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If Truth Be Told
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An article by James Kirchick last week about the Frontline Club in the-Spectator’s <Life* adwvertising
Sﬁpp}emeﬂt—“(Llfe in the Frontllne) = prov1deds one-a ehppy—e*&mp%e—weﬁhy—ef—a—l%&s&aﬂ—ﬁeﬂ—heuse—

atslightly misleading account of
the club I co-founded over 12 years ago. The author_claimed the Frontline *s—premise—was—that—the

Ffeﬂﬂme—ehib—wlﬁeh—l—epeﬁed—ﬁwlve—ye&fs&ge—had “become a den of swagger and lefty self- regard—”
and —the-author-attacked me

Frontline Club members approached by Kirchick were—appaled—by—his—obvious—intentton—togot the
impression he was intending to preduee-write a politically-motivated hit _]Ob flihey—shewed—me—ﬂ&erleem&ﬂ

exeh&ﬁges—w%eh—yetHﬂay—Fead—hefe—Klrchlck :

- WV e-had rarely visited the club and, as far
as | know, thennetfer-meore-thanhasn’t been here in the past 1ten-0 years. His-goal-was-to-embarrass-the

Fronthine-beeauseYet he described the club as “i’s-always-been-a nest of the worst kind of British foreign

correspondents.. types who go native and hate the UK/US/Israel-".

Kirchick contacted Sam Kiley, Sky News foreign affairs editor and Frontline Club member, in search of a
damntng-quote. Sam replied:; “There is no Frontline club position on Assange. Vaughan’s opinions are his
n... They have a foreign and often human rights bias, but I don’t think it is left or right wing.” This

wasn’t enough to dissuade an-eobvtousty-envions-Kirchick from jizzing-his-sanetimontous-eyantdewriting a
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The Frontline Club is dedicated to eight freelance cameramen and women killed in the course of their

work, mostly in the 1990s, from my old agency, Frontline News TV. I launched the club with my wife,
Pranvera, whom I met while working as a freelance cameraman in her country, Kosovo. I did so because I
felt angry and betrayed by the news industry. While the journalists that we worked with were supportive,
many editors were—shits—whoweren’t and they denied us credit and reasonable pay. Some colleagues

claimed our work as their own. The Frontline Club ensured that my friends would not be forgotten. I
wanted their faces in front of mainstream journalists and editors every day, as- t*hey are now — -on the
wall by the bar in the clubroom, where-they—deserve—to-be;-alongside other great journalists like Marie
Colvin of the Sunday Times, who tragieally-lost her life in Syria in Febraary-2012.

Kierchick criticises me for failing freelancers, advising me that I would do “more of a service to

freelancers if” I hosted “serious discussion about the ethical traps of conflict reporting;” which he feels

thinks includes “the temptation to make stuff up:”. His-artiele-tgnered+Fronthne-Club—tunding-of-theBut

the Club funds the Frontline Freelance Register (FFR), which I launched with young freelancers who fer

veryHitHe-pay-take-the-risksneeded-te-eeverrisk their lives for little pay covering today’s conflicts. These

are risks that the mainstream news industry mostly shies away from; because the dangers involved are too

great to be compatible with the legal responsibility that news organisations have for staff reporters. He
Kirchick also neglected to mention that we are launching an association to represent local conflict
freelancers worldwide. It’s these two groups of freelancers that are now delivering—British
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audieneesresponsible for 90% of their-conflict news_for British readers.

The Frontline Club hosts 200 public events a year, many in support of freelancers—,_over which mMy wife
and I have no editorial control;—deliberatelyy. The aim is to discuss the world and to promote diverse

opinions. My views on Assange are tolerated by other members, but most disagree with me. Julian did

stay at the club, but he paid his way and received no special favours. Journalists liked the access it gave
them for interviews with him. He was more popular with the British press then; because he had stories
that they wanted from Chelsea Manning. I will continue to support Julian Assange publicly, because it’s
right to do so. I believe that Julian has been treated unfairly under the law; and a society is judged by how
it treats people that it doesn’t like. No one criticises a barrister for representing an unpopular client, yet

you can get royally smeared for standing up for someone unpopular in the press.

Last week, Kholoud Waleed stayed at the club. She is one of the bravest journalists reporting today on
Syria and edits an underground newspaper there. She had just won the Anna Politkovskaja award in the
UK, but the Turkish authorities wouldn’t let her back into Turkey where she was living. We, along with

other charities, looked after her while things were sorted out. That’s what we do.

Kierchick thinks we sit around on sandbags, telling stories of derring-do. HHmagine-thatinseeure-people

9

surrotnded-by—dim—admirers—It may be true that an unbelievable amount of sex goes on in the club’s
bedrooms, but he is wrong about the war stories. I have hardly heard any and don’t like to. First, nobody
wants to be embarrassed by someone on the next door table with a better story. Also, people who have
really seen war generally don’t like to talk about it. Those who have experienced it seek each other’s

company; because it comforts them. Dwelling on it is for wannabes and never-will-bes.

We launched the Frontline Ehab-as a club for war correspondents and recruited their friends: aid workers,
soldiers, diplomats, artists and non-conflict journalists. I have tried to promote the club more as a place

for independent journalism than war journalism for a decade now. I think the Frontline name can still

intimidate some people from joining and that’s unfortunate. I hope that they will take a second look.
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Any payment that [ receive for this will go to the Frontline Club Charitable Trust.

© Vaughan Smith 2016
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