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By HILLEL KUTTLER

€¢T’ve never had a book with

better reviews,” Seymour
Hersh told a journalist calling
his Washington, D.C., home in
late September to discuss his
newly published work, Report-
er: A Memoir.

Hersh, 81, is entitled to pride
for his memoir, his 11th book.
The previous 10, like the in-
vestigative  journalism  for
which Hersh is famed—no-
tably for The New York Times
and The New Yorker—uncov-
ered important truths hidden
by America’s military, intel-
ligence networks, and presi-
dents. Hersh’s memoir takes
readers behind the scenes of
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a journalist conducting top-
flight, old-school reporting.

The drive that propelled
Hersh to stardom has deep
Chicago, Jewish-immigrant
roots. Raised on the South
Side, Hersh worked in his fa-
ther Isadore’s dry cleaning
business on Indiana Avenue.
Upon Isadore’s death from
cancer, Seymour ran the store.
He was 17.

“T wanted to make sure the
struggling business survived
and would keep my mother
in pots and pans and flour,”
Hersh writes of his mother
Dorothy, “a marvelous baker.”

As he finished writing the
memoir, Hersh visited Isa-
dore’s and Dorothy’s home vil-

lages in Lithuania and Poland,
respectively. “It was a very
hard life,” he said.

While keeping the shop
afloat, Hersh attended a junior
college that the University of
Illinois opened downtown at
an old training facility known
as Navy Pier. His literature
professor, Bernard Kogan, dis-
covered Hersh’s writing talent
and steered him to the Univer-
sity of Chicago.

The episode slipped from
Hersh’s mind until he re-
ceived a letter from Kogan
30 years later, upon the 1984
publication of Hersh’s book
on Henry Kissinger.

“I’d repressed it,” he said
when asked about Kogan’s
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Investigative journalist Seymour Hersh.

pivotal intercession. “I forgot
about it. I didn’t realize what
an astonishing thing he did.”

Before I could probe further
about Kogan’s role, Hersh had
moved on to the challenge of
being the family’s breadwin-
ner at so young an age.

“I was always smart, but
what could I do? My father
was dying,” he said. “The
store—I ran it. It was dwin-
dling. Somehow, I stayed
there. I spent five years there.
We sold it eventually to the
employees. It never occurred
to me, until I started to do the
books, how dumb we were.
The store was barely making
money. Nobody could run it
like my father. We hung in.”

Tenacity has been a hall-
mark of Hersh’s career, earn-
ing him acclaim and respect. It
also was the source of mutual
head-butting with the likes of
the Times’ then-executive edi-
tor Abe Rosenthal.

Hersh’s digging brought him
numerous journalism awards,
including the 1969 Pulitzer
Prize for a series of stories he
remains best known for: the
scoop on a March 1968 massa-
cre committed by an American
military unit against several
hundred unarmed civilians
in the village of Mai Lai dur-
ing the Vietnam War. Hersh,
working as a freelance journal-
ist, reported the mass murders
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in articles for Dispatch News
Service.

“As I did the story, I learned
the enormity, the awfulness,
of it OJT: on-the-job training.
I was doing it for weeks and
getting more horrified,” Hersh
said when asked at what point
he knew he’d struck gold on
the Mai Lai expose’.

“I knew I'd done something
remarkable. T knew, after the
first or second story, when
the editors [of Dispatch’s sub-
scribing newspapers] asked
for the next [installments]. ...
I knew I had a special place in
the newspaper world.”

Hersh would write two
books on the episode. He
broke other blockbuster sto-
ries, like the CIA’s spying on
Americans protesting the Viet-
nam War, the agency’s efforts
to undermine Chile’s Allende
government and, more recent-
ly, American soldiers’ abuse of
Iraqi prisoners at Abu Ghraib.
His book The Samson Option
tells of America’s covert sup-
port for Israel’s then-nascent
nuclear-weapons program.

Hersh said he’s unsure what
drew him to investigative
journalism, but that a passion
for reading and for history
were key. He also is sensitive
to injustice.

In an interview with JUF
News, Hersh mentioned an
African-American employee

of the dry-cleaning business,
someone who took Hersh
to a Negro League baseball
game at Comiskey Park. The
young Hersh made a poi-
gnant realization.

“I knew that I had a future,
and he knew that he did not,”
he said.

While covering crime, Hersh
once waited in the under-
ground parking lot of Chicago’s
police department headquar-
ters to interview a policeman

Your Therapy Program Deserves Individual Attention

D

A Health Care Residence

who’d just reported shooting a
robbery suspect fleeing arrest.
Hersh overheard one of the
shooter’s colleagues ask, “So
the guy tried to run on you?”
The response: “Naw. I told the
[expletive] to beat it and then
plugged him.”

Hersh sought to report this
admission of murder, but an
editor rebuffed him, saying
that the police would deny
it. Hersh writes in the mem-
oir of being “full of despair at

¥ A5

Discover Dobson Plaza’s Innovative Approach to
Restoring or Enhancing Functional Independence

Dobson Plaza offers post hospital and restorative therapy to increase mobility and
independence, so you can return to a more active lifestyle. Led by a team of experienced
professionals in Physical, Occupational, and Speech Therapies, Dobson Plaza therapy
programming is designed to achieve, restore, or maintain the best possible physical well-
being for those requiring therapy and rehabilitation.
From the name you trust, talk to Dobson Plaza about our therapy programming.

Approved by Medicare/Medicaid/Leading Insurance Providers

ON

To schedule an appointment, call Cathy Singer

(847) 869-7744 - (773) 273-4002
120 Dodge « Evanston, IL 60202

my weakness.”

The anecdote revealed an
important truth about the dis-
cipline of investigative report-

ing itself.
“I realized it was a very im-
perfect business in which

there’s self-censorship,” he said.
“I was 22. What did I know?” m

Hillel Kuttler is a freelance
writer living in Israel. You
can reach him at hk@hillelthe
scribecommunications.com.
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