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50 years since the New York Times stunned the world
Someone reminded me the 

other day that it’s been 50 

years – a half-century – since 

the Pentagon Papers were 

dumped in America’s lap and 

blew up like a grenade in the 

world that was America in 

Age of Aquarius  

It was a Sunday, June 13, 

1971,to be exact, that The 

New York Times stunned 

everyone — war mongers, 

peaceniks, hippies and yip-

pies, journalists, historians 

and regular folks —  by pub-

lishing a front page story and 

three full pages inside  re-

porting on a top secret  study 

of the Vietnam mess and 

how it got that way.  

It told us what we did not 

want to know  — and, more 

importantly, what the gov-

ernment didn’t want us to 

know –about how we had 

sunk into the quagmire of 

Southeast Asia, specifically 

Vietnam, and how we had 

lost nearly 50,000 young 

American men and women 

fighting an ill-defined war in 

an ill-defined way for ill-de-

fined reasons. 

Seven thousand pages, ex-

plaining in glaring and gut-

wrenching detail 20 years of 

bungling in the name of 

keeping the world safe for 

democracy, in the name of 

not permitting the dominoes 

of then-obscure Asian na-

tions from falling prey to the 

dreaded Commies. It would 

be another four years and 

thousands more lives before 

the end played itself out in 

the streets of Saigon on April 

30, 1975. Saigon is now 

called Ho Chi Minh City and 

that tells you everything you 

need to know about the last 

days. 

And that Sunday newspa-

per that June morning intro-

duced us to a whole cast of 

characters who would be-

come a part of our national 

conversation for years. 

Daniel Ellsberg, first 

among them. A scholarly 

sort who was a civilian 

working in the Pentagon.  In-

deed, he was an author of 

what was properly named 

“The Report of the Office of 

the Secretary of Defense 

Vietnam Task Force.” But no 

one called it that, then or 

now. It was the Pentagon Pa-

pers and still is. 

Neil Sheehan,  a tough and 

smart and experienced re-

porter for The New York 

Times who was approached 

and trusted by Daniel Ells-

berg. Sheehan had been 

there, to Vietnam, to the 

killing fields and the press 

briefings on body counts and 

other fantasies.  

Those first hours after 

Ellsberg followed the dic-

tates of his conscience have 

been recorded and retold, 

most recently in Steven 

Spielberg’s 2017 movie, 

“The Post,” in which he tells 

of the personal courage of 

Katharine Graham and Ben 

Bradlee at the Washington 

Post newspaper,  which also 

had the pile of, yes,  stolen 

documents.  

They were agonizing days, 

those first days after June 13. 

Most notably in the places of 

great power, like The New 

York Times and Washington 

Post, but in smaller places 

like the newsroom of the 

Chronicle-Tribune at Sixth 

and Adams streets here in 

Marion. The newspaper, far 

healthier in those days, 

bought The New York Times 

News Service, which gave 

access to all that was in the 

Times.  

I recall watching the tele-

type clatter on endlessly as it 

delivered the very same hor-

rific history that the New 

Yorkers were reading. To 

publish? Or not to publish? 

The government was angry 

and vindictive about this. 

The Department of Justice 

was seeking court injunc-

tions to halt the second in-

stallment. Certainly, the big 

fish were at risk, but how 

about us guppies and tad-

poles out here in the hus-

tings? Might the feds come 

for us, too?  

But didn’t we have an ob-

ligation? Hadn’t we all read 

the Constitution? Wasn’t this 

about as important a story as 

we would ever see? We had 

colleagues drafted out of our 

news family who were “in 

‘Nam.”  

The Pentagon Papers sud-

denly flowed in all direc-

tions.  Ellsberg? Suddenly a 

household name, but, as 

someone once said, “one 

man’s traitor is another 

man’s patriot,” or words to 

that effect.  

So the big dogs from the 

government and the newspa-

pers all went to the Supreme 

Court, where Justice Byron 

White —  he was known as 

“Whizzer” in his college 

football days – told the ad-

ministration to be very care-

ful. He told them that if the 

government wants to stop 

the presses, it better first get 

the approval of Congress. 

So the Pentagon Papers 

were published. They may 

have hurried the end of the 

war; maybe not. We’ll never 

really know.  

And I went to the base-

ment the other day, to one of 

those boxes of stuff I call my 

archive. And there they 

were, aged and brittle just 

like me:  Those reams of 

teletype paper, typed in all 

capital letters, banged out 

one letter at a time by the 

machine.   

“By Neil Sheehan,” the 

first line reads. And the sec-

ond: “A massive study of 

how the United States went 

to war in Indochina,” and so 

on for a couple of hundred 

thousand words. 

I tucked them back in the 

box. Maybe the grandkids 

will be curious someday.


