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The celebrated war reporter Martha Gellhorn revealed another side of herself in her personal correspondence. 

Robert Capa ©2001 by Cornell Capa 

Martha Gellhorn and Ernest Hemingway in Sun Valley, Idaho, at the time 
of their wedding, November 1940. The photo was taken for Life magazine. 

Gellhorn wrote 
to the journalist 

John Gunther: 
'Where I want to 
fie, boy, is where 

it is all blowing 
' up. 
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OF MARTHA GELLHORN 
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By FRANCINE DU PLESSIX GRAY 

O
NE might well argue that there's 
considerable advantage, for a gifted 
woman, in having a take-it-or-leave
it attitude to sex, in being ever ready 

to abandon the most desirable men to pursue 
her vocation. An imperviousness to lust is cer
tainly what Martha Gellhorn (1908-1998), the 
greatest female war correspondent of the mid
century decades, had in mind when she wrote 
to a friend, "I only loved the world of men - not 
the world of men-and-women." 

That steely penchant for independence 
and man's work, repeatedly expressed in this 
remarkable collection of her letters, came to 
Gellhorn very early. One of four children born 
to a prosperous St. Louis doctor, she had be
come, by her mid-20's, a tall, willowy, tomboy
ish blonde endowed with a sassy wit, a splendid 
prose style, an intense rage against all forms 
of injustice and a fierce self-reliance that made 
her all the more irresistible to men. (The goofy 
names she gave her lovers - one was "Muckle
bugetski," another was "Trollycar," "Napoleon 
Slice" and "Pissoir Attendant" - typified her 
breezy attitude to them.) Beyond the illus
triousness of her correspondents - Eleanor 
Roosevelt, H. G. Wells, Bernard Berenson, Ad
lai Stevenson, Leonard Bernstein and Sybille 
Bedford among them - what makes this book 
a literary landmark is that Gellhorn's prose, 
splendid enough in her 13 published books of 
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fiction, tfavel writing and reportage, is at its 
finest ih:th,e letter form. If only in this regard, 
one might compare her to Flaubert, whose let
ters. a~eatlcnowledged by many to be his great
est aesthetic achievement. 

· .This collection is equally notable be
cau$e it chronicles a life tightly intermeshed 
with the pivotal events of the 20th century. 
Gellhotn, a Bryn Mawr dropout who went to 
work as a cub reporter for The Albany Times 
Union, had an almost pathological need to 
report on risky and dangerous situations. 
As she wrote to her colleague John Gun-

. ther: "Where I want to be, boy, is where it is 
all blowing up." "Make war not love" might 
w~ll have.served as Gellhorn 's motto: she is 

· eiqquetit, in these letters, about her years of 
se~mal frigidity, writing that her "quiet cool 
body ... is my tragedy." And notwithstanding 
her; great number of lovers, I would surmise 
that the frisson of witnessing acute historical 
crises replaced, in her life, the excitement 
other women have found in bed. 

Gellhorn found her literary voice - spare, 
terse, infused with reined-in anger - in a se
ries of reports about the Depression she wrote 
for the Roosevelt aide Harold Hopkins. (The 
experience persuaded her never again to live in 
the United States, "a hurried unjust country.") 
In her late 20's she went to cover the Spanish 
Civil War for Collier's magazine, then a pub
lication with more than 10 million readers. On 
the European front alone (she would also cov
er the Far East, on and off, for 30 years) she 
went on to chronicle the fall of Czechoslovakia; 
the Soviet invasion of Finland; the liberation 
of Dachau; the Nuremberg trials; and, before 
that, the Allied landings on Normandy Beach, 
into which she smuggled herself with her habit
ual bravura and defiance. Because the United 
States Army did not permit women reporters 
at the front, Gellhorn sneaked into a hospital 
ship on the night of D-Day and worked along
side the ship's nurses in the first days of the 
Normandy landing, thus witnessing the inva
sion firsthand. 

Of all the eminent men in Gellhorn's life, 
the one most rattled by her ferocious indepen
dence was Ernest Hemingway, with whom 
she lived for eight years, four of them spent 
in a contentious marriage. However admir
ing Hemingway was, initially, of her marvel
ous looks, her stoicism and her indifference to 
physical discomfort, Gellhorn would write that 
he suffered from "abject bottom-licking nar
cissism"; and he was, to boot, "a ghastly lover." 
(In her words: "Wham barn thank you ma'am, 
or maybe just wham barn.") Increasingly re
sentful of Gellhorn's long absences during her 
assignments, Hemingway wrote her the follow
ing tirade when she left their Havana home, in 
1943, to cover the Italian front: "Are you a war 
correspondent, or wife in my bed?" 

"I wish only to be unmarried ... I am so free 
that the atom cannot be freer," Gellhorn wrote, 
shortly before her divorce from Hemingway, 
to a former lover who had remainec;l, like most 
of them, a close friend. Another attempt at ty
ing the knot, in 1954, was equally unsuccessful. 
Her letters intimate she married the Newport 
socialite Tom Matthews, a jovial former edi
tor in chief of Time magazine, to create a more 
stable home life for her son, Sandy, an Italian 
orphan she had adopted wh~n he was 19 months 
old, and who ultimately disappointed her by 
growing into an idle, indolent young adult. 

Yet no fiasco - romantic, marital or mater
nal - really fazed Gellhorn. For the true loves 
of her life were work and the homes she made 
in hot, sunny places, where she could indulge in 
her passions for swimming and sunbathing (she 
liked to sit at her typewriter in full sun, as scant
ily clad as possible). Fran~ois Mauriac's phrase 
- "Travail, opium unique" - is often repeated in 
her letters, and her capacity for work was noth
ing short of extraordinary. In one three-week pe
riod in 1950, she writes, she completed two 6,000-
word articles, revised another, changed and cut 
a short story, and wrote a book review. As for the 
houses in which her work was accomplished: she 
was the ultimate nomad. By her own reckoning, 
over the course of some 40 years she created 19 
homes, many of whose views and landscapes she 
portrays superbly in these letters. The sites in
cluded Marbella, Spain; Kenya, where she lived 
on a mountaintop several miles from the nearest 
other inhabitant, accepting her frequent bouts 
of loneliness as a precondition of freedom, "the 
most expensive possession there is"; and her 
favorite place of all, Cuernavaca, where she en
joyed a torrid love affair with a man who finally 
deprived her of her ''virginity" - the word she 
used to intimate her former incapacity to reach 
orgasm. The nimble fellow was a New York doc
tor she had met through Eleanor Roosevelt, and 
with whom she enjoyed (whew!) her life's only 
moments of sexual "frenzy." 

So enduring was Gellhorn's appeal that her 
life's "best and longest" relationship, with Lau
rence Rockefeller, was yet to come: it began 
in her late 50' s, and lasted until her death. The 
romance may have been abetted by distance -
the lovers met only two or three times a year 
at most, in "a hotel room high above Central 
Park." "We played about like ancient kittens," 
she writes, noting that they would soon be cel
ebrating their "illegal silver anniversary." 
The Rockefeller idyll coincided with some of 
Gellhorn's most remarkable and controversial 
reporting: her dispatches from Vietnam, writ
ten in 1966 for The Guardian of London, were 
the most ferocious (and prophetic) attacks on 
United States foreign policy yet published in 
the Western press. 

I
N her 80's, Gellhorn continued to travel 
obsessively, undertaking adventures that 
would phase most hardy 50-year-olds. Until 
her sight began truly to fail, making it near

ly impossible for her to read, write or enjoy 
landscapes, she readily traveled to five differ
ent countries in one summer, believing that to 
"keep moving" was the best cure for depression. 
In her late 80's she planned to go snorkeling off 
the Sinai peninsula. In London, which was her 
home base for her last decades, she was sur
rounded by a bevy of devoted young intellectu
als like Bill Buford and Victoria Glendinning. It 
took cancer and near-total blindness to defeat 
her. At 89, she took a pill she'd stored for the 
occasion, choreographing her end as elegantly 
as she had lived her life - white tulips in sight 
of her bedside, her apartment immaculate. 
The only note of self-pity one detects, in the 
last pages of this terrific collection of letters, 
concerns Gellhorn's ire about the failure of her 
once superior body. "If the Devil had shown 
up at my house, instead of calling on dreary 
Faust, and offered me a perfectly functioning 
body until death in exchange for my soul," she 
wrote with characteristic friskiness, "I'd have 
said it's a deal bud, with joy." D 
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The Lionesses 
From war reporting to movie reviews and political profiles, a century of journalism by women. 

JOURNALISTAS 
100 Years of the Best Writing and 
Reporting by Women Journalists. 
Edited by Eleanor Mills with Kira Cochrane. 
Carroll & Graf. 364 pp. Paper. $14.95. 

By JILL ABRAMSON 

I 
WORKED for many years as an investiga

tive reporter in Washington, digging into 
all manner of government grubbiness for 
The Wall Street Journal and The New York 

Times. In this trench-coated, gumshoe world, I 
only occasionally encountered other women 
among the journalists poring 
over documents in obscure 
federal agencies or pounding 
on the closed doors of K 
Street, the capital's famous 
corridor of lobbyists. By long 
tradition, this was men's turf. 
It was telling that one of my 
colleagues once anonymously 
described me in a published 
profile as having "balls like 
cast-iron cantaloupes." 

Mary McCarthy, as well as a number of 
British writers who were less familiar to me, 
is super b. The book is divided into subject ar
eas, and I was glad, in these times, to see the 
authors boldly put war first - before home 
and family. 

The brightesqewel is Martha Gellhorn's 
utterly chilling account of Dachau in the ear
liest days of the liberation in 1945. Gellhorn's 
writing is emblematic of many of the fine ar
ticles in this volume - striking in its spare 
style, full of moral authority, but utterly lack
ing any surplus emotion or d_istracting detail. 
Perhaps the British roots of the anthologists 

led them to a preference. for 
joun:1alistic crispness in the 
English style ~ It serves their 
readers extremely well. 

More women have since 
flooded into journalism, in
cluding its investigative and 
top editing ranks. Still, ac
cording to several recent 
studies, our presence lags on 
the mastheads, opm1on 

E. 0. HOPPE/CORBIS 

Rebecca Wes t , 1930. 

Born in 1908, Gellhorn 
had a long and prolific career; 
she started writing for The 
New Republic in her late 
teens and moved to Paris in 
her 20's to work for United 
Press. She covered the Span
ish Civil War, Vietnam and 
conflicts in Central America, 
but produced some of her 
most memorable work about 
World War II. Before the 
world was familiar with the 
monstrous pictures and full 

pages and front pages of premier publica
tions. 

Into the breach comes' ' Journalistas, ' ' an 
anthology that bills itself as the best writing 
by women journalists over the past 100 years. 
I first picked up the volume with annoyance 
- I hated the title and still do. It sounds silly 
and is redolent of all sorts of dopey words for 
female journalists, including one of my least 
favorites, editrix. And I'm not a fan of an
thologies. Reading them is often like feasting 
on a meal of hors d'oeuvres. Such collections 
tend to dilute the narrative drive that makes 
much journalism compelling in the first 

. dimensions of the Holocaust, 
Gellhorn was its witness. In a dispatch called 
"The Face of War," she wrote of Dachau: "We 
have all seen a great deal now; we have seen 
too many wars and too much violent dying; we 
have seen hospitals, bloody and messy as 
butcher shops; we have seen the dead like bun
dles lying on all the roads of half the earth. But 
nowhere was there anything like this. Nothing 
about war was ever as insanely wicked as 
these starved and outr aged, naked, nameless 
dead. '' . 

Even in work from the 1930' s, the voices 
in" Journalistas" are surpr isingly contempo
rary. Maddy Vegtel, writing in Vogue, de

place. And the idea of isolat
ing " the best writing" from 
women journalists seemed 
dutiful, something aimed for 
Women's History Month 
rather than a comfy couch 
on a cold day. Would this 
"greatest of" collection, 
limited to women, match up 
when read against the work 
of such lions as Joseph 
Mitchell or A. J . Liebling? 
And I have never been fully 
persuaded that women do 
really speak and write in an 
entirely different voice 
from men, so the idea of seg
regating them in a book did 
not thrill me. 

BETIMANN/CORBIS 

Martha Gellhorn, 1940. 

scribes becoming a mother 
for the first time at 40 in 
words that could have been 
published yesterday. Daring 
to cite late motherhood's 
possible advantages at a 
time when having a baby a t 
that age was almost unthink
able, she writes: " It is har dly 
likely that after the baby is 
born she'll decide that what 
she really is cut out for is to 
run an artificial flower shop 
or that she needs a complete 
change of husband, which 
may eventually lead to the 
child having, besides a fa
ther and mother, a couple of 
stepmothers and stepfathers 

But most of the pieces 
collected by Eleanor Mills (an editor at The 
Sunday Times of London) and Kira Cochrane 
(a novelist and former journalist) are so mar
velous that I quickly cast aside my doubts. 
Their choice of writers, including Martha 
Gellhorn, Rebecca West, Susan Sontag and 

Jill Abramson is managing editor of The New 
York Times. 

as well, and cause general 
emotional upset." 

A profile by Erica Jong of the Clintons ' 
fascinating, fraught marriage published in 
The Nation in 1996 is positively prescient. Jong 
saw the inevitability of a Monica Lewinsky, at 
a time when the young and eager intern was 
still far from Kenneth Starr's net. This 
Hillary, the simmering wife forced into the 
background during her husband's re-election 

campaign, has been so overtaken 
by Senator Hillary that Jong's per
ceptive portrait should be required 
reading for anyone evaluating 
whether Hillary is presidential tim
ber. Jong captures her unquestion
able smarts but also her penchant 
for · striking bargains . to acquire 
power. No one reading this piece 
could be surprised by Senator Clin
ton's multisided utterances on Iraq 
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Emma Goldman, 1935. 

policy or the steely discipline that helped get 
her elected. · 

It is hard to fault an anthology that brings 
the reader bounty from the likes of Nellie Bly, 
writing about Bellevue in 1888; Pauline Kael, 
the celebrated New Yorker film critic, whose 
1987 review of "Fatal Attraction" is reprinted 
here; and Zelda Fitzgerald, writing in McCall's 
magazine in 1925 about "What Became of the 
Flappers." The book also features one of Son
tag's final essays, " Regarding the Torture of 
Others," published in The New York Times 
Magazine in 2004 after the Abu Ghraib prison 
scandal unfolded. 

And how do you begin to 
choose among the brilliant possi
bilities in the oeuvre of Joan Did
ion, a writer at the very vanguard 
of the New Journalism? (The edi
tors selected a 1961 Vogue essay, 
"On Self-Respect," and a profile of 
Georgia O'Keeffe from Diction's 
1979 essay collection, "The White 
Album.'') Another fine and recent 
article included is Barbara Ehren
reich' s " Nickel-and-Dimed," about 
the working poor, which echoes the 
work of the female social realists 
of the first half of the century. 
Originally published in Harper's 
Magazine in 1999, it inspired her 
terrific book of the same name. 

Mary McCarthy, 1980. 

I 
COULD have done without some of the 

more dated polemics, including one from 
1917 by the anarchist revolutionary Emma 
Goldman, opposing World War I. There are 

also some gaping omissions, most notably Han
nah Arendt's " Eichmann in Jerusalem," the 
stellar essay originally published in The New 
Yorker that made the term "banality of evil" 
part of the modern world's psyche and that 
should be rer ead annually. In the book's for e
word, Mills explains that she and Cochrane ex
cluded Ar endt because she wrote mostly in 
German - a poor excuse. 

~· 

Carol Gilligan, the psycholo
gist and gender expert, has said 
that women are less predisposed to 
judge, and while this could be seen 
as moral relativism, she argues 
it 's more a recognit ion of the intri
cacies of r eal-world situations. 
Most of the wr iters in ' ' J ournalis
tas" do have a special eye for intri
cacies, but they are also full of 
brave judgments and passion for 
political life in a ll its dimensions. 
Mills gets it right when she puts 
forward a simple justification for 
this book: "This is not just a 
women's collection; it reflects the 
great dilemmas and struggles of 
humanity in the last century from 
an often new point of view." D 

Susan Sontag, 1989. 
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Weapon of Choice 
Gordon Parks has photographed whlte and black America for 60-odd years. 

A HUNGRY HEART 
A Memoir. 
By Gordon Parks. 
346 pp. Atria Books. $26. 

By JOHN WRANOVICS 

"GYPSY woman told my mama, be
fore I was born I You got a boy
child comin', gonna be a son-of-a
gun." Gordon Parks's life makes 

Willie Dixon's old blues song "Hoochie Coochie 
Man" sound like a documentary. In 1910, a 
fortuneteller traveling through rural Kansas 
predicted the arrival and rich life of Andrew 
Jackson Parks's seventh son - "You're going 
to have another child- and he's going to be a 
very special one." That's how the story was 
told to Gordon Parks by his older brother 
Clemmie. Gordon, born a couple years after 
the auspicious pronouncement, was Poppa 
Jack Parks's 15th child, the 10th with his sec
ond wife, Sarah. And the gypsy lady was right. 
He would become one of the most celebrated 
African-American artists of the 20th century, 
accomplished and revered as a photographer, 
writer, composer and movie director. 

But the child's destiny was by no means 
obvious. After Sarah died, Parks, then 15, was 
sent from the family farm in Fort Scott, Kan. 
(he'd remember it as "the mecca of bigotry"), 
to live in Minnesota with an older sister and 
her resentful husband. It wasn't long before he 
was thrown into the street, hungry and broke, 
with nothing but a switchblade in his pocket. In 
the years that followed, he roamed the country, 
tackling a dizzying array of the grueling jobs 
available to a young black man without a high 
school diploma, includ-
ing whorehouse piano 
player, waiter, busboy, 
traveling jazz band 
musician, Civilian Con
servation Corps grunt 
and House of David 
basketball player. 

It wasn't until he 
was 27 that Parks's fu
ture began to reveal it
self. While working 
as a Pullman porter, 
crisscrossing America 

Life magazine's 
first black 

photographer 
was a one-man 

wrecking crew of 
racial barriers. 

on the North Coast Limited, he became trans
fixed by Dorothea Lange's photos in a passen
ger's left-behind magazine. Soon after, on a 
stop in Chicago, a newsreel of a sinking gunship 
and a personal appearance by its cameraman 
sealed his fate. After the train pulled into Seat
tle, Parks found his first camera, his ''weapon 
of choice," in a pawnshop window. Parks's un
trained talent was quickly recognized and en
couraged. Dual career paths defined the course 
of his life: he shot fashion photography for mon
ey, while documenting poverty and injustice, 
first in Chicago's South Side ghettos. An exhibit 
of his photos won him a coveted Julius Rosen
wald Fellowship, his ticket onto Roy Stryker's 
all-star team of white, mostly college-educated 
Farm Security Administration photographers, 
including Lange. After politics closed down the 
F.S.A. project, Stryker took Parks with him to 
the Office of War Information (O.W.1.). There, 

John Wranovics is the author of "Chaplin and 
Agee: The Untold Story of the Tramp, the 
Writer and the Lost Screenplay." 

CHESTER HIGGINS JR.fTHE NEW YORK TIMES 

Gordon Parks at home in Manhattan, 2000. 

Parks's attempts to follow the Black 332nd 
Fighter Group into combat were stymied by 
government obstacles intended to minimize 
publicity for the black fliers. 

It's at this point that Parks ended his first 
autobiography, "A Choice of Weapons" (1966). 
Since then, he has written three additional 
memoirs. "A Hungry Heart" finds the 93-year
old writer looking backward once more over 
the groundbreaking victories and painful loss
es of a long and productive life. In it, he tells old 
stories anew and revisits key episodes, adding 
fresh details and perspective in a stripped
down anecdotal style. This is not a book about 
photos, but about the people in the viewfinder. 

Parks was a one-man wrecking crew of 
racial barriers. After the O.W.I. and jobs at 
Vogue and Standard Oil, he became Life's first 
black photographer. There he took on 52 as
signments in his first 18 months alone. While 
Parks was photographing the black revolution, 
Malcolm X asked him to be godfather to one of 
his daughters (accepted) and Eldridge 
Cleaver invited him to serve as the Black Pan
thers' minister of information (turned down). 
In 1969, encouraged by John Cassavetes, he be
came the first black American to helm a major 
studio film when he wrote, directed and com
posed the soundtrack for the movie version of 
his coming-of-age novel, "The Learning Tree." 
His next film, "Shaft" ("Hotter than Bond, 
Cooler than Bullitt"), established the liberated 
image of the new black male action hero. Both 
films were named to the National Film Reg
istry, "The Learning Tree" in the inaugural 
list of 25 films in 1989. (Sadly, it and "The 
Crowd," King Victor's silent, are the only titles 
still unavailable in the United States on DVD.) 

On the personal front, Parks failed to bal
ance time on the road with a stable family life. 
Proud that he's remained friends with all three 
of his former wives, he's also honest about his 
weakness. His eye for beauty kept him in trou
ble: "Let's just say that if an attractiv:e woman 
was dancing before me, I found it extremely 
difficult to allow her to dance alone." The 
greatest loss for Parks, the father of four, was 
the death of his older son, Gordon Jr., the di
rector of "Superfly," killed in a plane crash 
while on location in Africa in 1979. 

"A Hungry Heart," in addition to being a 
testimony to Parks's wit, sensitivities and vast 
armory of talents, is a treatise on the value of 
encouragement. The miracle of his life is what 
he's achieved with the opportunities he was 
given. In 1952, the conductor Dean Dixon, hav
ing premiered Parks's "Symphonic Set for Pi
ano and Orchestra'' in the courtyard of the 
Doge's Palace in Venice, told Time magazine: 
"We should hear more from Gordon Parks." 
Happily, we have again. D 

• 
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Mar~omba~t Keeps Tradition Alive 
By Mic · LIPs " I n 'All Eyes Down, ' Fay depicts 

Ramadi , Iraq 

0 N THE ROOFTOP of the combat base 
here, Michael Fay sat with his sketchbook 
on his lap, admiring the gentle sweep of 

camouflage netting and the textured interplay of . 
stacked sandbags in the winter sunlight. 

He was happily penciling in the first few 
strokes when his idyll was interrupted by Cpl. 
Steven Varao, the Marine in charge of security on 
the roof. "Hey, sir, I don't think that's a very good 
position," the corporal advised him. "We get mor
tared out here." 

Reluctantly, Warrant Officer 1 Fay, the Marine 
Corps' official combat artist, folded his wood and 
leather painter's stool, picked up his rifle and 
began heading for cover-until he got distracted 
by the striped pattern dripping black tar had 
made on the gray concrete roof. 

Marines trudging across a fie ld in 
Afghanistan, looking for mines. 

ing and mundane, of the com
mon man thrust into war. 

There is a pencil portrait of 
Lance Cpl. Nicholas G. Ciccone, 
tired after a long patrol, still suf
fering from helmet hair. "All 
Eyes Down," is an oil painting of 
Marines trudging across a field 
in Afghanistan, watching for 
landmines with each step. One of 
the men is heading out of the 
picture, a Degas touch that War
rant Officer Fay favors. Columns 
of smoke rise from barrel fires in 
"Some Things Never Change"; 
any infantryman will recognize "Ever heard of a French painter named Dubuf

fet? " he asked, referring to Jean Dubuffet. "These 
images remind me of him- primitive, almost ab
stract." 

front-line artist. He is, as far as he knows, the 
only active-duty combat artist in the world today. 

they're burning the waste from the plywood out
houses. 

Cpl. Varao thought about that for a moment. 
"If you're engaged as a landscape artist, 

you're expected to go look at landscapes, " he says. 
"If.you're a still-life artist, you're expected to set 
up a Cezanne-like setting, perhaps with some in
teresting fabric , some peaches and a skull or two. 
A combat artist is expected to go into combat. " 

"What is more elemental, what is more con
nected to the complete flow of history, than this?" 
Warrant Officer Fay asks, sitting in the gloom of 
Observation Post Horea, a Stalingradesque ruin in 
the center of Ramadi, where Marines and Iraqi 
soldiers face frequent rocket and mortar attacks. 

"You guys like sunsets?" he asked. "We get nice 
· ones from Post Charlie. " 

Such is the avant-garde life of Warrant Officer 
Fay. While other countries, such as Australia and 
Britain, send civilian painters to bring home their 
interpretations of war, Warrant Officer Fay is a 
rarity because he is both front-line warrior and 

The result is work that does in images what 
Ernie Pyle did in his World War II newspaper 
columns: Convey the experiences, both frighten-

Christopher B. Crosman, the former director of 
the Farnsworth Art Museum in Rockland, Maine, 
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Combat Artist Sees Iraq War in a Different Light 
Continued From Page Bl 

compared Warrant Officer Fay's ap
proach to that of Winslow Homer, who 
painted scenes· of camp life during th~ 
Civil War. "Fay puts a human face on 
war, " Mr. Crosman wrote in the catalog 
for an exhibit of his paintings and draw
ings that the museum put on last year. 

Britain began putting artistic soldiers 
to work in World War I, and the practice 

· soon caught on in the U.S. The Pentagon 
sent close to 70 combat artists to depict 
the Vietnam War, according to Warrant 
Officer Fay. The Marine Corps ,combat 
Art program began in 1942 and is now 
part of the History ahd Museums Divi
sion of the Marine Corps University in 
Quantico, Va., which owns everything 
the artist produces. The practice has 
faded in the Army and other services, 
but the Corps remains uniquely obsessed 
with its own history and image. Its art 
collection holds more than 7 ,500 pieces, a 
tally that grows · every day Warrant Of
ficer Fay puts pencil to paper or brush to 
linen. 

"I pref er to think of myself as the 
keeper of the flame, rather than just as 
the last unicorn, " he says. 

A few antiwar demonstrators peace
fully protested his Farnsworth exhibit; 
he ran into them when he arrived for the 
opening in his dark green dress uniform. 
But in the view of the museum's Mr. Cros
man, up-close military painting remains 
a social necessity even in a world of live 
television coverage and embedded news 
photographers. "Because satellite televi
sion has the capability to transmit to us 
on a daily basis galvanizing and unset
tling images of the death and destruction 
of war, it is profoundly affecting and, in 
a way, reassuring to see individual inter
pretations by combat artists like Michael 
Fay," Mr. Crosman wrote. 

A 52-year-old who wears a toothy 
smile, a ~alt-and-pepper moustache and 

a fleece cap with a Bohemian floppiness, 
Warrant Officer Fay grew up in Allen
town, Pa. He snagged an art scholarship, 
but, as a self~described "hippie kid" in 
the 1960s, flailed in the confines of aca
demia. In 1975 he dropped out of his third 
art school and enlisted in the Marines, 
"the world's finest finishing school for 
young men, " as he calls it. 

After serving as a mortarman, he left 
the Corps and finally got his degree in 
art education from Penn State Univer
sity. But ' the pull of the military was 
strong, and the job market weak, so he 
soon returned to the Marines, this time 
repairing helicopter electronics in Desert 
Storm .and in operations in Somalia and 
the former Yugoslavia, all the while do
ing art on the side. 

With a daughter in grade school and 
the military shrinking, he left active duty 
in 1993 and kicked· around Fredericks
burg, Va., selling insurance, teaching 
school, restoring old homes and making 
furniture out of hickory twigs. Four 
years later, he met the then-Marine 
Corps artist, a reservist who owned a 
gallery in town. They hit it off, and, 
since she was retiring, she helped ar
range for Mr. Fay to get back into the 
Marines and take over her job-despite 
his age of 46 years. 

Shortly after the Sept. 11 attacks, the 
Marines sent him to Afghanistan, with 
no orders other than to do art. He was 
deployed twice to Afghanistan and twice 
to Iraq. In the battle for Ubaydi, near the 
Syrian border, he was hit by shrapnel, a 
wound that was, to his good fortune, both 
light and in his left, nondrawing . arm. 
Painting combat "is the real deal , and I 
considsr myself a realist," he says. 

In the field, Warrant Officer Fay often 
sketches in pencil or takes photographs 
to use as models for paintings, especially 
if the firing is heavy. He grants himself 
painterly license to create an image that 

Work in progress (left) by the Marine .Corps' official combat artist; War rant 
Officer Michael Fay, in Ramadi , Iraq, draws inspiration from Ernie Pyle-and Vermeer. 

is authentic, but not always literal. Once 
he used dirt from the battlefield to make 
the proper colored pigment for a water
color of a Humvee ambulance churning 
its way through the historic Iraqi city of 
Babylon. 

Warrant Officer Fay sees beauty 
where others might see just destruction. 
During three days at Observation Post Ho
rea, he hung out with the grunts, the front
line infantrymen, and reveled in the brass 
spiral of machine-gun belts, the subtle 
green-on-green jigsaw puzzle of a sand
bag wall, and the hidden stories of spent 
bullet casings in the concrete rubble. The 
sun streaming through the IV bottles, as 
they awaited wounded men, reminded 
him of the glistening quality of Vermeer's 
"Girl with a Pearl Earring." 

In the outpost's front compound, an 
area the infantrymen cross at a sprint to 
avoid Iraqi sharpshooters, he crouched 
behind a generator to sketch the sand
bagged guardpost at the main gate and 
the crumpled building beyond it. "This is 

about as far out on the tip of the spear as 
you can get-Post One at O.P. Horea," he 
said. He was drawn to the landscape of 
mud and broken pallets, sand bags and 
shattered walls. "I was sort of hoping 
there were no snipers," he said after com
pleting his sketch. 

The infantrymen consider him some
thing of a curiosity on the battlefield, but 
they generally like his work. "Did you go 
to school for that, sir?" asked Cpl. Jonha
tan Covarrubias, peeking at the sketches. 

Warrant Officer Fay did, of course, but 
at the same time, he remains very much a 
Marine. He was eating a ready-to-eat 
chicken-and-noodles meal for dinner re
cently when the outpost came under at
tack, from suspected rocket launchers on 
one side and automatic weapons fire on 
the other. He hurriedly put on his helmet 
and flak vest and raced to the roof with his 
assau1t rifle, but not his sketchpad. 

"When it's hitting the fan , you don 't 
want to miss out on the opportunity to 
fire back," he said. 



In the darkest days o London 
blitz, Edward R. ow (1908-65) 

r of the Nazi on
slaught audible 
in his broad
casts to Amer
ica for CBS. 
Murrow, right, 
currently re
called for a new 
generation in 
George Cloo
ney' s film "Good 
Night, and Good 
Luck," was honored in central Lon
don on Wednesday, when the state
run English Heritage organization 
placed a plaque on the apartment 
house at 84 Hallam Street, where he 
lived in Flat 5 from 1938 to 1946. Mur
row is the first broadcaster to be 
honored by English Heritage, which 
protects and preserves historic sites 
around England and has em placed 
about 800 plaques in London. Richard 

· C. Hottelet, now 88, who was hired by 
Murrow to cover the D-Day invasion, 

' said Murrow was "never one to angle 
, for applause or recognition." But, 

·" Mr. Hottelet added, "About this, I 
think he'd smile." 
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