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Charlotte Glennie is an accomplished journalist with more than two decades of broadcast and media experience, half of that spent working in Asia.

She has worked with media organisations including the BBC, ABC and TVNZ, and her career highlights include New Zealand’s Supreme Award for Excellence in Television Journalism – recognising coverage of news in Asia, including the Indian Ocean tsunami; the New Zealand Government Special Service Medal for reporting in the aftermath of the Asian tsunami; and the Clarion Award for Radio Documentary of the Year – an ABC investigation into the impact of the war in Afghanistan on Australian soldiers and their families.

Charlotte lives in Sydney with her partner and two children. This is her first book.
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‘A powerful, candid memoir that shows the importance of bearing witness to world events and giving individuals a voice. Glennie shines a spotlight on New Zealand’s vital engagement with Asia. Wonderful, essential reading.’ Helen Clark, former prime minister of New Zealand and UNDP Administrator

‘A gripping story of professional and personal challenges few of us could meet, told in vivid colour. Also an essential reminder of the need to bear witness in an age of fake news, decreasing attention spans and debilitating cynicism.’ Kim Hill, broadcaster

‘Compelling, vividly entertaining. Not just a gripping memoir of a courageous life, but an urgent reminder of what we need to value and preserve: first-rate, ethical journalism that honours authentic human stories.’ Charlotte Grimshaw, author and memoirist

‘Charlotte is an extraordinary storyteller who weaves her remarkable personal journey with her experiences covering some of the biggest news events this century. Having distinguished herself as a bold and courageous foreign correspondent, she brings us to the frontlines of a fast-changing Asia to witness history in all of its agony and exhilaration.’ Jack Tame, journalist and presenter

‘In this candid memoir, intrepid foreign correspondent Charlotte Glennie breaks a lot: bones, news and her heart. Every Second Counts is an inspiring story of resilience, ambition and the surprising paths life takes.’ Anna Fifield, Asia-Pacific editor, Washington Post

‘Every word counts. Like a good journo, it is all about the story. The story of a life, truly raw … This book traverses the complexities of journalism and of the world. But also the complexities of a life – a reminder there is nothing more complex than a life itself.’ Paddy Gower, journalist and presenter

‘Charlotte Glennie’s world-class reporting is a matter of record; a revelation is the account of the accident that nearly killed her just as she was starting her career. Her tenacity and her determination to recover are the same qualities that made her a brilliant reporter, skilled and committed to giving voice to people whose stories we wouldn’t otherwise hear. Lively and colourful, compassionate and self-aware, this is a vivid, fast-paced account of a life driven by curiosity and shaped by news.’ Noelle McCarthy, memoirist and broadcaster




For my mother and mothers everywhere
whose love knows no bounds




‘I’m frightened all the time.

Scared to death.

But I’ve never let it stop me.

Never!’

– Georgia O’Keeffe, interviewed by Mary Lynn Kotz for ARTnews, December 1977
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Author’s note

This is a work of non-fiction that relies on records of stories I told as a journalist, along with notes, emails, photos and online resources including reporting by other journalists. It also relies on my memory, which is of course fallible, though I am indebted to the friends, former colleagues and others in the book who prompted my recall. Everyone who features is real. In some instances I have changed names to protect their privacy or keep them safe. Scenes and conversations for which there is no record have been recreated to the best of my recollection.

I have used a mix of traditional Asian and anglicised naming conventions, in line with the preference of the people included or the way they were most frequently referred to in media reports from the time. In some instances, I have used only first names; in others, both first and surnames, again at the request of the individuals involved.




Introduction

Journalists often find themselves covering trauma and conflict: wars, genocide, natural disasters, violent crime, assaults on human rights, bitter disputes. ‘If it bleeds, it leads’ is the old newsroom saying. The more savage the confrontation, the more catastrophic the event, the more relentless the suffering, the ‘stronger’ the story. Unless, that is, it’s a story the world has grown used to, or one regarded as too remote, in which case it risks being sidelined. Perhaps partly because of what the media chooses to focus on and what it leaves out, some people don’t like journalists, and they frequently rank low on lists of trusted occupations. Now, in our increasingly polarised society, aggression against the people who bring us the news is at an all-time high. More journalists around the world are being killed in the course of their work. Others are being punished for what they write and say. The barrage of social media vitriol targeting some journalists is brutal.

And yet the profession tugs at me, like it always has. News can be uplifting, too, and I dreamed of being a journalist for as long as I can remember. It offered intrigue. Unpredictability. The opportunity to make a difference. To travel. A journalist is a link between people, between those with stories to tell and those who will listen to them, and I find people endlessly interesting.

So, I became a journalist and it was everything I hoped for. Next, I became a foreign correspondent, and it was even more. For two decades I inhaled news. Waking up, you never knew what you would be covering for the day so you had to be across everything. I was and I loved it.

But then after twenty years, I quit, abandoning the vocation I had sworn I was committed to forever. Why? It’s complicated.

When I look back, I feel incredibly lucky to have met the amazing people I did, in far-off places, and to have had the chance to tell their stories. Doing so changed my perspective on everything. A foreign correspondent’s life can be frenetic. Mine definitely was. Fuelled by a blind determination to move on from a life-threatening accident, I found myself reporting from Asia, a continent that had captured my heart as a backpacker.

For all the commotion of my days chasing news in countries so different from my own, if I pause, there are people at the centre of every story I covered who spring into my consciousness. The most enriching impression I have been left with is how these people coped with adversity and crisis. To this day, I am struck by their resilience, perseverance, courage, strength and generosity, even when they were grappling with the most difficult circumstances of their lives. They remind me why journalism matters.

Shrinking budgets are eroding all forms of traditional media. Since the 2000s, online, print and radio news has been covered more and more from newsrooms. Yet TV reporters and camera operators have long been in the enviable position of having to be where the story is. Before the age of video calls, it was rarely enough to do a five-minute interview with the ‘talent’ over the phone; TV needed pictures, and pictures required action. For me, this meant years of journeying to a story’s epicentre, seeing people at their most exposed or elated, spending time in their innermost sanctuaries. Now and then they were well known, but mostly they were everyday people living regular lives, until, by the very definition of news, something momentous happened to them. At times, that was something good, but more often it was bad. How they handled it was constantly surprising, yet undeniably consistent across countries, cultures and contexts.

There were times I bore witness to fragility. Occasionally people glimpsed mine. This is the story of when the camera was recording, and of what happened when it wasn’t. Also, of how quickly the hours tick by, and how, at any moment, everything can change.




PART ONE

The ‘proving yourself’ years


My early twenties to early thirties

New Zealand, Croatia, England, Hong Kong, mainland China, Taiwan, Japan, Mongolia, Bangladesh, Laos, Thailand, Indonesia, Russia, the United States, North Korea, South Korea, Singapore, Cambodia, Pakistan






1

My first big break

Late 1995–2000

I hooked the phone receiver into its cradle and began bashing the computer keyboard with my index fingers.

Write, read, delete, write, delete, write, read, write.

I was still getting the hang of writing radio news stories fast, having only graduated from journalism school a few weeks earlier. I scanned the newsroom for someone to check what I had typed, but there was just the producer, who was madly printing scripts for Aaron Ironside, the newsreader. The only other reporter wasn’t at his desk and everyone else was at a staff retreat. I wasn’t even staff but had been roped in to help write the news from my casual job across the corridor producing for a fledging new talk radio station, The Point. Radio news had to be smashed out in seconds and I was in over my head. My heart raced.

With just a few minutes till the 2pm bulletin, Aaron swept the last of his scripts from the printer and bounded towards the studio. Newsrooms revolved around their newsreaders and Aaron’s height added to his ‘I’ve-got-this’ presence. But in an instant, he was on the floor. Leaping in haste to reach the microphone, Aaron’s head had bounced off the studio doorframe. The producer lurched towards him. I hovered behind, keen to help, but not sure how.

‘I’m fine,’ said Aaron. But the bump forming on his forehead showed he was in no state to read the news. And the news stops for no-one.

The producer darted back to her desk to call the boss, Herk, at the retreat. I did a momentary calculation: What if these tough-as-nails journos think Who does she think she is? But also, What have I got to lose? My quick-as-a-flash conclusion? I was always up for an opportunity, even if it turned my stomach with nerves.

‘I can read the bulletin,’ I stammered. ‘I read the news at bFM.’ I left out that ducking into the studio of the University of Auckland’s student radio station once a week for five minutes to read the news on Mikey Havoc’s cult drive-time show flustered me enough to swap shifts with my boyfriend, Phil O’Sullivan, so he could read the headlines for Mikey, and I could read them when someone more calm was hosting. Phil was funny and knew just how to handle Mikey’s boisterous, and also funny, interjections. I would become tongue-tied. I was more comfortable coming up with a kneejerk defence of an underdog in my journalism school class, where Phil and our other closest friends laughingly called me Boutros – short for Boutros Boutros-Glennie – after the then United Nations Secretary-General. There was no time to mention my only other on-air credential: that before journalism school, at the University of Otago, I had co-hosted a weekly breakfast show on another student station, Radio One, with my best friend, Bec Emery. Our voices were so similar that our listeners struggled to tell us apart.

The clock was ticking. The producer blurted into the handset. ‘Aaron’s out of action. What’s our plan B?’

A pause.

‘Charlotte’s here. She says she could do it. She reads the news on bFM.’

However, bFM was a long way from the hourly Independent Radio News (IRN) bulletin syndicated across dozens of stations throughout New Zealand, and the bosses knew it. But this was an emergency.

The producer slammed down the phone and shoved a pile of scripts at me. ‘You’re on,’ she confirmed. ‘Come with me.’

My hands trembled as I took Aaron’s seat in front of the microphone and placed the headphones over my ears, reciting the words on the pages while the producer stood over my shoulder.

I pointed to the name of an athlete and regretted not paying a bit more attention to professional sport. ‘How do I pronounce this?’

No answer. I turned to ask again, but click, the studio door closed. The IRN news jingle was playing in my ears. The pages in front of me quivered. I hadn’t even finished pre-reading all the scripts. My heart pounded so loudly I thought the noise would be picked up by the microphone.

‘This is IRN news at two o’clock … In today’s headlines …’

Three minutes later, the bulletin was over. I skipped out of the freezing studio (where the air-con was pumped up to preserve the equipment) on a high but kicking myself for the stumbles I had made. I hoped they were considered forgivable in the circumstances. I wondered if Phil had been listening. It was almost a year since we had hooked up during our first few weeks of journalism school and he had just relocated ninety minutes’ drive south, to Hamilton, where he had secured one of the first full-time jobs out of our class of twenty-five, reporting for the regional TV network Coast to Coast. I was missing him like mad.

I was desperate to land my own full-time role and had been applying for journalist jobs all over New Zealand. Two months later, I was offered a reporter’s position at Classic Hits and Newstalk ZB in Palmerston North. My three minutes of fame on IRN had failed to get me a job there, and attempts to fulfil the dream I’d held since my teens to work for Radio New Zealand at its Wellington headquarters had been equally unsuccessful. I was learning the hard way that journalism jobs were tough to get, despite graduating from the Auckland Institute of Technology’s year-long Certificate in Journalism with A grades, following five years at the University of Otago doing a law degree (mostly B and a few C grades) and a BA majoring in drama (again, Bs and Cs). As Phil used to say, though, if I had been judged by my hot-headed outbursts over various issues I found frustrating, I would have topped my drama class. Him calling me Major Drama during one of these outbursts would usually diffuse the tension. This down-to-earth, quick-thinking ex-podiatrist was the first person I really saw a future with. Not that I was ready to rush into anything permanent. I didn’t want to meet the love of my life at twenty-two. There was too much living to do before settling down.

In my new job in Palmy, everything was analogue. I snipped and spliced reel-to-reel interviews for soundbites, and churned out news reports on a clunky PC. One afternoon, after the flurry of writing ten radio news stories for the midday bulletin and editing audio to fit, I got a phone call from IRN’s charismatic political editor, Barry Soper.

‘I heard that bulletin you read back in December,’ he said in his distinctive gravelly voice. ‘We were all gathered round the radio at the staff retreat wondering whether you’d pull it off.’

‘I’d have been even more nervous if I’d known that,’ I replied, still in disbelief that Barry Soper had just called.

Barry laughed. ‘You did well. Do you want to come and work for me in Parliament?’

Did I ever. Reporters in their early twenties almost never secured a chance like this over more experienced journalists. Plus New Zealand was about to make history: in three months, voters would be electing their first MMP parliament. How the new proportional representation system would play out was a story the whole country was watching.

Wellington was also where Phil now lived. Gone were his long black curls and silver hoop earring – Phil had been headhunted to be an on-air reporter in Television New Zealand’s capital city newsroom, and One Network News demanded a conventional image.

The election was tight. Winston Peters, the populist leader of the then relatively new political party New Zealand First, held the balance of power. For weeks I was part of the media pack staking out the corridors of Bowen House, hour after hour, as National’s Jim Bolger and Labour’s Helen Clark wooed Winston with the promise of prime ministership for whoever cut the better deal with him. Barry was ahead of his time in understanding the power of branding and always insisted his three press gallery reporters hold the distinctive orange IRN microphone right up to a politician’s lips during a media scrum, so that it made it onto the all-powerful six o’clock TV news. In so doing, I caught the attention of one of TVNZ’s top talents, and when Bolger was crowned PM and Winston his deputy, the government-owned broadcaster’s star political editor, Linda Clark (no relation to the Labour leader), tapped me on the shoulder to join her team. I wrote a list of pros and cons.

I liked working for Barry and didn’t want to let him down. Linda was only offering me an intern’s position, so my annual salary of $29,000 would drop. I wouldn’t be reporting myself, but I would be producing political stories for One Network News, the most watched bulletin in the country, and Linda was offering to mentor me. Radio was my first love, but the prospect of TV was seductive. At the risk of looking fickle, I jumped ship.

The late nineties’ media industry was booming. We didn’t realise it then, but it was the heyday of television news. Big stories with fat budgets captured attention and had everyone talking about them. Advertisers flocked. The internet had only just become widely available and social media didn’t exist. There were only a few sources of truth. To find out what was happening around them, New Zealanders watched the six o’clock news on TV One (One Network News, soon to be renamed One News), or the opposition on TV3 (then 3 National News soon to be 3 News), or they read their city or town’s daily printed newspapers, or they listened to the radio.

It was also a turning point in the industry – well, at least in TVNZ’s Wellington newsroom. No longer did hard drinking and sometimes lecherous behaviour dominate. A lot of us still went out and partied after hours, but by day our workplace was shaped by strong, impressive, focused women, among them Leigh Pearson, Maryanne Ahern, and the most influential of all, Linda. She would sweep into the TVNZ press gallery office holding her chunky black Motorola flip phone to her ear, slip off her stylish ankle-length coat, and reveal the day’s news-gathering agenda, nutted out in the shower before work.

‘Garner, I want you to chase Rodney Hide for those MPs’ expenses,’ Linda would say to her 21-year-old protégé, Duncan. ‘Leigh, you follow up on Winston Peters refusing to apologise for assaulting Banks. I’ll make some calls on Shipley and whispers of her frustrations with Bolger and Peters. You never know, by the end of the year we might have our first female prime minister.’

I hated being last but understood the pecking order. ‘Charlotte, I’ll need you to get onto Richard Griffin in Bolger’s office. See if we can get an interview about Peters. We’ll also need an interview with Helen Clark. You can do that one. Make sure you get a good crew.’

It went without saying that Linda would do the interview with the prime minister. Although she once sent me up to the Beehive’s ninth floor with a camera operator to do a quick interview with Bolger, and I asked about eight questions. His press secretary Richard Griffin was furious. He was expecting me to simply ask the standard two questions required to get Linda’s soundbite. He rang her to complain.

‘He said you were trying to trip Bolger up,’ Linda told me, flipping her Motorola closed.

I blushed. Was I in trouble?

‘Don’t worry about it,’ she said. ‘You were doing your job.’

Television news was awash with jargon: there were crews (cameramen and occasionally camerawomen), overlay or b-roll (pictures that would go into the story), grabs (soundbites or clips taken from interviews), cutaways (editing shots), tracks (edited stories that every news organisation I’ve worked at since calls packages), PTCs (reporter pieces-to-camera) and VOs or voiceovers (audio component of a script read by a reporter). And in the middle of 1998, I moved from producing in the TVNZ press gallery to the newsroom to be one of those reporters.

It was the same newsroom Phil worked in. He was highly regarded around the office and had already been sent on an overseas trip to Bougainville to report on negotiations to end a civil war between separatist rebels and the Papua New Guinea government. Such assignments were hotly sought after, but Phil stood out as a prime contender. Level-headed and worldly, he had travelled extensively – through Russia after the collapse of Communism and through Morocco during protests over the King’s support of the United States and its allies during the first Gulf War. He had also been there on my very first visit to Asia, a holiday we took to Bali, Lombok and the Gili Islands in 1997, when the region’s sights, smells and spirit made me yearn to return.

Daily news reporters would gather in the office of bureau chief Trish Green, succeeded by Kelvin Dick, and join a conference call on the landline speakerphone with Auckland, Christchurch and Dunedin. I would jiggle my leg hoping to get the nod for the big stories, or in my dreams, an overseas assignment. The closest I got at that time was a trip 800 kilometres east of New Zealand to the Chatham Islands to report on three nuns who were nurses in the remote community, and on a young deaf girl who had inspired a kōhanga reo early learning centre to teach children sign language, along with immersive te reo Māori. It felt intrepid.

I thrived on the variety of my job, covering other stories as diverse as a young coding whizz named Sam Morgan setting up New Zealand’s first online sales website TradeMe, to being harnessed to the top of a building and buffeted during a Wellington gale live on the six o’clock news. We also went places I never would have gone, but for my job: into Rimutaka Prison to report on how a tikanga Māori unit was changing inmates’ lives through art; into an office block in the dead of night with a mother of five working two jobs as a commercial cleaner on the minimum wage.

We were encouraged to source our own stories, which we would talk through with Kelvin ahead of the daily editorial meeting. If he thought the topic ‘had legs’, he would ‘sell’ it on our behalf to the meeting, or throw to us to do so. Addressing the meeting, where the faceless top bosses were on the other end of the landline, was a nerve-racking experience. No-one wanted to fumble their pitch.

Kelvin was known as the best sub in the business. Responsible for reviewing stories to make sure they made sense and were factually correct, he really was a pro and a great writer, but he lived hard. Once, at 5.30pm, he was nodding off while subbing my script, which I still needed to record a voice for, and edit, before it went into the six o’clock news. The golden rule was that one minute of taped story would require one hour of editing. TV news could be thrown together in much less time than that, but I was running right out of time. However, Kelvin needed his nicotine fix. He scurried downstairs to the fourth-floor carpark, to return minutes later, refreshed. I had seen him on the fourth floor enough times to know he would have inhaled the whole cigarette in a couple of deep drags. He finished subbing, I dived into the voiceover studio, then into an edit booth with the master craftsman Andy Gibb. Andy slammed the story together as artistically as was humanly possible, and I sprinted the tape to the control room with seconds to spare before it was broadcast nationwide. My pulse raced at breakneck speed.

Getting a story to air from out of town could be even more stress-inducing. We would record the voiceover somewhere quiet, often in the crew car, preferably with a blanket over our heads to reduce unwanted background noise. Then we would drive to the local Post Office telecommunications room to feed it, along with footage (b-roll, interviews and piece-to-cam), to Wellington for editing. Feeds cost hundreds of dollars, and if you missed your booking, you still paid, then paid again for rebooking. My palms would sweat throughout the process.

Each evening, as the intro tune for the news played in homes the length of the country, most of the newsroom would gather around two TV sets suspended from the ceiling, one turned to TV One, the other to TV3. Competition between the two networks was fierce and we would hustle to scoop each other. We would compare the stories selected, the way they were told, and who had been interviewed. We lived in dread of missing an angle our competitors had and being shown up to our bosses, Kelvin at TV One and Gordon McBride at TV3’s Wellington newsroom. I would see the headline first and my stomach would lurch if 3 News had something I didn’t. We would laugh at Phil when he signed off his stories at the speed of light, ‘PhilO’SullivanOneNetworkNews.’ Why waste time on his name, he would say, at the expense of the story. And after the news had aired, groups of us from One and TV3 would often go out and drink together.

In June 1999, a 28-year-old boat builder, Scott Watson, went on trial for the murder of young friends Olivia Hope and Ben Smart. I was to cover it for TVNZ’s new midday news. For weeks, I sat at the press bench listening to almost five hundred Crown witnesses give evidence about the New Year’s Eve that 21-year-old Ben and seventeen-year-old Olivia disappeared in the Marlborough Sounds. The case against Watson was circumstantial: scratch marks on the hatch of his single-masted sloop; two hairs belonging to Olivia found on a blanket on his boat. When the jury convicted Watson unanimously, I couldn’t get his guilty verdict off my mind. I would rehash the evidence in the evening with Phil. I was undecided whether or not Watson had committed the crime, but personally I hadn’t seen enough evidence to prove guilt beyond reasonable doubt. I remember it as being a defining period for coming to terms with the fact that my role was to observe the process and report the facts, but not to influence. I couldn’t get Ben and Olivia out of my head, either. I had known Ben’s sister at Otago. The tragedy of two young friends, never seen again, cut deep in a country where everyone seemed somehow connected.

Being assigned distressing stories came with the territory: four-year-old James Whakaruru beaten to death by his mother’s partner; 23-year-old journalist Kylie Jones killed on her way home from work by a man just out of prison; dozens of claims of historic sexual abuse at children’s homes run by the Salvation Army; three months of gruelling evidence into botched cervical smear readings by the retired Gisborne pathologist Michael Bottrill that left hundreds of women with missed abnormal smears, and over a dozen with cancer.

When I was at journalism school, I had planned to finish my studies and get on a plane to London to work as a journalist there. Then I had met Phil and things changed. But now, approaching my late twenties, I felt drained by some of the stories I had covered, and as if the outside world was passing me by. Phil’s point of view on life was informed by his extensive travels, and I wanted the same for me. I was also what an old-hand male journalist in the newsroom had labelled ‘ambitious’ and my sights were set on working as a journalist overseas. I took his comment as an insult at the time, but I know now that ambition is the force that has driven me for decades. London beckoned and I wanted to journey there slowly, and on my own.

Taking a leap into the unknown required soul searching. Was Phil ‘the one’? We had our clashes, sure, but most of the time we were completely in love. What about our age gap? Phil was five years older than me and possibly ready to start a family. I wanted children, but not until I was thirty-five – seven years away. I had so much I wanted to do first. He respected that, and I respected him for it. But what if we were ‘meant to be’? Was I crazy to be considering setting off alone?

Deep down, the answer was unavoidable. I longed to be free to embrace the myriad opportunities that solo travel offered: to go where I wanted, with whom I wanted, when I wanted. Yes, I’d meet up with friends from time to time, but I’d also make new friends. The prospect was daunting, but thrilling; the way ahead, wide open.

So, I bought a one-way plane ticket to Singapore, where my brother Ed was living. After two weeks there, I would begin my trip overland through Asia towards the UK. Knowing I was planning to leave, Phil headed overseas himself a few weeks before I did, scoring a job in Hong Kong as a producer for the US cable news network CNN. With a fatalistic, ‘Let’s see what happens,’ we said goodbye. It sent me into emotional turmoil, but I was also bursting with excitement to be setting off on what I would discover was known only in New Zealand as my big OE (overseas experience).
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