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The Vietnam War, in-gil its madden-
ing ambiguity; is an abiding national
obsession. The profusion of articles
and beoks about the war-is proof of
its’ power to simultanecusly haunt and
Fascinate and vet, oddly, It seems the
more we learn the less we under
stand. Questions that were once rhe-
torical now beg for responses-and the

answers has evaporated,
rested in comi i
grips with the: war. finds. thatsthe bet
ter and ‘more popular’ books dbout
Vietnam tend o fall into two: broad
categories, They either take the
sweeping, historical “macro™ view
typified by Stanley Karnow's Hituam
and George C. Herrlng s America’s
Longest War, ot the “micro™ view of
the memair 'or narrm oeused stirdy
esented by Fhilip Caputo’s Rumor
ra;?]narand Michael Herr's fhispatofies.

These complémentary perspectives
possess virtues and unique “insights,
but they offer pictures that'are neces
sarily incomplete.

A new and remarkable contribution
to- the literature of the war- skillfalky
combires the two approaches in away
that's s absorbing as & first-rate His-
torical novel, with no_sacrifice of
scholarship. Neil Shechan's A Brght
Shining Lie: John Popl Vars and
Amsrica ' Vigtnam |5 the astonishing
slory of 4 Courggents AmericEn war
rior who spent the better parl of &
decade fighting the Viet Cong. the
North Vietnamese sod obluse Ameri:
can leaders.

But as its bulk would suggest — the
book contains over 800 pages — A
Bright Skintng Lie is much more than
simply the bicgraphy of a dynamic
swashbuckler who dared to chali_enze
the system of which he was & part
Nann's slory §s the. frame which sup-
pocls and gives shape to Sheehan's
imj)r?ssupl\ detailed and eritical
F the Am litary
h\\m]\cmenl i Yietnam:

The well-documented, flowing
aecount describes how the iragedy
was fucled by Cold War fears, profes-
sional and institutional srrogance,
rampant corruption, willfol deception,
cultural ignorance and plain old-
fashioned stupidity. And the sins were
commitied by everyone, clvilians and

military, Vietnamese and Americamn

Sheehan artfully draws us into the
warld of the charismatic Army lieu-
tenant colonel the way he was drawn
in 2s'a young UPI correspondent
when he first met John Vann in 1962,
We see Vann, then serving as the
senior military adviser to the Army of
the Repubiic of South Vietnam’s
{ARVNG Tth Division in the northern
Mekong Delta, s an astute: and fear-
less Jeader, eager to win the war and
outwardly optimistic,

But his official reports expressed
concern-about the will of the Sauth
Vietnamese: soldier to fight; the relia-
bility- of paMe:? military com-
mangders {whose pri | responsibil-
My Was to protect the Insanély corrupt
Diem regime from coupsh and the wis-
dom of waging a war of atirition. The
commending general, Paul Hawkins,
ignored Vanm's constructive criti-
cisms; the order of the day was'to
accentuate the positive and suppress
the negative in reports that resd as if

v'd been written by an investment
counselor, Truth, the first casually of
war, died the day the war in Vietnam

n.

Out of frustration, Vann went public
with his negative appraizal &fter the
disastrous &nd fafeful batile of Ap
Bag, the first major conflict of the war
o eﬁns& the intractable failings of

¥ sharing his thoughts with report-
2T hm:ludmg, Sheehan and New York
Times correspondent David Halber-
stam, who wrote & profile of Vann in
1963 for Esquire mzgzzine); Vann edu-
cated .8 peneration of war correzpon-
dents to his minority viewpaint of thie
war, and at the same time appeared fo
place his military career in feopardy.
The journalists judged his cutspo-
ken criticisms — the descriptisn of
1he war-as “a bright shining lle" was
Vann's — o be admirable acts of
moral courzge. When he chose retire.
ment [rom the Army in 15963 they
wiewed his renunciation of a general's
star a5 & hsroic protest. against the
mismanagement of our dirty Tittle war,
But @5 Shechan unravels: Vann's
Background — [n (he: process- roveal-
InE the swagzering military ethos that
developed out of World War IT and
which contributed to America's hubris
in Vietnam — it mes clear thal
the legend of John Venn was & papiers
mache image with a dark, empty
space inside. While he possessed
physical and moral courage, he hadnt
gk cn up what hie loved mast, the

Vistnamesa offi

Army, to protest the, fabrications’ and
delusions of the war.

‘With the deftness of a-master story-
telter, Sheehan feases the reader
afong before Tinally disclosing. far
alang Into the book, a despicable
erime for which Vann hiad almost
been couri-martialed apd which
would have prevented him from: ever
being promoted to general.

After an unsatislying stint [n privaie
industry, Vann returned to Vistnam in
1965 == a civilian employee of the
Agency Tor Internationz} Develop-
ment (The Army wouldn't have the
maverick back.) He worked his way up
through the ranks, finally

John Paul Vam;aj center, with Dan Ellsberg, right, and an unidentified

Tl 6 JOmN PALK, VANN

tion' — the phased reduction of
Ameriean troops codpled with 4 trans-
fer of fighting responalhlhl\ to the
ARVN — was the road to suceess.

He died in a helicopter crash in
1972, vainly trving fo make a concept
he'd helped formalate work. In a few
short years be'd been transformed
from 3 man ahead of his time o &
man the Umes had passed by, unable
to redeem a decade’s worth of effort.

While the baliad af John Vann iz the
book's linchpin, the supporting cast of
characters reads like a “Who's Who!"
of the cra. The enlightening vigneties
of the s;n:nter and lesser Iushls zdd a
human

the unprecedented sppnlrprnenL inl
1971, of military commender of 11
C'm"ps the most important of the four:
glons in Vietnhm, With-a brig-:
rgeneral ae o0 Gssisanl-he
finally had the Tevel of command and!
autharity to put his ideas into action.
In an irenic bwist of fate; disillusion--
ment with, the progress of the war-
began growing by leaps and boundsi
after the Tet offensive of 1963 Thus,,
by the time Venn took the command]
he'd always wanted, he was-among]
only a few who believed “Vietnamiza--

the
History of our sad involvement ln Viet-
nam sind #dd drama in & way. that
sustains our interest even though we
kmow-how it's all going-to end. In
depleling both-the lighl and dark side
of Vann's charzcter and the benighted
Izadership that was the norm
the war, Sheehan: has brillizntly illu-
minated a-zhadowy corner of
America’s closet with his bright shin-
ing: light of a book Watch the rats
scatter.
Dercae, @ freedance reviewer, seroed
i Fiefrians with the UL.8, Army i 1970,




