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After 55 years as a reporter, foreign correspondent, editor and columnist, A. M. Rosenthal spent his last working day at The New York Times yesterday packing up his memories the only way he knew how: by writing about them.

Mr. Rosenthal ended a run of nearly 13 years on the newspaper's Op-Ed page with a column that appears today, looking back on a career that made him one of the most influential figures in American journalism in the last half of this century.

''I've seen happier days,'' he acknowledged in an interview.

But there was one word that he said he would never use to describe his new status. Don't dare to whisper ''retirement,'' he said, recalling what Barbara Walters, an old friend, told him a few weeks ago when it became clear that his weekly column, ''On My Mind,'' was near an end.

''She said to me, 'But Abe, you're starting fresh,' '' he said. ''And I suddenly realized, of course I was. Then I realized that I'm not going alone. I'm taking my head with me. I'm going to stay alive intellectually.''

Mr. Rosenthal, 77 and universally known as Abe, said he intended to continue ''writing journalistically,'' though at this point he had no specific plans. ''I want to remain a columnist,'' he said.

There was an unmistakable end-of-an-era feel to the announcement yesterday that Mr. Rosenthal would leave a newspaper that, family aside, had been his life. Indeed, during his 17 years as its chief editor, until he stepped down in 1986 with the title of executive editor, ''Rosenthal'' and ''The Times'' were pretty much synonyms for many readers -- often, though not always, with their approval.

Abraham Michael Rosenthal brought raw intelligence and enormous passion to the job, qualities that were apparent from his first days at The Times, as a part-time campus correspondent at City College in the 1940's. The college was tuition-free in those days, and a good thing, too, said Mr. Rosenthal, who was born in Canada and grew up in poverty in the Bronx. ''Free tuition was more than I could afford,'' he said yesterday.

After becoming a full-time reporter in 1944, he covered the fledgling United Nations. Then, from 1954 to 1963, he was a foreign correspondent, based in India, Poland and Japan. Covering India was a personal high point. But it was in Poland, whose Communist rulers expelled him in 1959, that he won a Pulitzer Prize.

It was also where he wrote an article for The New York Times Magazine that, among the thousands he produced, contained a passage that some quote to this day. He had been to the Nazi death camp at Auschwitz.

''And so,'' he wrote, ''there is no news to report from Auschwitz. There is merely the compulsion to write something about it, a compulsion that grows out of a restless feeling that to have visited Auschwitz and then turned away without having said or written anything would be a most grievous act of discourtesy to those who died there.''

The passion in that paragraph carried into his time as editor.

On his watch, in 1971, The Times published the so-called Pentagon Papers, a secret government history of the Vietnam War. That led to a landmark Supreme Court decision upholding the primacy of the press over government attempts to impose ''prior restraint'' on what it may print.

Under Mr. Rosenthal, the once-ponderous Times became a far livelier paper. Major innovations were quickly copied at other newspapers, notably special sections on lifestyles and science that were introduced in the 1970's. But his biggest accomplishment, in his view, was keeping ''the paper straight,'' which meant keeping the news columns free of writing that he felt stumbled into editorial judgment.

On that score, he did not lack for critics. With his passion came dark moods and a soaring temper. Mr. Rosenthal made many journalists' careers. But he also undid some. Even now, years after his editorship, his defenders and his attackers talk about him with equal vehemence.

Mr. Rosenthal agreed yesterday that people tended not to be neutral about him. Many will be saddened by his departure from The Times. ''And,'' he said, ''there'll be people dancing.''

His column on the Op-Ed page, which first appeared on Jan. 6, 1987, often stirred similar emotions among readers. Over the years, recurring themes emerged: Israel's security needs, human rights violations around the world, this country's uphill war against drugs.

He focused on those themes once more for his final column. Then he turned to the mundane task of packing up mementos as well as memories. Off the wall came a framed government document from the 1950's attesting that the Canadian had become an American. It was, he said with a cough to beat back rising emotions, among his most valuable possessions.
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