mainstream media. Here we
present Schanberg's account of his struggle to bring the story of Vietnam 'sf orgotten veterans to the
public's - and press's - attention.
From the beginning, nearly 40 years ago, the evidence was in plain sight. For reasons unexplained,
however, the mainstream press did not acknowledge it and has continued to ignore it to this day.
I'm referring to the evidence that North Vietnam-after the peace treaty had been signed on Jan. 27,
1973 in Paris-held back hundreds of American prisoners, keeping them as bargaining chips to
ensure getting Washington's promised $3.25 billion in war reparations. The funds were never
delivered, and the prisoners were never released. Both sides insisted to their people and the world that
all paws had been returned, challenging the voluminous body of facts to the contrary.
But behind the scenes, where the press did not go then or now, President Nixon accused Hanoi of not
returning a multitude of prisoners. In a private message on Feb. 2, 1973, Nixon said U.S. records
showed 317 prisoners in Laos alone. "It is inconceivable," he wrote, "that only 10 of these men" were
being returned.
Hanoi stonewalled and never added any men to its prisoner list. Yet just two months later, Nixon did
an about-face and claimed proudly on national television, "all of our American POWs are on their
way home." He had to know he was telling a terrible lie.
There were occasional times when the press detoured from its pattern of disinterest. Early in 1973, for
instance, the New York Times published a front-page story that described how taken aback the
intelligence community was by the tiny number of prisoners being released from Laos. But neither the
Times nor any other major news organization followed up with a serious investigation.
I take no pleasure in criticizing my profession. But in a sense, the press too abandoned the paws. By
its silence, the news community enabled Washington to cover up the scandal- though scandal is too
mild a word for it. I believe it is a national shame.
I need to pause here to praise the one shining example in the national press. That would be Newsday,
the only major newspaper that took on the POW story without blinking. During my decade there as a
columnist, I started doing serious research and writing about the POW cover-up. In one I5-month
period, I wrote 36 columns and a four-part, page-one series, most of them investigative pieces
describing the underbelly of the cover-up. The series involved a search in Vietnam for evidence about
the case of one downed pilot who never returned. Newsday is one of the handful of newspapers where
investigative journalism in the modem era was born. To their great credit, Newsday and Tony Marro,
its editor at the time, never hesitated to dig into the story.
People sometimes ask why I keep coming back to the POW story. I don't have a one-sentence answer.
My mentors at the New York Times taught me the importance of staying with a story. If you keep
peeling back the layers, you may get to its core, which is the goal. It has worked for me. Skimming
the surface of stories doesn't get reporter or reader very far.
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Some apologists in the press point out that most Americans, not just the press, ran away from the
Vietnam War after it ended. Our nation had lost a foreign war for the first time in its history.
Americans were divided, ashamed, angry. There were no ticker-tape parades for the returning
soldiers. Many at the Pentagon and in other government circles were blaming the press for writing
critically about the war. But whatever heat the press gets from critics, running away from an
important story is not the answer.
Apologists also cite differing social classes. They point out that for roughly the last four decades,
since the expiration of the draft, reporters have generally come from college-educated, privileged
backgrounds, and the volunteer Army became an entity largely composed of young men seeking to
climb out of low-income roots to a better life. So, this theory goes, reporters don't feel much
connection with the military.
That's a foolish excuse for ignoring the world of soldiers. (Full disclosure: After college, I served two
years in the Army during the Cold War, posted in Germany.) Every reporter, man or woman, should
be mature enough to comprehend the responsibilities of the military and relate to its difficulties. It
can't be too hard to imagine the lives of the prisoners who were never returned to their families. The
government had told these soldiers that if they were wounded or captured, it would do everything in
its power to save and heal them.
Well, sometimes that isn't the whole truth. Maybe their platoon buddies would do everything
possible, but governments have multiple agendas. Nixon was desperate to get out of the Vietnam War,
the albatross that had ended the political career of his predecessor, Lyndon Johnson. Also, the
Watergate scandal was creeping up on him. Maybe Nixon thought he might be able somehow to bring
those men home later by other means. Maybe. But it didn't happen. Both governments had sworn
there were no POWs left behind, and with each passing year those enormous lies became more
embedded in stone. They have now held sway across eight presidencies.
A hypothetical question: what would happen if a president decided to break ranks with the POW
secrecy and ordered the immediate declassification of those hidden documents that would break the
story wide open? The press has never fought to unseal them, and Sen. John McCain has spent a good
chunk of his legislative career doing the Pentagon's bidding and pushing through the bills that keep
those documents buried. (In all those profiles of McCain written by the national press as he
campaigned twice for the presidency, I could not find a paragraph that mentioned these legislative
activities. )
But back to the question of what would happen if a president suddenly brought those hidden
documents into the light. My guess would be that hell could break loose. Some people might go to jail
for violating the public trust and their oaths of office. There's no statute oflimitations on crimes like
murder, and most of those abandoned prisoners are probably no longer alive. Those who began and
continued the cover-up were surely accomplices in their deaths. At the very least, laws affecting the
military would be rewritten. And the reputations of the people who played the largest roles would
crumble allover the country-people
such as Henry Kissinger, John McCain, John Kerry, and Dick
Cheney, plus many others, including Pentagon chiefs, national security advisers, secretaries of state,
intelligence chiefs, and so on. Since this is probably all a daydream, may I say that perhaps it could be
a cleansing of the temple-for a while at least, human nature being what it is.
In recent years, I have offered my POW stories to a long list of editors of leading newspapers,
magazines, and significant websites that do original reporting. And when they decline my offerings, I
have urged them to do their own POW investigation with their own staff under their own supervision.
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The list of these news organizations includes the New York Times, the Washington Post, the Los
Angeles Times, New York magazine, The Atlantic, The New Yorker, Harper's, Rolling Stone, Mother
Jones, Vanity Fair, Salon, Slate, Talking Points Memo, ProPublica, Politico, and others. To my
knowledge, none have attempted or produced a piece.
Their explanations for avoiding the story have never rung true. I have chosen not to use the names of
the editors or the texts of their rejection messages, which could embarrass some of them. This is not a
personal difference, but a professional one. I have decided instead to summarize their comments.
Some said they didn't have enough staff to do the story. Others said the story was "old"--even though
we have never found out what happened to the missing prisoners. I sensed often that these news
people were afraid-that the story was too hot for them to handle because it could cause too many
repercussions. Aren't journalists supposed to look into difficult stories and the wrongdoings of
important people? Aren't they also supposed to expect blowback?
I asked these editors about the mountain of hard evidence attesting to the existence of abandoned
men. In particular, I asked about the witness evidence, the 1,600 firsthand live sightings of American
prisoners after the war. Did these journalists believe that every last one of the 1,600 witnesses was
lying or mistaken? Many of these Vietnamese witnesses were interrogated by U.S. intelligence
officers. Many were given lie-detector tests. They passed. The interrogators' reports graded the bulk
ofthe witnesses "credible." A few of the journalists I have nudged to go after the story acknowledged
that their paper or magazine or TV network had "blind spots." But again and again, the vast majority
have hemmed and hawed and said they had "doubts" about the POW information. Isn't doing the
reporting the best way to confirm or dispel doubts?
I would run through the long gamut of known intelligence=-official radio intercepts of prisoners
being moved to and from labor camps in Laos, satellite photos, conversations overheard by Secret
Service agents inside the White House, ransom offers from Hanoi through third parties, sworn public
testimony by three U.S. defense secretaries who served during the Vietnam era that "men were left
behind." The press wasn't and isn't interested.
And the evidence is still in plain sight. •
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John LeBoutillier
The POW issue was born during the Watergate scandal. Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger knew
Hanoi was secretly keeping American prisoners, but in the spring of 1973, they were in no position to
get a Democratic Congress to pay ransom to North Vietnam.
Watergate was exposed because two Washington Post reporters, Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein,
defied the unspoken agreement between media and government that remains in effect-in exchange
for protecting government secrets, the press gets privileged access to official sources. That tacit pact
is the single biggest reason the POW puzzle has never been solved.
My own experience provides a vivid-and
between the press and the powerful.

exasperating--example

of this incestuous relationship

In October 1985, Rowland Evans and Robert Novak held their semi-annual Evans & Novak Political
Forum in Washington, D.C. for their newsletter subscribers. Each of us-I had been a subscriber
since 1974-paid $450 for a full day oftalks from "D.C. political insiders." The line-up featured
Senate Majority Leader Bob Dole, White House Chief of Staff Don Regan, New York Gov. Mario
Cuomo, and President Reagan's national security adviser, Robert McFarlane.
After the morning introduction, I walked up to Novak and asked him, "Is what is said in here today on
the record?"
He smiled, shrugged his shoulders, and said, "Y ou paid to attend this conference, and you are not a
member of the media, so those press rules do not apply to you."
I returned to my seat at a long table where I had a cassette tape recorder clearly visible on top of the
white tablecloth. When McFarlane began talking, I turned on the recorder. In the Q&A period
afterward, I asked McFarlane-a retired Marine who had been on Kissinger's staff during the Nixon
administration and had been secretly dispatched to negotiate with Hanoi for the remaining 600
POWs-"Do you believe there are still U.S. POWs held against their will in Vietnam and Laos?"
McFarlane took a long time before he began his answer: "I do think there has to be-have to be-live
Americans there." He paused. The room grew silent as we watched this clearly conflicted man
struggle to continue. We knew we were hearing a rare unscripted answer. He began talking about the
thousands of live sighting reports coming into the Pentagon and Defense Intelligence Agency from
Vietnam and Laos. Of those Southeast Asians who claimed to have seen American POWs, McFarlane
said, "They have no reason to lie, and they are telling things they have seen."
A follow-up question centered on whether the U.S. government had done everything it could to
pinpoint and recover these POWs. Admitting that it had not, he said, "And that's bad, and that's a
failure."
I gave the tape to Wall Street Journal reporter Bill Paul, who was based in New York. He listened to
it and knew he had a big story in his hands. He called National Security Council spokeswoman Kama
Small, who had attended McFarlane's talk. She denied that McFarlane ever said the words we had
heard from him that very day. Paul said, "But the Journal has a transcript." Her reply: "The transcript
is wrong."
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At that point Paul knew his story was even bigger-he had McFarlane's spokeswoman lying about
her boss's answers just hours earlier. So he called her back and said, "The transcript is not wrong. In
fact, we have it all on tape."
Bingo!
She said, "I have to get back to you."
Minutes later the Wall Street Journal's D.C. bureau chief, AI Hunt, called Paul and took over the
editing of the story. Meanwhile, Evans and Novak tracked me down and accused me of violating
protocol by exposing "off-the-record remarks by McFarlane." They had suddenly forgotten that I
specifically asked Novak whether the session was on or off the record.
In other words, the media-AI Hunt and Rowland Evans and Robert Novak-banded
together to
protect McFarlane and their access to him at the expense of a dynamite story. A watered-down
version eventually ran and garnered some national attention, but never the continual front-page
coverage it deserved.
A few months later, at a private meeting ofthe House Special Task Force on POWsIMIAs, I delivered
a talk about a recent report ofPOWs being held at a specific location in Laos. Rep. John McCain was
sitting in the front row of the tiered hearing room. Until that day, he and I had always had a cordial
relationship. But upon seeing me, he sneered and asked if! was "secretly taping this meeting, too?"
McCain should have been incensed that the national security adviser knew that U.S. POWs were still
being held and that the press was suppressing the story. Instead he was furious at me for daring to
reveal McFarlane's statements.
The Vietnam War was brought to an end in large part by a healthy, skeptical, adversarial relationship
between the media and government. Reporters' suspicions that they were being deceived by military
briefers every afternoon in Saigon at the Five O'Clock Follies were the precursor to serious critical
coverage of the war. Yet somehow this skeptical media has always believed the very same Pentagon
when it comes to POWs.
The incident from 1985 is but one example of many. In my 30 years fighting for the truth about the
POWs knowingly abandoned by the Nixon administration, I have repeatedly witnessed an eager
partnership between the officials who make national policy and the media that is supposed to cover
them-not to cover-up for them. •

John LeBoutillier (R-N Y) was a member of the U.S. House of Representatives from 1981-1983,
where he served on the House Foreign Affairs Committee and the Special House Task Force on UiS.
POWs in SE Asia. He is the author o/Vietnam Now: The Case for Normalizing Relations With
Hanoi.
See also

Ron Unz: How I met the real John McCain
Sydney Schanberg: My four-decade fight to report the truth
Peter Richardson: Why small media breaks the big stories

http://amconmag.com/print.html?Id=AmConservative-201

OjulO1-00023

6112/2010

Was Rambo Right?

Page 1 of3

Was Rambo Right?
Hundreds ofPOWs may have been left to die in Vietnam, abandoned by their government-and
media.

our

Ron Unz
In the closing days of the 2008 presidential campaign, I clicked an ambiguous link on an obscure
website and stumbled into a parallel universe.
During the previous two years of that long election cycle, the media narrative surrounding Sen. John
McCain had been one of unblemished heroism and selfless devotion to his fellow servicemen.
Thousands of stories on television and in print had told of his brutal torture at the hands of his North
Vietnamese captors, his steely refusal to crack, and his later political career aimed at serving the needs
of fellow Vietnam veterans. This storyline had first reached the national stage during his 2000
campaign, then returned with even greater force as he successfully sought the 2008 Republican
nomination. Seemingly accepted by all, this history became a centerpiece of his campaign. McCain's
supporters touted his heroism as proofthat he possessed the character to be entrusted with America's
highest office, while his detractors merely sought to change the subject.
Once I clicked that link, I encountered a very different John McCain.
I read copious, detailed evidence that hundreds of American POWs had been condemned to death at
enemy hands by top American leaders, apparently because their safe return home would have
constituted a major political embarrassment. I found documentation that the cover-up of this betrayal
had gone on for decades, eventually drawing in a certain Arizona senator. According to this
remarkable reconstruction of events, the average teenage moviegoer of the 1980s watching mindless
action films such as "Rambo," "Missing in Action," and "Uncommon Valor" was seeing reality
portrayed on screen, while the policy expert reading sober articles in the pages of The New Republic
and The Atlantic was absorbing lies and propaganda. Since I had been believing those very articles,
this was a stunning revelation.
But was this alternate description of reality correct? Could this one article be true and all the countless
contrary pieces I had read in America's most prestigious publications be false, merely the presentation
of official propaganda endlessly repeated? I cannot say. I am not an expert on the history of the
Vietnam War and its aftermath.
Yet consider the source. The author of that remarkable 8,000-word expose-"McCain
and the POW
Cover-Up," published on The Nation Institute's website-was Sydney Schanberg, one of America's
foremost Vietnam War journalists. His reporting won him a Pulitzer Prize, and his subsequent book
on Cambodia was made into "The Killing Fields," an Oscar-winning movie. Schanberg later served as
one of the highest-ranking editors at the New York Times, with a third of the reporters at our national
newspaper of record working under him. A case can be made that no living American journalist can
write with greater credibility on Vietnam War matters. And he had labored for years researching and
exhaustively documenting the story of American POWs abandoned in Indochina-a story that if true
might easily represent the single greatest act of national dishonor ever committed by our political
leaders.
He presented a mass of evidence with names, dates, and documentary detail. Many of the individuals
mentioned are still alive and could be interviewed or called to testify. Sealed government records
could be ordered unsealed. If America wishes to determine the truth, it can do so.
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Yet what I found most remarkable about Schanberg's essay were not its explosive historical claims
but the absolute silence with which they were received in the mainstream media. In 2008, John
McCain's heroic war record and personal patriotism were central to his quest for supreme power-a
goal he came very close to achieving. But when one of America's most eminent journalists published
an exhaustive report that the candidate had instead served as one of the leading figures in a
monumental act of national treachery, our media took no notice. McCain's public critics and the
operatives of his Democratic opponent might eagerly seize upon every rumor that the senator had had
a private lunch with a disreputable corporate lobbyist, but they ignored documented claims that he had
covered up the killing of hundreds of American POWs. These allegations were serious enough and
sufficiently documented to warrant national attention-yet they received none.
All of this might seem unimaginable except that it falls into a strong pattern of the press avoiding
stories of overwhelming importance. Consider how many of the national disasters of the past few
years have been caused by the unwillingness of our major media to question official truths or the
widespread beliefs of our elites. The Iraq "cakewalk" to eliminate Saddam' s WMDs, the nationwide
housing bubble, and the Madoff swindle might have been prevented or would never have reached
such massive proportions if reporters and editors had been willing to investigate and present claims
contrary to the soothing blandishments of the powerful. Instead, it has become the norm for press
outlets simply to repeat, with a few word substitutions, stories indistinguishable from those previously
published by dozens of other press outlets, without ever examining any contrary evidence that might
raise doubts about this perceived reality. Truth has come to mean the lies that everyone believes.
A couple of years ago, in one of my last exchanges with my late friend Lt. Gen. Bill Odom, who ran
the National Security Agency for President Ronald Reagan, we agreed a case could be made that
today's major American media had become just as dishonest and unreliable as the old Soviet
propaganda outlets of the late 1970s. At the time, we were discussing the coverage of our road to the
Iraq War, but subsequent events have demonstrated that this national illness is far more advanced than
either of us had suspected. Whether or not Schanberg is proven correct, the shameful cowardice of our
mainstream media is already proven by the wall of silence surrounding his work.
In an attempt to breach that wall, we present Schanberg' s account of how his remarkable story was
buried, as well as his explosive original article. TA C has also convened a symposium of critics drawn
from military, political, and journalism backgrounds to explain how this report could have failed to
reach a mass audience. A small political magazine does not have the resources to investigate the
detailed evidence of Schanberg's case, but we can hold a mirror up to America's major media and
force them to see what stories they now regard as completely non-newsworthy.
And if Schanberg' s claims are indeed correct, they reveal the lethal consequences of America's
overweening national pride. After all, his history is a simple one. Following the battle of Dien Bien
Phu in 1954, the Vietnamese refused to return their French POWs unless Paris agreed to pay financial
compensation for the war. The French leaders paid the money and got their men back. Similarly, the
Vietnamese refused to return their American POWs unless the U.S. government agreed to pay
reparations. Nixon signed a document promising to do exactly that, but the Vietnamese, being
cautious, kept many of the POWs back until the money was delivered. Then Congress refused to
authorize the funds because "America doesn't lose wars." Nixon and later U.S. leaders never
acknowledged the fate of these captives lest the American people become outraged. And as the years
and decades went by, and various schemes to ransom or rescue the POWs were considered and
rejected, their continued existence became a major liability to numerous powerful political figures,
whose reputations would have been destroyed if any of the prisoners ever returned and told his story
to the American people. So none of them ever came home .•
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Ron Unz is publisher of The American Conservative.
Read Sydney Schanberg's expose "McCain and the POW Cover-Up" here.
And read Schanberg's account of how this story was buried by the mainstream media here.
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