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“A CAMERA AND A BRUSH” 
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

On the morning of January 24, 1934, a freshman at the 
University of Arizona armed with a camera that had been 
a birthday present from his sister, rushed to downtown 
Tucson to shoot some photos of a fire at the Old 
Congress Hotel. One of his photos was of a hotel guest 
who was trying to get back into the burning building to 
retrieve his suitcase. Three days later he found out that 
the guest was the notorious bank robber, John Dillinger. 
Unfortunately, after turning the film over to the 
newspaper the film was lost forever and the photos never 
printed. The photographer was David Douglas Duncan. 
This incident soon turned a hobby into a career. Duncan 
would go on to become one of the greatest 
photojournalists of the 20th century. 

	  

	  
	  

After graduating from college in 1938, he was selling 
photo stories to nationwide newspapers and National 
Geographic magazine while sharpening his skills that 
would take him to worldwide recognition during the 
following sixty years. 
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Duncan worked as a freelance photographer for the next 
five years. On February 17, 1943, Duncan joined the 
Marine Corps. He went through OCS at Quantico, was 
commissioned a second lieutenant and became a photo 
specialist. He was shipped to the South Pacific. He 
fought alongside Fijian guerrillas behind enemy lines on 
Bougainville and filmed fighter/bomber attacks during 
the Battle for Okinawa. He shot these pictures from a 
Plexiglas nose pod hung beneath the wing of a P-38. 
Duncan was decorated with the Distinguished Flying 
Cross, the Legion of Merit, the Air Medal with two gold 
stars, and the Purple Heart. He would rise to the rank of 
lieutenant colonel in the Marine Corps Reserve. 

	  

	  
	  

On September 2, 1945, he photographed the Japanese 
surrender ceremonies aboard the USS Missouri. 

	  

	  
	  

After the war, he was hired by Life Magazine and his 
nomad life began.  He took his cameras to Palestine 
reporting on the terrorist battles between the Jews and 
the British Army. In April of 1947, he was the only 
western photographer to cover the Red Army takeover of 
Bulgaria. 



Page 3 	  

Two weeks before India was partitioned, Duncan was 
there. He was in Lord Mountbatten’s study. He took a 
picture. Gandhi and Mountbatten are sitting in two well- 
stuffed leather chairs and smiling at each other. 
Mountbatten is dressed in sartorial splendor and Gandhi 
is dressed like an untouchable wearing only a white  
piece of cloth around his waist. Duncan writes, “Though 
an empire dies, a new world is born.” 

	  

	  
	  

The Korean War started on Sunday, June 25, 1950. Isn’t 
that the day that all wars start – when the military is least 
prepared? 

	  

	  
	  

Duncan arrived in Korea three days later and traveled 
south as the U.S. Army was pushed back to an area in 
the corner of southeast Korea known as the Pusan 
Perimeter. The Marines have arrived and have been 
fighting since August 11th. It is now the afternoon of 
September 5th. Duncan is embedded with B Company, 
5th Marine Regiment, 1st Marine Division, commanded 
by Captain Ike Fenton. The young captain had to attack 
and take a hill to his front and then hold it. It is raining. 
Duncan called this piece of ground No-Name Ridge. 
The young captain attacks and causalities are high. 
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It is late afternoon and the North Koreans have been 
pushed off the hilltop. Fenton knows they will come 
back, but he has no ammo, no reinforcements and no 
communication with other units. He is drenched, water 
is running down his dirty, bearded face and he has that 
thousand-yard stare. Fenton’s company has been 
fighting for twenty-five straight days. Duncan takes his 
picture; this picture captures the mixture of exhaustion, 
courage and steely determination of the men he led. This 
picture will have a story of its own. 

	  

	  
	  

Fenton reorganizes his men and waits. The battle 
however is over. Reinforcements and ammunition 
finally arrive. The enemy does not attack. 

	  
	  

Since August 11th through September 5th, Fenton’s 
company had suffered 151 casualties including 27 dead 
and 9 missing. 

	  

	  
	  

The next morning the Marines were trucked to Pusan; 
they were going back into the amphibious assault 
business. MacArthur’s amphibious seizure of Inchon by 
the Marines on September 15 was the high water mark 
of his career. No other major attack from the sea in the 
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twentieth century – not even Normandy – had such an 
immediate strategic effect on a war. 

	  

	  
	  

The Marines landed and took Inchon and crossed the 
Han River on September 20th. They were now standing 
at the back door to Seoul. 

	  
	  

On September 23rd, Duncan received a copy of Life 
Magazine which the editors in New York had rushed to 
him through their news bureau in Tokyo. The picture of 
Captain Ike Fenton with the thousand yard stare was 
prominently displayed in the magazine. He showed the 
picture to Fenton. He smiled. 

	  

	  
	  

Millions of Americans saw Fenton’s picture in Life 
Magazine including Fenton’s parents. They were 
shocked, as Ike was their only surviving son. His 
younger brother was killed in action on Okinawa. Ike 
wasn’t supposed to be placed in direct danger and they 
had no idea that he was leading a rifle company in 
combat. 

	  

	  
	  

Fenton’s father was no ordinary person. He was Marine 
Brigadier General Francis Fenton, Sr. and he did 
something no Marine general has ever done. He went 
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through official channels and asked that his son be taken 
out of harm’s way and sent back to the States. When the 
battle for Seoul was over, the Commandant ordered Ike 
Fenton home. Duncan and Fenton would remain 
lifelong friends. 

	  

	  
	  

Seoul was taken in less than two weeks. With most of 
the North Koreans trapped between the Inchon invaders 
and the U.S. Army pushing north from the south of 
Korea, the Korean War should have ended there. 
Duncan left Korea assuming the war was about over. 

	  

	  
	  

Mac Arthur however decided to invade North Korea. 
The 1st Marine Division was taken by ship to Wosan on 
the east coast of North Korea.  From there they would 
head north to the Yalu River. Mac Arthur would gamble 
and Mac Arthur would lose. 

	  

	  
	  

Duncan was vacationing in New York when he got the 
call. It was the morning of November 29th. The 15,000 
men of the 1st Marine Division were surrounded by 
100,000 Chinese at a place called Chosin Reservoir just 
south of the Yalu River. The temperature had dropped to 
30 below zero. There are many casualties. Duncan 
leaves New York. He arrives in Korea several days later 
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but he can’t get to Chosin Reservoir. The only road to 
the Reservoir is cut off and helicopters can only fly two 
passengers. Finally on December 4th, the Marine 
engineers complete a small landing strip at Hagaru on 
the south end of Chosin Reservoir and Duncan flies in. 
The 1st Marine Division is ready to fight their way to the 
sea. 

	  

	  
	  

Duncan and his camera will march out with the Marines. 
As the Marines are fighting down the road, it is stop and 
go. Some fires are built along the side of the road. Men 
are trying to heat cans of rations. Duncan sees a Marine. 
His face is savaged by frostbite and he is layered in 
clothing. It is bitter cold. He is holding a can of beans. 

	  

	  
	  

Duncan asks the Marine, “What would you want if you 
could have any wish?” 

	  

	  
	  

Duncan writes, “The Marine continues to stand 
motionless, with empty eyes”. 

	  

	  
	  

Duncan takes his picture. 
	  

	  
	  

Finally, the Marine says, “Give me tomorrow.” 
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Duncan’s photo, one of the war’s most famous, captures 
the brutal suffering of the Marines at Chosin Reservoir. 

	  

	  
	  

For the last sixty years, the Marine Corps has been 
trying to identify the Marine in the picture. They can’t. 
Was he killed, captured or missing in action? No one 
knows. 

	  
	  
	  

Duncan and the Marines reached the sea on December 
11th. Christmas would come early for the Marines of the 
1st Marine Division. 

	  

	  
	  

From the beginning of the Korean War on June 25th 
through the battle of Chosin Reservoir, Duncan shot over 
3,500 photographs. He never glorified war. He always 
showed the unvarnished, raw reality of combat and in  
the faces of the men he photographed, you always saw 
the presence of the unholy trinity: fear, filth, and fatigue. 
Duncan is considered to be the greatest combat 
photographer of the Korean War. 

	  

	  
	  

Duncan gathered his Korean photographs into a book, 
“This is War”, which was published in 1951. It is his 
first book. Throughout the spring and summer of 1953, 
he focused his cameras and typewriter on the French 
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colonial war in Southeast Asia and wrote a controversial 
article for Life Magazine entitled “Indochina All But 
Lost”. The political leaders in Washington and Paris 
were furious and called Duncan a defeatist. Nine 
months later the French lost the battle for Dien Bein Phu 
and their colonial empire in Indochina. 

	  

	  
	  

The famous combat photographer, Robert Capa, who 
had covered the Spanish Civil War and World War II 
worked for Life and he was also a friend of Duncan’s. 
Capa promised to introduce him to Pablo Picasso. The 
introduction was never made because on May 25, 1954, 
Robert Capa was on assignment with Life in Indochina 
when he stepped on a landmine and was killed. 

	  

	  
	  

Two years later, Duncan was in the South of France and 
thought, “What the hell, I’ll call Picasso”. Picasso said 
to come over and so Duncan showed up at Picasso’s villa 
with his camera. He was greeted by the gardener and 
shown inside. He heard a voice from another room 
shout, “Come in”. He walked into the bathroom. In the 
tub was Picasso and standing outside the tub fully 
dressed and scrubbing his back was his mistress, 
Jacqueline Roque. Duncan took his first picture of 
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Picasso. It was February 8, 1956. Picasso was 75 and 
Jacqueline was 29. 

	  

	  
	  

Duncan would share a special relationship with Picasso 
which would last until Picasso’s death in 1973. His 
first book about Picasso, “The Private World of Pablo 
Picasso”, was published in 1958. 

	  

	  
	  

In 1961, Duncan stopped by Picasso’s villa. While 
there, Picasso unlocked a room in the villa and showed 
him the greatest, unrecorded treasure in modern art. 

	  

	  
	  

Duncan writes, “Paintings ranging from nine feet wide 
to a few inches square lined the walls, covered the 
floors, were stacked on tables and disconnected 
radiators”. 

	  

	  
	  

There were more paintings in other rooms; over five 
hundred paintings were in the villa. Most of the 
paintings only Picasso and a few of his closest friends 
had ever seen. 

	  

	  
	  

Duncan writes, “Finally, with many stacks of paintings 
still untouched, Picasso called a halt – we headed 
downstairs for lunch. I said that the unknown paintings 
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would make a tremendous picture story and without 
turning or stopping, Picasso called back, “Fine! But only 
in color”. 

	  

	  
	  

It takes Duncan six months to photograph these 
treasures. Duncan publishes the book, “Picasso’s 
Picassos” in 1961. One hundred and two of these 
masterpieces are in color. In the back of the book, over 
five hundred paintings in black and white are reproduced 
in chronological order from 1895 – 1961. 

	  

	  
	  

Duncan estimated what half of the earnings would be 
from the sale of the book and sent Picasso a check for 
$10,000. Weeks later, Duncan returned to Picasso’s 
villa. Picasso took the check out of the envelope and 
with a crayon, drew a wavy line across the face of the 
check and then turned it over. On the back, he drew an 
applauding faun along the length of the check and wrote 
“Picasso for Duncan 10-1-62” and gave the check back 
to Duncan. 

	  

	  
	  

Today, the back of that check is worth a lot more than 
the front. 
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In 1962, Duncan builds a home in Valbonne in the South 
of France, close to Mougins where Picasso spent his last 
12 years. 

	  

	  
	  

Duncan and Picasso had a great relationship.  Picasso 
would call Duncan “Ishmael” and Duncan would call 
Picasso “the Maestro”. One day, Duncan arrives at 
Picasso’s villa and gives him a photograph he had taken 
of Picasso. He studies the picture and then walks over to 
a long table where he keeps his art supplies. He takes a 
pair of scissors and cuts off the top of the head just  
above the eyes and then cuts the photograph just below 
the eyes. All that is left is a pair of eyes. Duncan is 
dumbfounded. Picasso takes the eyes and glues them to 
a big piece of canvas. Then on another piece of canvas, 
he draws a large snow owl and cuts out the eyes. He 
places the owl over the photograph of his eyes and glues 
the two canvases together. And voila you have a  
drawing of a snow owl with Picasso’s eyes. 

	  

	  
	  

In 1967 with the Vietnam War going full blast, Duncan 
returns to Vietnam to photograph the Marines. He goes 
to Con Thien in October of that year and then to Khe 
Sanh in February 1968. The Marines were surrounded at 
the Khe Sanh for eighty-eight days; the longest battle of 



Page 13 	  

the Vietnam War. Duncan would take pictures in this 
miserable place for eight days. Upon returning to the 
States, Duncan would express his outrage at what was 
happening at Khe Sanh and in all of Vietnam and wrote 
the book, “I Protest”. 

	  

	  
	  

By the early 1970s, Duncan had retired from commercial 
photo assignments and that left him more time to focus 
on his book projects. 

	  

	  
	  

Between 1951 and 2006, Duncan published twenty-six 
books including seven books on Picasso. 

	  

	  
	  

In the early nineties, Duncan spent several years trying 
to find a future home for his complete archive of photos 
and stories. This would be offered as a gift but he had 
no takers. One day, Stanley Marcus, the marketing 
genius of Dallas based Neiman Marcus, walked into 
Duncan’s house in France. After a short conversation, 
Marcus asked Duncan what he was going to do with his 
life’s work. Duncan said no one wanted it. Marcus 
asked if he might use the phone and he called The Harry 
Ransom Humanities Research Center in Austin, Texas 
and said, that he’d like to make, a little suggestion. 
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Three months later, six thousand pounds of photos, 
negatives, notebooks, and gifts from Picasso were 
shipped to The Harry Ransom Center in Austin, Texas. 

	  

	  
	  

Duncan and Picasso were two of the greatest artists of 
the twentieth century: one used a camera, the other a 
brush. And for Duncan, it all started by taking a 
photograph of John Dillinger. 

	  

	  
	  

David Douglas Duncan is 97 years old and lives in 
Valbonne, France. 

Nick Ragland 
	  

	  
	  

P.S. An addendum to this paper, I have included four 
photographs: 

1. Ike Fenton with the thousand-yard stare 
2. The unidentified Marine at Chosin Reservoir 
3. Duncan’s $10,000 check 
4. Picasso’s snow owl 
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