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Consorting with the Enemy: American Reporters and "Red Sources" at 
the Korean Truce Talks, 1951-1953 

by John Jenks 

John Jenks is an Assistant Professor of Communication at Dominican University in 
River Forest, Illinois.  

Through the Cold War's ebb and flow, there were always contacts across the line, even at 
the tensest of times. One of the most remarkable was the information arrangement made 
between American and Communist-affiliated journalists at the Korean truce talks first at 
Kaesong and then at Panmunjom from July 1951 to July 1953. The American 
correspondents acted upon a journalistic ideology that allowed them to defy the United 
Nations Command (UNC) and "fraternize" with the enemy during wartime. While still 
staying wholly committed to the Cold War consensus - a belief in the goodness of 
American and the evil of monolithic Communism.1 This experience not only 
demonstrated the flexibility of journalism in the Cold War, but also probably made it 
easier for other journalists to use Communist sources and information - and even travel 
behind the lines - in the Vietnam War. Reporters in Vietnam, however, were able to push 
the boundaries further because the divisions in American society over the war had 
expanded the range of what was considered legitimate news in Vietnam.  

Many historical accounts of American journalism in the Korean War have criticized the 
reporters' embrace of the Cold War consensus and their blindness to many important 
stories of brutality, racism, and military incompetence. British journalist and historian 
Phillip Knightley's The First Casualty is the most comprehensive example of this 
approach.2 A more charitable account by Peter Braestrup describes a clash between 
military and journalistic cultures, with journalists frequently challenging the military and 
writing many critical stories.3 But a close look at the Panmunjom truce talks suggests that 
neither approach is completely adequate. Instead, an approach taking in both anti-
communism and the professional ideology of American journalism best explains the 
often-surreal situation.4 The emphasis within this ideology of journalistic autonomy, 
competitiveness, and skepticism allowed journalists to resist official pressures and to turn 
to enemy sources when no other information was available. Despite criticism from the 
military, the journalists still saw themselves as tough anti-Communists who just 
happened to be using Communist sources. 

During the 30 years before the war, American journalists had created an unwritten system 
of professional beliefs, standards and practices - an ideology - to which most Korea 
correspondents adhered.5 Although these tenets were sometimes contradictory and not 
always observed, all were in play at some point during the Korean negotiations. The 
relevant parts of this professional ideology include: 

•  Dependence on authority: Journalists had come to rely on official sources of 
information, generally middle to upper-level officials. But there was ambivalence about 
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the relationship, especially if these officials were suspected of lying or hiding 
information.6

•  Adversarial Coverage: Journalists frequently argued that they had a special obligation 
to take a strong adversarial position toward the government and, as the public's 
"watchdog," expose official incompetence, wrongdoing, and waste. This was an 
important part of their self-image and their relationship with their readers.7

•  Autonomy: Individual journalists had a certain degree of control over what they 
reported and how they wrote it. They prided themselves on their relative independence 
from direct state pressures, even as they relied extensively on official statements.8

•  Distrust of public relations (PR): Government and military public relations grew 
exponentially in the 1940s, pre-packaging facts and isolating journalists from 
newsmakers. Most journalists disliked these PR professionals, whose jobs offended their 
sense of purpose and professionalism.9

•  Objectivity: Reporters also relied on objectivity as a strategic ritual in which accurately 
quoting officials and presenting properly cited facts indemnified a reporter against 
charges of bias.10 This occurred even when reporters knew their sources were lying.11

•  Balance: Reporters generally tried to get the viewpoints of both sides in a story, but 
seldom gave the Communist side equal credence, if it was included at all.12

•  Competitiveness: An exclusive story - a scoop - was a treasured prize for any journalist 
and guaranteed praise from superiors and envy of colleagues. Although competition had 
become less ferocious by the early 1950s, reporters still eagerly sought scoops on even 
comparatively minor issues.13

This ideology had its limits. Journalists generally stayed within the bounds of the Cold 
War consensus, in what media scholar Daniel Hallin has called the "sphere of legitimate 
controversy." This would include disputes over strategy, tactics, and personalities, but 
would not include stories that questioned the basic principles of US Cold War policy or 
ones that granted legitimacy to the Communist point of view. Those fell into the "sphere 
of deviancy."14

For instance, among Western correspondents in Korea it was known that the anti-
Communist South Korean army and police were brutalizing and killing thousands of 
political prisoners and suspected leftists, including women with children. Mainstream 
British newspapers reported these atrocities; the American press largely ignored them, 
until 50 years after the fact.15

The first year of the war was volatile. After the 25 June North Korean invasion across the 
38th parallel, Americans reinforced the South Korean forces, but soon were retreating 
alongside their allies to the southern tip of the country. General Douglas MacArthur's 15 
September landing at Inchon reversed the fortunes and brought US forces to the Chinese 
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border, which triggered massive Chinese intervention and led to another headlong retreat 
before the lines stabilized near the 38th parallel. 

Given the Cold War consensus and the journalistic ideology, the coverage in the first year 
was predictable. Correspondents identified with the troops in the field and the anti-
Communist cause. While reporting military disasters and official bungling as well as 
triumphs. For example, Associated Press' Tom Lambert's account of the US retreat in 
July 1950 praised one unit's gallant performance against "tremendous odds," then quoted 
a front-line soldier saying: "'You don't fight two tank-equipped divisions with .30 caliber 
carbines. I never saw such a useless damned war in all my life.' "16

Initially, MacArthur's UN Command did not censor journalists, but urged them not to 
report information on military equipment, movement, and strength, or news that damaged 
morale.17 MacArthur apparently did not think the war would last long or that the North 
Koreans were in a position to take advantage of any lapses. But after several reporters 
were banned from the war zone for stories that offended the military, other 
correspondents, and many US officers, began to press for World War II-style censorship. 
The correspondents thought that it would remove both uncertainty and the temptation to 
publish sensitive information to avoid being scooped. With Chinese intervention in 
November 1950, however, censorship became mandatory.18

Although reporters had asked for censorship, many of them resented the way the UNC 
applied it. United Press correspondent Robert C. Miller complained in the conservative, 
mass-circulation Reader's Digest that stories about riots in North Korea, guerrilla activity 
in the south, and an incompetent American commander were all suppressed by censors. 
The truth was the West's greatest weapon in the Cold War, Miller argued, and censorship 
was blunting that weapon: 

From time to time American newspapers have been accused of not 'printing the truth' 
about the Korean War. The critics are right: we newsmen are not giving the true facts 
about Korea; we haven't been for more than a year and a half; and there will be little 
improvement in the war coverage unless the military censorship policy is radically 
changed. Much of the truth about the war and the peace talks has been red-penciled.19

After fighting had ground to a stalemate near the 38th parallel, the Communists and the 
UN started negotiating an armistice in July 1951 at Kaesong. From the beginning, the 
American political elite was divided over the talks. The Democratic administration was 
pushing for a negotiated settlement and most Congressional Republicans were warning 
that the talks were a misguided prelude to appeasement.20

Coordination between Washington and the negotiators was sometimes lax, with top 
officers in Tokyo and Korea making many on-the-spot decisions and adopting an often 
undiplomatic approach to the negotiations. Further complicating matters was the need to 
consider the sometimes contradictory aims of UN allies and the South Korean 
government.21
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The generals and admirals comprising the UNC delegation did not have the press along 
for the first session, which turned into a Communist propaganda circus - cameramen were 
on hand to record various minor humiliations meted out to the American delegates.22 
After that experience, the delegates insisted 20 UN reporters - enough to have "pictures 
and news coverage at least equal to that assumed by the Communists" - be allowed to 
accompany them to the truce talks area. The Communists initially balked, but eventually 
acceded.23

But the UNC's commitment to free press access did not extend as far as actually sharing 
news with the UN-affiliated journalists. Once the reporters arrived at Kaesong, they 
found little information. Residents of Kaesong avoided them, and negotiators kept them 
out of the actual sessions and gave them only "fragments of information." Stories based 
on these fragments emphasized the success of the Americans' hard-nosed negotiating 
strategy.24 Reporters received nothing from the North Koreans or Chinese, and either 
could not or would not approach them.25

A writer for the British Economist magazine later recalled the nature of the problem: 

There was one thing missing from the official apparatus of the place as far as the United 
Nations' correspondents were concerned - a Communist spokesman who would comment 
on the proceedings much as (the American spokesman) did. Clearly this could not be 
done by an officer in North Korean or Chinese uniform, because anybody seen speaking 
to him would have been looked on as a most suspicious character. So matters were 
arranged informally.26

The informal arrangement came after the arrival of "two white commies" - Wilfred 
Burchett and Alan Winnington - on the North Korean side at the end of July.27

Winnington was a career Communist from the London suburbs with little journalism 
experience and few professional contacts outside the London Daily Worker, where he had 
worked since the early 1940s.28 He had been covering the Korean War from the 
beginning, and had sent to the Daily Worker reports of South Korean massacre and 
atrocity, some of which were confirmed later. These stories had led the British cabinet to 
consider prosecuting him for treason.29

Burchett grew up poor in Australia and had earned a top-notch reputation as a 
correspondent reporting World War II in the Pacific. He worked alongside many 
American reporters, and found some of them reporting from the UN side at Panmunjom. 
Although he worked for the conservative British Daily Express for much of the 1940s, 
his own political views had moved left and were indistinguishable from Communist line 
by 1951, by which time he was working for the French Communist newspaper Ce Soir.30

Most American journalists disliked Winnington and characterized him as "effeminate" 
and "prissy."31 Almost all of them liked Burchett, though they characterized him as the 
more "dangerous" of the two because of his affability.32 Another journalist characterized 
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the two this way: "'Winnington was a Communist who tried to become a newspaperman. 
Burchett is a newspaperman who became a Communist.' "33

When Burchett and Winnington arrived at Kaesong, the UN-affiliated correspondents 
were stunned by the sight of two casually dressed Caucasians arriving in Russian jeeps, 
and "crowded round like South Sea Islanders meeting Captain Cook, almost feeling our 
clothes."34 For the duration of the talks the two reporters' most significant work was not 
their own dispatches, which were printed in Communist and left-wing publications 
around the world, but their unique role as conduits, men who linked the world of 
American journalism with Asian communism.35 Their relationship with the American 
reporters was clear from the beginning, when they staged an impromptu press conference 
on conditions in North Korea and China.36

Although the key to Burchett's and Winnington's importance as sources was their close 
relationship to the North Korean and Chinese negotiators, who provided them with 
documents and in-depth information, other factors helped them build a working 
relationship with the UN correspondents.37 Many American reporters disliked and 
distrusted the UN's spokesman, Brigadier General William Nuckolls, who seemed to 
antagonize them more than most PR officers.38 United Press correspondent Robert C. 
Miller attributed the negotiator's evasive press relations to traditional military fear of the 
press, exacerbated by "stupidity."39

In a racially charged war where Americans often derided both enemy and allied Koreans 
as "gooks," Winnington and Burchett were English-speaking, whiskey-drinking Anglo-
Saxons.40 While this led to accusations that they were traitors, it also enabled them to 
establish a shaky rapport with Americans that Chinese or North Korean correspondents 
probably never could achieve. In fact, the numerous Communist-affiliated Asian 
correspondents at the talks never spoke to the UN correspondents.41

This added up to a unique situation. The Western news media would get many of the 
details of negotiations from the North Koreans, through Winnington and Burchett, 
instead of the UN negotiators. Professional ideology meant that journalists could 
fraternize with "Reds" on the front lines and still maintain their anti-Communist vigor 
and virtue. Veteran war correspondent Allen Raymond clearly spelled out in a 1952 
article how the journalistic ideology applied at Panmunjom: 

Every trained newspaper reporter would certainly consider this questioning of enemy 
correspondents the obvious and proper procedure for a representative of the free 
commercial press who wanted to learn anything whatever of a news event besides what 
was told him in a government handout.42

Although one newspaper initially described Winnington's and Burchett's tips as "almost 
comic" propaganda, correspondents soon had serious material to consider.43 American 
public statements had mentioned before the talks began that the 38th parallel could be the 
armistice line. Press briefings during negotiations indicated that the United Nations was 
asking for an armistice on the battlefront and that Communist intransigence was blocking 
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a settlement.44 But in the truce tent, the United Nations proposed a line far north of the 
38th parallel or the battlefront. The UN delegates argued that their demand for 12,000 
square kilometers of Communist-held land was compensation for halting US Air Force 
and Navy activity. They never told the press about this proposal. Winnington's and 
Burchett's tips about the UNC's extensive demands fit with Beijing and Pyongyang radio 
reports and led to an equivocal tone in some US newspaper stories on the negotiations. It 
also helped feed the impression that it was the American negotiators prolonging the 
unpopular war. Some press reports quoted Winnington, some quoted Communist radio 
stories, but all were denied by the UN command - even when the truth slipped out in an 
official report from Tokyo headquarters.45  

In August 1951, the talks broke down, but in October both sides were ready to resume 
them a few miles away at Panmunjom. The United Nations had a media blackout on the 
preparatory liaison officers' meetings, so the UN correspondents depended more and 
more on Winnington and Burchett, who were able to provide quick and accurate reports. 
Now they were cited openly as sources. Quoting them was palatable because of their 
quasi-official positions. As Miller recounted, nearly 50 years later, much of his job with 
United Press was quoting officials. Winnington and Burchett were simply "unofficial 
officials" and thus perfectly acceptable as news sources, as long as the "few tidbits that 
were true" were winnowed from the propaganda.46 The Economist found them quite 
professional: 

They were as approachable as a good public relations officer. Every day, even before the 
delegates arrived, they would be surrounded by a dozen or more United Nations men 
anxious to know what General Nam Il's line would be and what the Communist view of 
future prospects was.47

For example, when the American liaison officer gave his "no comment" to the New York 
Times, the Times' reporter cited Burchett and Winnington for the news that the talks were 
stalled over the extent of the neutral zone surrounding Panmunjom.48 In the early months, 
much of Winnington's and Burchett's information came out like this, in nuggets sprinkled 
unobtrusively through news stories. The American reticence soured many 
correspondents, including this one who spoke out anonymously in 1952: 

Panmunjom is an excellent example of how news is withheld at the source from the 
American press for the purpose of government propaganda. Time and again 
correspondents caught United Nations spokesmen in half-truths or important omissions of 
fact in statements about what was going on inside the closed truce-conference sessions.49

Winnington and Burchett took a more prominent position in the New York Herald 
Tribune later in October. Pulitzer Prize winning reporter Marguerite Higgins came up to 
Panmunjom on a quick trip and met with Burchett. (She had been "intimate" with 
Burchett when they both covered the Berlin Airlift in 1948.)50 In her story, after a mild 
condemnation of Burchett's politics, Higgins described the man at work: 
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Shortly before noon the liaison meeting broke up and Mr. Burchett excused himself to go 
and talk to the Communist liaison officers. 'I'll go find out what's happening so I can give 
you chaps (referring to the news agencies) a fill-in,' Mr. Burchett said. He produced the 
fill-in as promised and it was through him that we learned the essence of the morning 
discussions. 

Higgins went on to describe the stonewalling from the UN negotiators, then pointed out 
that Burchett's and Winnington's briefings had been "quite accurate, and, until the last 
couple of days, more informative than the Allied evening briefings."51

When regular talks resumed at the end of October reporters were limited to one sketchy 
official briefing at the end of the day.52 At these briefings Nuckolls, the UNC spokesman, 
withheld, obfuscated, and dealt in half-truths, according to New York Times reporter 
George Barrett. Other military officers simply would not talk to reporters.53 In retrospect, 
the delegation's psychological warfare advisor judged that the failure to cooperate with 
the press had been a major faux pas: 

For example, they would say, 'At 1103 Gen. Nam Il lit a cigarette, at 1105 he smiled, etc.' 
But they failed to give any substantive information. As a result the Allied correspondents 
were forced to go to the Red correspondents for information about what went on inside 
the Tent. And this was unfortunate as the Reds have a habit of distorting facts.54

Winnington's and Burchett's links to Western correspondents not only helped present a 
more complete account of the negotiations in the Western media, but also helped them 
serve as back channels for officials on both sides.55 Sometimes the links made it to the 
top. In March 1952, UN Commander General Matthew B. Ridgway reported to the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff (JCS) that the two were dropping "frequent veiled hints" to Western 
newsmen that secret talks could lead to a speedy armistice. The UN corespondents 
followed up those hints and reported back to the UN officers.56 The Communists also 
used the two to amplify and reinforce certain points, such as their deep objection to UN 
inspections of North Korean facilities.57

Access to truce table information had made Winnington and Burchett important to 
American correspondents, but in the winter of 1951-1952 their access to American POWs 
made them indispensable. The North Koreans and Chinese had refused to admit 
International Red Cross inspectors into their camps, or provide the names of captured 
Americans. Apprehension about the fate of these POWs turned into consternation and 
horror in November when a high-ranking US Army officer claimed that the Communists 
had murdered more than 5,000 American POWs.58 That claim was widely publicized, but 
could not be substantiated.59 On 18 December, the American and Communist negotiators 
exchanged lists of POWs, and Burchett and Winnington provided inside information to 
the UN correspondents. Burchett explained what transpired in a private letter: 

Today when prisoner of war lists were released, most of the American press were 
virtually crawling on their hands and knees on the road to us, begging us for crumbs of 
information. We were in the lovely position of ignoring all those who had tried to injure 
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us and handing priceless information to the few who had written honestly about the 
talks.60

One name on the POW list was Major General William F. Dean, who had been missing 
since July 1950 and was presumed dead. Nuckolls hinted that the Communist claim to be 
holding Dean was a lie. To prove Dean was alive and well, and to embarrass the UN 
command, Burchett interviewed him in his prison quarters and provided the story - along 
with photos of the two men together, smiling - to American correspondents just before 
Christmas. On 24 December, the New York Times printed it on the front page, and clearly 
indicated that the story had been reported by Burchett and then "spun in a Korean hut for 
the benefit of United Nations correspondents."61

The POWs became even more important when the UN delegation stunned the 
Communists on 2 January by proposing "voluntary repatriation" for all prisoners. This 
would mainly affect the more than 100,000 Chinese and North Korean POWs, who 
would be given the option of settling in South Korea or Taiwan.62 That same day 
Winnington and Burchett launched their next salvo. 

Associated Press photographer Frank Noel had been in a POW camp for nearly a year, 
and was in a position to take credible photos of his fellow prisoners. His AP colleagues 
wanted him to take photos in the camps. Winnington and Burchett both lay claim to 
having set up the deal in which AP handed over a camera and film at Panmunjom to be 
forwarded to Noel at the POW camp. The two "Red" correspondents then quickly 
delivered to waiting AP journalists censored prints showing smiling, well-fed American 
POWs identified by name, rank, and hometown. Winnington later recalled AP 
photographer Bob Schutz's excitement, quoting him saying "'I would do murder for this. 
It's the scoop of the century.'"63

The results were explosive. Photos of the POWs - cleared by both Communist and UN 
censors - were gradually doled out and ran for weeks in newspapers throughout the 
United States.64 Noel remained a POW, but was given a special award, in absentia, by the 
National Press Photographers Association and commended publicly by AP managers.65

To keep up the momentum and to placate United Press, which had not been privy to the 
Noel deal, Winnington provided that news agency with more photographs of General 
Dean.66 These photographs showed the general dressed in a double-breasted pinstriped 
suit - exercising, walking, and playing chess with his guards. These photos were also 
heavily publicized, and were even given a double-page spread in the Army newspaper 
Pacific Stars and Stripes.67 In addition, plans were apparently in the works for radio 
reporters to obtain audio recordings from the POWs.68

Weeks worth of stories and photos showing healthy and happy American POWs were too 
much for the US Army, which was preparing a media counterattack. Ridgway's PR 
adviser, Colonel George Welch, told the UN Commander that "some quid pro quo had 
already been paid for these favors at the hand of the enemy and that further payment will 
be exacted unless this type of fraternization and traffic is eliminated." He did not specify 

http://www.lib.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=spring02/&filename=jenksnotes.htm#60
http://www.lib.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=spring02/&filename=jenksnotes.htm#61
http://www.lib.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=spring02/&filename=jenksnotes.htm#62
http://www.lib.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=spring02/&filename=jenksnotes.htm#63
http://www.lib.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=spring02/&filename=jenksnotes.htm#64
http://www.lib.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=spring02/&filename=jenksnotes.htm#65
http://www.lib.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=spring02/&filename=jenksnotes.htm#66
http://www.lib.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=spring02/&filename=jenksnotes.htm#67
http://www.lib.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=spring02/&filename=jenksnotes.htm#68


what the UN correspondents had given in exchange for these scoops, but the implications 
were sinister.69

Welch urged Ridgway to "take all necessary steps" to bar any contact between UN-
affiliated correspondents and Winnington and Burchett. His own recommendation was 
that any newsman who contacted the two be barred permanently from the truce talks.70 
Ridgway's final decision was not as harsh. He issued a memorandum warning reporters to 
avoid "fraternization and trafficking with the enemy," and specifically mentioned the 
exchange of cameras, film and photographs. He also accused the UN correspondents of 
drinking with Winnington and Burchett. The widely publicized memorandum clearly 
implied that there was a risk of tipsy UN correspondents spilling military secrets to 
Winnington and Burchett, thus endangering American soldiers.71

Pacific Stars and Stripes continued the criticism of truce talks reporters who "whoop it 
up with each others' booze" and implied that American reporters were letting professional 
values and competitive pressures override loyalty, patriotism, and good sense. "With a 
UN correspondents patch on your shoulder instead of an M-1," the newspaper asked, 
"how neutral can you get?"72

The journalists did not take the criticism well. AP's Tokyo bureau chief claimed that UN 
correspondents were military or media veterans of World War II who gave top priority to 
troop security.73 AP correspondent Bill Barnard wrote a rebuttal in Stars and Stripes and 
argued that Ridgway's memorandum only meant the US Army did not like the pictures of 
POWs Winnington and Burchett were providing. He argued that the UN corespondents in 
their dealings with the two "Reds" were careful and clearheaded: 

Now all Allied newsmen know what kind of guys the Communist correspondents are. 
They are tough babies from the word go and communism is the only creed they know. 
But many's the time they have given hot news stories on what is happening in the 
armistice tents to Allied correspondents and the stories have turned out to be correct.74

In the New York Times, George Barrett made some of the same points and explicitly 
compared the behavior of the UN Command to the Communists: 

Many Allied correspondents who have covered the cease-fire talks since they began 
seven months ago at Kaesong and have been dueling with the information officers almost 
continuously are convinced that, in their effort to get the truth and give it to their readers, 
they often have been caught between two propaganda machines - that of the Communists 
and that of the information officials of the United Nations Command.75

In defiance of Ridgway, the correspondents at Panmunjom ostentatiously fraternized with 
Winnington and Burchett - and some reportedly made a point of passing around a bottle 
of liquor. The Tokyo offices of the big news agencies apparently lobbied the US Army to 
back off, and it did.76
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Even correspondents such as UP's Arnold Dibble, who had tried to avoid Winnington in 
the past, believed that Ridgway's attack was a mistake. Dibble found himself relying on 
the two "Reds" even more.77 Then, for a while, it became even more difficult to get 
information from the United Nations. The following week, UN negotiators not only 
refused to provide transcripts of the day's negotiation, but also declared that even the 
questions reporters asked the UN spokesmen were off-the-record. The New York Times 
pointedly quoted Chinese radio crowing "Who's got the iron curtain now?"78

By mid-1952, Winnington and Burchett were still in Korea, but largely occupied with 
other tasks. They wrote about the Communist prison uprising at UN-held Koje-do, and 
allegations that the United States was waging "germ warfare."79 At Panmunjom, the UN 
public relations finally improved. Nuckolls and his successors provided more complete 
and honest briefings. The reliance on Winnington and Burchett declined, but they were 
still able to supply inside information to the American press, up to the day the armistice 
was signed.80

After the armistice, Winnington and Burchett were still very much on the minds of the 
UN Command, which started circulating "wanted" posters of Winnington in southern 
Korea in case "he should try to pass through the lines as a legitimate correspondent."81 
The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) reportedly sponsored a plan to offer Burchett 
$100,000 to defect to the West, but he refused to take the bait.82

Winnington later drifted into obscurity, first in China, where he occasionally helped 
Western reporters, then in East Berlin.83 Burchett continued in the limelight for another 
three decades, pumping out pro-Communist dispatches, working as a special 
correspondent for AP in North Vietnam, quietly helping American journalists navigate 
the treacherous waters of Asian communism, and serving as an unofficial diplomat.84 He 
helped guide New York Times correspondent Harrison Salisbury to Hanoi in 1966, and 
had a chummy breakfast with Henry Kissinger, to discuss the possibilities of peace in 
Vietnam, at the White House in 1971.85 Throughout it he had a reputation as a reliable 
source - he "has played it straight in most instances."86 Even the conservative U.S. News 
and World Report, describing his work at Panmunjom, wrote that Burchett "never lied, so 
far as anyone could discover."87

American journalists access to Communist information and their flexible interpretation of 
Cold War teamwork at Panmunjom alarmed the US officers running the truce talks. They 
were oblivious to the journalists' professional ideology and tried to enforce a rigid version 
of discretion and loyalty. It did not work. The trained journalists themselves did not see 
any problem in dealing with their "Red" counterparts - perhaps it was a bit distasteful, but 
necessary for the job.88

The skepticism of the journalists always was contained within a broader Cold War 
framework in which dissent over strategy, tactics, and personalities was acceptable. In 
fact, the existence of such dissent probably served to give greater flexibility and reinforce 
the legitimacy of the Cold War framework. 
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There were other limits as well. Interviewing sources such as Winnington and Burchett 
was barely acceptable because of the unusual situation at Panmunjom. More in-depth 
contacts with rogue Communist states could spell trouble, as American journalist William 
Worthy found out when he flouted the State Department ban on travel to China in 1956. 
His passport was revoked as a result.89

By the 1960s, a few journalists covering the Vietnam War were more willing to stretch 
the limits of the Cold War consensus as US-Soviet tensions eased and the national 
establishment itself divided over the war. AP began distributing some of Burchett's 
stories from North Vietnam.90 In 1966, Salisbury traveled to Hanoi at the invitation of the 
North Vietnamese and filed explosive stories. On his return, he suffered criticism from 
the White House, sniping from fellow reporters, and a snub by the Pulitzer Prize 
Committee.91 However, much like at Panmunjom, most of the coverage critical of the war 
effort focused on tactics and strategy, while not questioning core anti-Communist aims.92 
When the Panmunjom correspondents covered Vietnam, they also stayed within the Cold 
War consensus. Their experience with truth-telling Communists in Korea had not 
fundamentally changed their views on the Cold War. Marguerite Higgins harshly 
attacked critical correspondents such as David Halberstam, Barrett continued as a "huge 
anti-Communist," and Miller remained a cynical Cold Warrior through a half dozen trips 
to Vietnam as a wire service reporter.93

The case of the Panmunjom contacts shows both the flexibility of the journalistic 
ideology and the durability of the Cold War consensus. Much like US reporters in 
Vietnam, the Panmunjom journalists followed hot stories and often antagonized the 
political and military elite, but hardly ever questioned the essential justice of the US 
involvement or gave legitimacy to the Communist point of view. Competitiveness and 
skepticism ensured that self-respecting reporters would not content themselves with 
General Nuckolls' releases in Panmunjom or the daily 5 p.m. briefings in Saigon, known 
to many as the "Five O'Clock Follies."94 Their sense of autonomy and distrust of the 
government and military meant that they would resist US authorities' most blatant 
attempts at manipulation. This independence meant that they would be open to taking 
information from Communist sources. But the ideology also worked in other ways. The 
reliance on easy-to-find official sources and the steady flow of official statements meant 
that most of their content would be dominated by the US point of view. The idea of 
balance, in the Cold War context, might mean coverage of American war critics but 
would not mean equal time for Communists. 

At Panmunjom the circumstances highlighted this ideology and its relationship to the 
Cold War consensus. The details of armistice negotiations made for hot stories worth 
pursuing. Official US sources on the scene were unhelpful and evasive, at best. "Red" 
sources were articulate, available, and able to provide verifiable facts and sensational 
photographs that could be found nowhere else. Even at the height of Cold War tensions 
from 1951 to 1953, with anti-communism at near-paranoid levels in the United States, it 
was clear to most American journalists that questioning Burchett and Winnington was the 
"obvious and proper procedure" for any trained journalist who wanted anything more 
than an official press release.95 Other journalists at other times have used similar 
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reasoning to travel to Hanoi during the Vietnam War, or to remain in Baghdad during the 
Gulf War, as Cable News Network's Peter Arnett did.96 In these cases, the reporters 
resisted pressures to conform to a narrowly tailored view of national loyalty, followed the 
journalistic ideology, and delivered exclusive, important news.  
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