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A Library of Congress Resource:  

The Papers of John Paul Vann and Neil Sheehan 1
John Paul Vann Traveled in Vietnam for the first time in March 1962 as a lieutenant colonel in the United States Army, volunteering to serve as senior adviser to a South Vietnamese infantry division south of Saigon.2   His tour of duty was a stormy one; he disagreed strongly with the way the South Vietnamese Army and its American advisers were conducting the war, and he leaked his opinions to the press.  Vann decided to retire from the army shortly after his Vietnam tour was completed in 1963.

As a civilian he continued to speak out about the war and in 1965 returned to Vietnam as a civilian provincial pacification representative for the Agency for International Development.  Because of his leadership qualities and his dedication to winning the war, Vann gained increasing authority over the pacification effort--the program to eliminate Communist influence among Vietnam's peasantry and build rural loyalty to Saigon Government.  By 1971 Vann was the most important American in Vietnam after the ambassador and the commanding general in Saigon.  In early June 1972 Vann died when his helicopter crashed on a rainy, foggy night in the mountains of the Central Highlands of Vietnam


Neil Sheehan, who had been a reporter in Vietnam and had known Vann, attended the lieutenant colonel's funeral in Arlington Cemetery and decided that he would write a book about Vann and the Vietnam War.  Sheehan later said, "Van's 10-year span in Vietnam encapsulated the American venture there…[He] epitomized the way we like to think of ourselves in his drive to succeed, his unwillingness to admit defeat, his personal fearlessness…  He was full of good intentions, many of them misguided.  In the end, he was driven by illusion, just as our war in Vietnam was fueled by illusions. 3"  Sheehan planned to write the biography in several years, but the book, A Bright Shining Lie: John Paul Vann and American in Vietnam (New York, 1988) was sixteen years in the making.  Sheehan's hard work was rewarded when A Bright Shining Lie won the Pulitzer Prize for nonfiction, the National Book Award, The Columbia Journalism Award, a Robert Hillman Award, and a special achievement award from the Vietnam Veterans of America.


John Paul Vann's papers were the primary source of written material for Sheehan's book.  They were given to him by Vann's family when the officer's belongings were shipped home from Vietnam.  The classified documents and letters in the papers were sent originally to the United States Military History Institute at Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania, and later Sheehan obtained declassified copies under the Freedom of Information Act.  Sheehan supplemented Vann's papers with other materials gathered during the course of his research.  In the 2990 the author deposited all of these manuscripts, totaling approximately fifty thousand items in the Library of Congress, where they are identifies as the Vann-Sheehan Papers.


The largest part of the collection consists of Vann's copies of thousands of pages of military and government memoranda, documents, letters, orders, command guidance, and studies (mainly originally classified and now declassified) dealing with the Vietnam War.  Many of these documents were either written by Vann or his staff or received from other United States military or government agencies operating in Vietnam.  To these were added copies of other documents Sheehan collected, including large sections of the "Pentagon Papers" leaked to the New York Times by Daniel Ellsberg.  (Parts of the "Pentagon Papers" were later published, but Sheehan to the complete collection.)  Ellsberg and Vann had a close relationship, and their extensive correspondence contained in the papers includes frank appraisals about the conduct of the war and the tactics of the United States.  Present as well is Vann's correspondence with other policymakers, military professionals and scholars of security matters.


Vann's candid view of the war is conveyed in a talk he gave to Unites States officials in early 1968 stressing that permanent American military success was dependent upon the creation of an effective Vietnamese government.  Vann said,

Those military men of the U.S. side look at the attrition of the enemy and say that he cannot stand those casualties, therefore he must collapse.  I thing they are failing to realize that the Communists obviously feel that it is a fair trade off if they lose 5 to 1.  They thing that they can lose their 50,000 dead a year easier than the Americans can lost their 10,000 dead a year.  I strongly suspect they are correct because the Vietnamese coffins don't go home--the American coffins do…Attrition is a factor that is under the control of the enemy.  More than two-thirds of the enemy deaths result from their attacking our positions--this means that the attrition factor is more under their control than it is under ours.  …Progress [thus far in the war] is related primarily to the American Military effort on one hand and to the mistakes of the enemy on the other.  This means that it is progress, which is subject to regression as Americans move out…  It is hoped that the Vietnamese will take over and make is permanent progress, but it can be, and it is, often very misleading.  The only progress, which is considered significant in Vietnam, is progress, which is associated with the effort of the Vietnamese Government.  That progress thus far has been meager and very disappointing. 4 


The papers also document Vann's military career prior to Vietnam, his personal life, and his participation in the 1964 American presidential campaign in the period between his retirement from the army and his later return to Vietnam as a civilian adviser.  Included are some family and military-related photographs.


The collection contains more than 600 audiocassettes of interviews that Sheehan conducted with 170 Americans and Vietnamese who worked with Vann or who played important roles in the war.  In addition to the taped interviews, Sheehan conducted unrecorded interviews with several hundred other persons.  Those interviewed, to name just a few, include generals Tran Ba Di and Frank Clay, colonels George Jacobson and Irvin Kent, Capt. Donald Hudson, reporters Joseph Alsop, and Peter Braestrup. Sgt. First Class Bobby Carter, White house official George Christian, William Colby of the Central Intelligence Agency and diplomats Ellsworth Bunker and Philip Habib.  In some cases, the interview files contain letters clarifying points in the interview or other documentation relating to the informant.  Several hundred pages of diplomatic cables between the United States Embassy and the State Department, also complement Sheehan's interviews with Bunker, United States Ambassador to Vietnam during much of the war.  Sheehan filled 185 reporter's notebooks while researching A Bright and Shining Lie between the years 1972 and 1986, and he also prepared individual files on specific incidents, battles, issues and themes.  A representative file might contain Sheehan's own notes, military or governmental reports, memos, maps, after-action reports, case studies, extracts from interviews, and correspondence with people involved.

The papers also contain thousands of pages of Sheehan's files collected during his years as a United Press International (UPI) correspondent in Vietnam (1962-1964).  These files contain the original drafts of stories filed by Sheehan and other correspondents, background files Sheehan maintained in Vietnam regarding incidents and activities, and professional correspondence between the Saigon UPI Bureau, to which Sheehan was assigned, and other UPI reporters and bureaus.


The documentation on the American role in the Vietnam War held by the National Archives, United States military and civilian agencies, and private repositories is vast; its very bulk is daunting and a barrier to comprehending the war.  What gives the Vann-Sheehan Papers their unusual value is that Vann, one of the war's key figures, sorted and retained only the most important papers discarding the bulk of routine and trivial documentation.  Moreover, Sheehan's files supplement Vann's with an immensely valuable array of interviews and complementary documentation.  For these reasons, the Vann-Sheehan Papers will be a particularly attractive source of information for scholars researching the Vietnam War.
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