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NPR’s senior foreign correspondent risks her life  
to bring listeners the truth from around the world

anne garrels

by terri schexnayder

A nne Garrels never intended to become 
a foreign correspondent after studying journalism in 
college. It was her ability to speak Russian that put her 

on the path to becoming one of the most respected reporters in 
the world. Garrels’ stories from Tiananmen Square to the battle-
grounds of Bosnia, Kosovo and Iraq, broadcast regularly into the 

lives of millions of viewers and listeners. Her reports can still be 
heard on NPR’s All Things Considered, Morning Edition and Week-
end Edition Saturday. 

Garrels authored Naked in Baghdad (Farrar, Strauss and Gir-
oux) in 2003, to serve as both a “catharsis” for her and to 
provide a rare account of the war from inside the »
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Once a loner in boarding school,  
Garrels now connects with the world.
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“ pummeled city. She has earned an Alfred I. Dupont Award for 
her “coverage of diverse topics ranging from social and economic 
challenges to military and cultural developments.” Her work in 
Iraq also garnered the Courage in Journalism Award from the 
International Women’s Media Foundation. Garrels came to Aus-
tin on Feb. 28th to serve as keynote speaker for KUT’s 50th Anni-
versary Gala. Four days before her trip to Austin, from the quiet 
of her rural Connecticut home, Garrels shared her experiences 
during a phone interview.

austinwoman: Tell me a little bit about your 
childhood.

Anne Garrels: I was born in New England, but at eight, 
we moved to England. I was much younger than my two siblings 
and the child of older parents, so, I was driven, independent and 
precocious. I was probably awful to be around. 

aw:  Did you have any mentors in journalism 
growing up?

AG: None. There were no women reporters to model after 
when I went to college in 1968. The assumption was we would 
graduate and become teachers or stay-at-home moms. I was on 
the cusp of change when I entered Harvard, and when I graduat-
ed four years later, we were determined to do something, make 
changes, but the world was not ready for that. 

aw: How did you jumpstart your reporting 
career? 

AG: Because I was passionate about the events going on in 
the Soviet Union, this was the guiding force that made all the dif-
ference. When I moved back to the U.S., I worked as a researcher 
at ABC, doing a variety of jobs. Since I spoke Russian, it set me 
aside from other people. One day, they said, “Why don’t we send 
you to Moscow?” Although I knew how to define a story, I was 
not skilled as a writer or broadcaster. Back then, you had to be 
producer, cameraman and reporter. 

The first night I arrived, suddenly, I realized what a huge job 
was ahead of me, and stood in my apartment, sobbing. It was a 
very difficult assignment, because it was the KGB’s job to make 
sure I didn’t learn anything and my job to find out all I could. 

aw: You eventually served as the network’s 
Moscow bureau chief through 1982. What was 
your most memorable experience?

AG: Raising a camera in the Soviet Union then was like rais-
ing a gun – everyone scattered! The KGB would take your film. 
Those were the days of the human rights movement and Andrei 
Sakharov. It all started with him, because he taught me so much 
and was inspiring. In many ways, if there was a mentor in my life, 
he was it. 

aw: At NPR, you’ve reported from Afghani-
stan, Pakistan, the Middle East and, in 2003, 
earned international fame by being one of 16 
journalists to stay in Baghdad. What is it 
like, surrounded by such turmoil? 

AG: When you are in the middle of nowhere and don’t speak 
the language, your instincts must lead you. Every foreign corre-
spondent must find the “fixers” – individuals you can trust and, 
literally, help fix things. For example, right after 9/11, I was sent to 
Afghanistan. Someone had to help me navigate my way across a 
border, where there was no legal way to go in and the Taliban still 
in control. The logistics were enormously challenging. While 

Garrels’ work in Iraq also garnered the Courage in Journalism 
Award from the International Women’s Media Foundation.
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trying to find food and a place to live, you are 
also trying to report and survive. I felt respon-
sible for the Iraqis I hired … watched as my 
staff had to move houses, because of security.

Our house manager in Bagdad, a dignified 
man in his 50s, was kidnapped one day. Be-
fore being freed, he was raped, beaten and suf-
fered a heart attack. We all wondered, “Was it 
someone in our office who fingered him?” We 
were able to get him out of the country. 

When covering a war, it’s very hard to es-
tablish what the facts are and get to the people 
you need. It has become a far more brutal and 
dangerous world then when I first got into it.

aw: After such stressful experi-
ences, how do you come down?

AG: My husband is very supportive, so af-
ter I go off for months, I always return to a 
wonderful home. I did a deal with NPR about 
10 years ago, to go wherever they wanted me 
to, six months out of the year; then, I get to 
come back to decompress. It’s a wonderful 
antidote to live way in the country, with a gar-
den. I frantically work in it when there’s not a 
foot of snow. 

aw: What is your next assignment?

AG: Not exactly sure what I am going to 
be doing next. I will go back to Baghdad even-
tually, but not on a regular basis. I have pushed 
the envelope and stayed alive. I feel it’s very 
important, though, to challenge the informa-
tion you get on blogs, etc. There’s the govern-
ment’s version of events and then there was 
reality. The two are not the same. You have to 
be there. You can’t do it from afar. 


