North Carolina journalist covers wars around the world
By Elise Young
Datelines tell much of David Zucchino’s story.

***

CHECHNYA, 1995 – David Zucchino roves through the Caucasian badlands, evading Russian security checkpoints and bribing the infamously brutal KGB officers with miniature bottles of vodka. He crosses into Chechnya, a disputed territory entrenched in a bloody war with Russia, to rendezvous with contacts from a previous trip. They interrogate him: Why should they trust a tall, skinny American who doesn’t speak a lick of Russian? 
Then Zucchino is escorted to a remote, bombed-out hospital to meet the Chechens’ heroic, cold-blooded leader, Shamil Basayev. All night Zucchino remains in Basayev’s den, eating spaghetti, drinking Pepsi and listening to the terrorist mastermind’s justifications for the previous month’s insurgency that killed at least 100 civilians. As the last dregs of moonlight fade from the sky, Zucchino begins his descent from the remote hilltop hideaway. Again, he weaves in and out of KGB checkpoints, guarding his notes as dearly as his life.

***
Zucchino, then a foreign correspondent for the Philadelphia Inquirer, turned his precious notes into an exposé of the reclusive leader that garnered nothing but praise from the Inquirer’s foreign editor, Don Kimelman.
“I tend to be a pretty exacting editor,” Kimelman says. “I remember reading this long story that he had obviously produced in difficult conditions. I barely had to change a comma; the whole thing just flowed. I realized that the best thing that I could do is just leave it alone, and we put it in the paper.”
Colleagues agree that Zucchino, who then sported a graying, scruffy beard, could have passed for a gritty Chechen guerilla.
“He would just be kind of striding along with his head held high, kind of fearless and untouched,” Kimelman says. “He was one of those people who was built to wade into dangerous situations.”
As a high-school Army brat in Fayetteville (his dad was stationed at Fort Bragg), Zucchino worked as a paperboy. While stuffing the papers into plastic bags, he read stories about the Vietnam War. 

In the early-morning solitude of the Fayetteville Observer’s distribution center, a foreign correspondent was born, “I just started thinking that would be really interesting to be the person there.”
***

RALEIGH, 1973 – The young UNC-Chapel Hill journalism graduate who steps off the elevator into The News & Observer’s newsroom sports stovepipe jeans, shoulder-length hair and an Emiliano Zapata mustache.

Peals of laughter and “It’s the second coming of James Taylor!” greet him.

***
Zook, as he is now fondly called by his colleagues, spent five years at the N&O and two at the Detroit Free Press. Then he established roots at the Philadelphia Inquirer where he worked for 20 years as a foreign correspondent. Zucchino’s first overseas post, in Lebanon, lasted two years. His wife, Kacey and their newborn daughter joined him but left after a year to escape the constant shelling.

“I don’t know if I’d recommend taking a newborn child into a warzone,” he says.

In 1986, Zucchino moved to Kenya with his pregnant wife and two daughters, so he could report on the entire continent of Africa for the Inquirer. After two years in Kenya, Zucchino and his family moved to South Africa, where they spent the second half of his four-year post, and he wrote the nine-part series, “Being Black in South Africa,” for which he earned the coveted Pulitzer Prize in 1989.
After leaving Africa, Zucchino used Philadelphia as his home base and traveled overseas on short-term assignments. In 2001, he left the Inquirer with plans to start a new job as a national and foreign reporter for the Los Angeles Times that December. But duty called.

***

NEW YORK, 2001 – On a September morning at home in Philadelphia, Zucchino enjoys a break between the Inquirer and the Times.

One plane crashes into the World Trade Center and then another. 
Zucchino takes a call to help the Los Angeles Times’ New York bureau staff. He gets his orders, catches the last Amtrak train from Philadelphia into New York and starts his new job. 

***

Zucchino stayed in New York for a month covering the aftermath of the attacks. Then he shifted overseas. Afghanistan and Iraq became the hotspots for Zucchino, who embedded with military units in both places several times, each lasting about six weeks. He always brought his own flak vest and helmet to protect against shrapnel.

He likes reporting in a warzone because of the chaos, he says. “You have basically total access, and you’re out seeing exactly what happens. When you’re there, you see stuff as it happens. You’re not interviewing someone afterward.”

***
BAGHDAD, 2003 – American forces, originating in Kuwait, wind through Iraq and arrive at the country’s capital. Zucchino is with them. Three weeks pass from the troops’ journey out of Kuwait to their April 14 conquest of the city. Zucchino sees it all.
Earlier during this stint in Iraq, Zucchino travels with a different unit when one of its trucks plunged to the bottom of a canal, taking with it his satellite phone, money, notes and laptop. But luck strikes for Zucchino, as it often does. As he sits in a Bradley fighting vehicle, action raging all around him, someone pounds on the door. He opens the back door, and there stands a friend from the Los Angeles Times with the equipment Zucchino needs to do his job.
***

After the fall of Baghdad, Zucchino returned to Philadelphia and took a break from the Times to write a book, “Thunder Run,” about the invasion of Baghdad. A movie adaptation of the book is expected for release in 2013.

In 2006, Zook returned to Chapel Hill where he and his wife attended the UNC-Chapel Hill.  Since returning to North Carolina, he has embarked on short-term reporting assignments domestically – covering natural disasters such as Hurricane Katrina – and abroad.

***

BENGHAZI, Libya, 2011 – Zucchino arrives at the Libya-Egypt border with a laptop, satellite phone and limited knowledge of Arabic. Escalating protests in Benghazi draw him to the coastal city, and now he must report what he sees to the Western world. 

He faces communication problems, which are by and large the biggest.  And not just the language barrier. Satellite phones need an open area to establish a connection. But in warzones, open areas free from gunfire and rockets are sparse. And the only electricity to charge the phone and his laptop comes from a car battery.
***

Zucchino explains what foreign correspondents learn, “It forces you to keep thinking and to become enterprising. You can’t get frustrated when things aren’t working. You can’t stop at the 7/11 and buy something. You take everything you need.”
Most people would flinch at working in a third-world country without running water, cell-phone service or electricity, but Zucchino thrives. Somewhat of a rogue, he says his favorite part of his career is the freedom.
“I could end up talking to anybody and meeting anybody. There’s no way to predict it, and that’s why I like it. I can’t believe they pay me to do it. I’d do it for free if I could afford to.”
What’s ahead for Zook?  He wants to continue his job as long as he can, but he worries about the future of newspapers. Newspapers have cut jobs in reporting. The Los Angeles Times has cut its foreign correspondents in half, from about 26 to 13.
“It’s very hard to predict the future,” Zucchino says. “It’s an unsettled time right now for everybody in newspapers.”
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