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n

o
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v
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a
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N

e
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ta
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Ite
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 T
h
e iro

n
y
 in

 last 
w

eek
's m

ilitary
 fu

n
eral fo

r Jo
h

n
 P

au
l 

V
an

n
 at A

rlin
g
to

n
 N

atio
n
al C

em
etery

 
w

as the prom
inence of cabinet m

em
bers 

an
d

 fo
u

r-star g
en

erals sy
m

b
o

lizin
g

 th
e 

very establishm
entarians w

hose bungling 
in Indochina he battled for a decade. 

L
ik

e th
e fu

n
eral, m

an
y

 eu
lo

g
ies h

av
e 

distorted V
ann's unique role in V

ietnam
. 

H
aw

k
s h

av
e p

ain
ted

 h
im

 as a su
p
erp

a-
triot, bravely but sim

plistically questing 

John P
aul V

ann 
D

edication and Iconoclasm
 

m
ade bim

 indispensable 

after m
ilitary

 v
icto

ry
. D

o
v

es h
av

e d
e-

p
icted

 h
im

 as a fo
rm

er critic o
f th

e w
ar 

so
m

eh
o
w

 co
rru

p
ted

 b
y
 p

o
w

er in
to

 em
-

bracing w
hat had once disillusioned him

. 
T

h
e facts are d

ram
atically

 d
ifferen

t. 
B

esides being one of the very few
 heroic 

fig
u
res to

 em
erg

e fro
m

 th
e w

ar, V
an

n
 

fro
m

 th
e
 first to

 th
e
 la

st w
a
s a

 n
o
n
-

co
n
fo

rm
ist critic o

f trag
ically

 m
istak

en
 

policies that m
oved S

aigon and W
ashing-

to
n
. A

t th
e en

d
, p

erfo
rm

in
g
 essen

tially
 

m
ilitary

 d
u

ties fo
rm

erly
 en

tru
sted

 to
 a 

lieutenant-general, V
ann had not changed 

h
is critical o

u
tlo

o
k
 as an

 o
b
scu

re lieu
-

ten
an

t-co
lo

n
el ; a d

ecad
e earlier. T

h
at 

h
ard

, critical v
iew

 is h
is leg

acy
. 

A
voided c

ritic
is

m
 

W
h
at ch

an
g
ed

 w
as V

an
n
's d

iscretio
n
. 

A
lthough still outspoken, V

ann realized 
in 1970 that A

m
bassador E

llsw
orth B

unk-
er in S

aigon w
ould sack him

 at the next 
o

u
tb

u
rst. K

n
o

w
in

g
 h

is in
flu

en
ce w

o
u

ld
 

ab
ru

p
tly

 en
d
 if h

e b
ecam

e a d
ism

issed
 

rebel, V
ann avoided public criticism

. B
ut 

talking privately to us late into the night 
at cam

p
sites in

 th
e V

ietn
am

ese w
ild

-
nerness, V

ann left no doubt he felt anti-
C

om
m

unist forces in V
ietnam

 had m
ade 

a m
ess o

f it. 
M

ost im
portant, V

ann deeply believed 
5

0
,0

0
0

 A
m

erican
 liv

es lo
st in

 V
ietn

am
 

w
ere tragically unnecessary. H

e felt that 
if P

resident Johnson in 1965 had fixed as 
h

ard
 U

.S
. p

o
licy

 th
e p

rev
en

tio
n

 o
f a 

C
o
m

m
u
n
ist tak

eo
v
er an

d
 n

o
th

in
g
 m

o
re, 

as few
 as 100,000 U

.S
. troops w

ould have 
sufficed. 

B
u
t th

at w
o
u
ld

 h
av

e req
u
ired

 im
m

ed
i-

ate stren
g
th

erft o
f th

e S
o
u
th

 V
ietn

am
-

ese A
rm

y (A
R

.01) —
 in effect, V

ietnam
- 

R
ow

land E
vans 

and 
R

ob
ert N

ovak
 

izatio
n

 fo
u

r y
ears b

efo
re it cam

e. A
s a 

lieu
ten

an
t-co

lo
n
el in

 th
e early

 1
9
6
0
s, 

V
ann urged arm

ing A
R

V
N

 w
ith M

-16 au-
to

m
atic rifles in

 p
lace o

f o
b

so
lete M

-1
 

carbines. T
he P

entagon refused, forcing 
A

R
V

N
 to lag behind w

ell-equipped U
.S

. 
troops, w

ho then did m
ost of the fighting 

—
 and dying. 

M
o

re
 respectable 

W
ith the advent of R

ichard M
. N

ixon 
and V

ietnam
ization in 196'9, V

ann's view
s 

b
ecam

e m
o
re resp

ectab
le an

d
 h

is v
o
ice 

m
o
re p

o
w

erfu
l. B

u
t h

e criticized
 th

e 
slo

w
 U

.S
. tro

o
p

 w
ith

d
raw

al an
d

 arg
u

ed
 

u
n
su

ccessfu
lly

 w
ith

 G
en

. C
r eig

h
t o

n
 

A
b
ram

s an
d
 th

e P
en

tag
o
n
 ag

ain
st k

eep
-

ing tens of thousands of A
m

erican com
-

bat soldiers in a useless residual role. 
H

is p
riv

ate ire in
 recen

t y
ears w

as 
strongest against P

resident N
guyen V

an 
T

hieu and his intim
ate relationship w

ith 
A

m
b
assad

o
r B

u
n
k
er. W

h
ereas th

e em
-

bassy in S
aigon view

ed T
hieu as the best 

V
ietnam

ese leader available to the U
.S

., 
V

ann felt his political intrigues undercut 
th

e w
ar effo

rt. In
 o

fficial circles, h
e 

m
ade no secret he felt B

unker w
as m

uch 
too soft on T

hieu. 
S

pecifically, V
ann never forgave B

unk-
er for not fighting T

hieu's im
prisonm

ent  

o
f o

p
p
o
sitio

n
 lead

er T
ran

 N
g
o
c C

h
au

 
("

o
n
e
 o

f th
e
 g

re
a
te

st m
e
n
 I e

v
e
r 

k
n

ew
"). T

o
 V

an
n

, T
h

ieu
's p

erem
p

to
ry

 
personnel policies w

ere steeped in crass 
politics and, therefore, dam

aged the w
ar 

effort. 
V

ann often said U
.S

. m
ilitary interven-

tion in V
ietnam

 should have been contin-
o

u
sly

 su
p

p
lie

d
 b

y
 se

a
 ra

th
e
r th

a
n

 
th

ro
u

g
h

 th
e g

arg
an

tu
an

 lo
g

istical ap
p

a-
ratu

s th
at o

v
erflo

w
ed

 S
o
u
th

 V
ietn

am
. 

A
cres and acres of now

-deserted cam
ps 

w
ere seen

 b
y

 h
im

 as m
u

te testim
o

n
y

 to
 

th
e stu

p
id

ity
 o

f A
m

erican
 m

ilitary
 b

u
-

reau
crats. H

e d
esp

ised
 th

e arm
ch

air 
generals in their air-conditioned officers' 
clubs and loathed those F

oreign S
ervice 

officers assigned to the pacification pro-
gram

 w
ho valiantly tried never to hear a 

sh
o
t fire

d
 in

 a
n
g
e
r. In

 re
tu

rn
, th

e
y
 

v
iew

ed
 V

an
n
 as a p

o
p
-o

ff w
h
o
 d

id
 n

o
t 

p
lay

 b
y
 th

e ru
les. 

B
eating the system

 
W

hat dism
ayed them

 m
ost w

as V
ann's 

talen
t at b

eatin
g
 th

e b
u
reau

cratic sy
s-

tem
. A

g
ain

st G
en

. A
b

ram
s' w

ish
es, h

e 
piloted his ow

n helicopter —
 perhaps en-

suring his death in battle but giving him
 

a m
obility unequalled am

ong senior offi-
cials. L

ast y
ear, h

e n
am

ed
 a ju

n
io

r F
o
r-

eig
n
 S

erv
ice o

fficer as h
is d

ep
u
ty

 fo
r 

pacification, overriding determ
ined S

tate 
D

epartm
ent opposition. 

It w
as this rare m

arriage of dedication 
and iconoclasm

 that m
ade V

ann indispen-
sab

le. In
 assessin

g
 V

an
n
's d

eath
, th

at is 
th

e essen
tial p

o
in

t to
 b

e m
ad

e, b
ecau

se 
fq

 co
m

b
in

atio
n

 is so
 sad

ly
 lack

in
g

 in
 

the m
isery of V

ietnam
. 
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