CLOSE-UP ON INDUSTRY

Getting Private Lynch

If there ever was a story that was perfect for the news, it was the story of Private Jessica Lynch.  She was part of a company of mechanics in the Iraq war.  During the drive on Baghdad, her company took a wrong turn and wound up on an isolated road where enemy soldiers ambushed them.  Eleven members of her company were killed, and Lynch was taken captive.  For nine days her picture was shown to the American public in newspapers, on television and on the Web.  The photo showed a woman warrior in battle fatigues, a pert blonde with a winning smile, 19 years old at the time of her capture.

Finally, to the great relief of the American public, news bulletins announced her dramatic rescue from a hospital in Iraq.  The operation had been videotaped by American troops using night-vision equipment, and the footage was shown repeatedly on television news programs.  The videotape was dramatic, showing U.S. soldiers hurriedly carrying Lynch’s stretcher down a dark stairwell in near-total darkness, guns at the ready.

It turned out that news reports of Lynch’s heroics, and the heroics of her capture, had been severely overstated in news reports,
  but that mattered little to the U.S. news industry. Private Lynch became the interview that everyone wanted—in the parlance of television news, “the get.”  The networks courted her.  Katie Couric of NBC News sent her a bundle of patriotic books, and Diane Sawyer, of ABC News, sent her a locket with a photograph of the Lynch home in Palestine, West Virginia.

 
CBS News, however, offered Lynch a full-blown proposal based on the synergy of their parent corporation, Viacom.  The proposal, addressed to her military handlers, said that her story would be “the highest priority for the CBS movie division” [a division of Paramount studios, a Viacom property].  Simon & Schuster (Viacom’s publishing division), would be “extremely interested in discussing the possibilities for a book based on Jessica's journey from Palestine, West Virginia, to deep inside Iraq."  MTV Networks (another Viacom property), was offering a news special, a chance for Private Lynch and her friends to be the co-hosts of an hour-long music video program on MTV2, and even a special edition of its hit program Total Request Live in her honor.  "This special would include a concert performance in Palestine, West Va., by a current star act such as Ashanti, and perhaps Ja Rule," the proposal said.  "From the distinguished reporting of CBS News to the youthful reach of MTV, we believe this is a unique combination of projects that will do justice to Jessica's inspiring story."

From the first reports of her capture to the frantic competition for “the get,” Jessica Lynch had become more than a symbol of heroism.  She had become a symbol for some essential changes in the way the news business is carried out.

� Initial reports stated that the hospital Lynch had been rescued from was a heavily guarded military facility.  These early reports added that during the original ambush Lynch had held off her attackers until her M-16 had run out of ammunition, and that she had been both shot and stabbed in the battle.


Once Lynch returned home, a different story emerged.  She had tried to fire her weapon during the attack, but it had jammed.  She never got off a shot, and she killed no Iraqis.  She had been neither shot nor stabbed.  Her injuries, though extensive, were the result of the crash of her military vehicle.  And witnesses at the hospital from which she had been rescued insisted that there were no enemy soldiers there at the time of the rescue.  In fact, Iraqi medical personnel explained that they had taken excellent care of Lynch, keeping her safe and well, buying her orange juice with their own money, and bringing in clothes for her from their homes.  


These discrepancies mattered little to the viewing public.  Lynch’s true story was exciting enough.  The Iraqi soldiers had indeed abandoned the hospital, but the rescuers had no way of knowing that.  Whether they met resistance or not, it was a heroic action.  And Iraqi soldiers had nearly executed Lynch before they abandoned the hospital, and at least one of her fellow soldiers had been executed while handcuffed.  And more importantly, Jessica Lynch had become a symbol of the hope America had for the safe return of all her sons and daughters on military duty.





