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			“Powerful and deeply moving, this is a war story like no other. If the first duty of every citizen is to remember, Unwavering will remind us of those captured or missing in Vietnam, and the remarkable women who kept faith with them for more than half a century.”

			–Rick Atkinson, bestselling and Pulitzer Prize-winning author of seven works of narrative military history, including The British Are Coming, The Guns at Last Light, The Day of Battle, An Army at Dawn, The Long Gray Line, In the Company of Soldiers, and Crusade

			 

			“This is a brilliantly written, beautifully emotive, and utterly accurate portrait of the families left behind during America’s long war in Vietnam. It reads like a suspenseful work of fiction, and tugs at the heart—but is also full of rock-solid policy recommendations. Every word is true, and this is a book every military family should cherish.”

			–Admiral James Stavridis, USN (Ret), former Supreme Allied Commander at NATO and author of To Risk It All: Nine Conflicts and the Crucible of Decision

			 

			“A cinematic recounting of how the wives of POW/MIAs during the Vietnam War compelled U.S. policy changes, forced tradition-bound military services to adapt, and ultimately, inspired other countries to seek answers to their missing loved ones. A beautifully written and enthralling story that amply displays these ladies’ courage and strength.”

			–Dr. George J. Veith, author of Drawn Swords in a Distant Land: South Vietnam’s Shattered Dreams

			 

			“With a brisk economy and verve, Taylor Kiland and Judy Gray tell a little-known story of love and devotion that deserves our attention and admiration. Unwavering: The Wives Who Fought to Ensure No Man Is Left Behind is a tremendously moving account of the wives of American POWs and MIAs, whose advocacy for their husbands was unflagging, inspiring, and effective. Their actions bulldozed military and civilian bureaucracies into making their loved ones’ treatment and return home with honor a national priority. For the courage and faithfulness they exhibited toward that end, they, like their husbands, deserve to be remembered as American heroes.” 

			–Mark Salter, former chief of staff and coauthor for Sen. John McCain

			 

			“Taylor Kiland and Judy Gray have chronicled—as no one else has—the dramatic, heart-rending saga of a small band of unlikely heroines who came to reshape US foreign policy. While very diverse in backgrounds and personalities, they united around the common cause and soon learned how to call public attention to the plight of their men, and to bring pressure to bear on the government to take action. I witnessed firsthand their impact when I served as Director of the Defense Intelligence Agency in the early 1990s. This is a compelling, enlightening, and readable narrative of how these courageous crusaders forged a new benchmark for U.S. policy on POW/MIAs.”

			–Lt. Gen. James Clapper, U.S. Air Force (Ret.) and former Director of National Intelligence

			 

			“A heartbreaking, compelling story of a group of courageous military wives forced by circumstance to simultaneously confront a staid military culture and an indifferent political bureaucracy to create transparency and find the truth about their missing and captured husbands. In doing so, they created the art of the possible where military leaders and politicians had failed. More importantly, they established a new standard of care and responsibility for our military forces that operate in harm’s way. As a nation we should all be grateful.”

			–Thad Allen, Admiral, U.S. Coast Guard (Ret.) Commandant, US Coast Guard (2006-2010) James Tyler Distinguished Leadership Chair, James Loy Institute for Leadership, USCG Academy (2014-2021)

			 

			“Those of us who served in the military know well the story of the unbelievable survival of our Vietnam POWs, but what many of us do not know is the role their wives played in making their safe return the cause that rallied our nation like none other during the Vietnam War. Authors Kiland and Gray, both veterans themselves, have dug deep to showcase how these women fought for their husbands and ended up changing America’s foreign policy. Hats off to this group of unsung heroines of the Vietnam War.”

			–Christopher Michel, Founder Military.com
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			From Taylor: To my budding little author, Kiland Hatcher.

			From Judy: To a pioneering spirit who endlessly inspires, Nada Reichmann Gray.





Introduction

			This is a story about a small group of women, in the 1960s, who did what few women in that era could. They bucked tradition and, in fighting for the men they loved, forever changed U.S. foreign policy. It is a story about a tribe of ladies who became accidental activists during one of the most tumultuous times in our nation’s history. Amidst the din and confusion of the Vietnam War, the antiwar movement, civil rights marches, and the Watergate scandal, this band of wives galvanized a president and a nation around the plight of their husbands, some 1,500 men held as prisoners of war or missing in action in Southeast Asia.

			This is more than a wives’ tale. Unintentionally, this small cadre of women made the POWs and MIAs so valuable that getting them home became the only victory left for our nation. Bringing home a small group of men who represented a fraction of the 58,000 war casualties became the focus of the peace negotiations.

			Every war produces prisoners. But only since the Vietnam War have prisoners become political hostages, so valuable that preventing them in future wars has become a strategic imperative—not for humanitarian reasons, but to avoid having to make compromises to get them home. The United States will still tolerate casualties but will not tolerate missing men or POWs. Our military’s increased use of unmanned technology helps avoid this threat. We now expend unlimited resources, deploying special forces to rescue just one POW, whether that man is in Bosnia, Iraq, Somalia, or Afghanistan.

			It is no accident that America ended its longest war, in Afghanistan, without a single POW or missing man. The United States says that we hold sacred the mantra “leave no man behind,” but that has not always been true. Every other war in our nation’s history produced thousands of unrecovered missing men: 81,600 in World War II and 6,497 in the Korean War.

			Only since the Vietnam War have we upheld this promise. Only since the Vietnam War have we spent hundreds of millions of dollars every year combing the globe for missing men from all our wars. Only since the Vietnam War have we hoisted the black and white POW/MIA flag above the White House, the Capitol, and each post office in the United States to remind us of our sacred promise to find every missing man—dead or alive. You cannot drive five miles in this country without seeing one. With its stark white silhouette, the flag signals that wars are not over until all troops have returned home.

			Credit for our dedication to leaving no man behind belongs to the small group of women who in October 1969 took diplomatic matters into their own hands. Turn the page and travel back in time with us to take an intimate look at the upended lives of a handful of women as they coped with the capture or disappearance of their husbands. We immerse you in the action and the history of this tumultuous era, as these women moved from the sidelines to the frontlines of advocacy.

			Bravely marching up to enemy headquarters on the outskirts of Paris, they insisted on a seat at the diplomatic table. In doing so, they set in motion a wholesale shift in military policy. These are their stories.





PART I

			To the Frontlines (1964 –1970)





Chapter One

			Tea in Paris (October 1969)

			The Parisian suburb seems unusually quiet. It has been raining for days, scattering and matting clumps of leaves on the sidewalks. A noticeable chill hangs in the air. The sound of heels clicking on the sidewalk pierces the silence as five American women stride in a single file toward a dark stone building surrounded by an imposing wall. Sybil Stockdale has organized the group in formation to keep them focused, on track, and on time. She sighs at her reflection in the puddles. The rain has flattened her new haircut and she is not certain she likes the effect. At forty-four, she feels careworn compared to the younger women, but she picks up the pace, taking the lead. The overcast skies do little to warm their welcome as they reach the iron gate of the modest building.

			Smoothing her skirt, Candy Parish fishes her lipstick from her purse and refreshes the color on her lips without a mirror. Taking a deep breath, she musters the last bits of energy she has stored for this meeting. A former airline hostess with a striking resemblance to British fashion model Twiggy, Candy is known for her bubbly personality. But the stress of the past year has dampened her spirits. The mother of an exuberant toddler, she spends her days chasing Hunter around an empty house. Her emotions seesaw between delight in raising her little boy and anxiety over her missing husband. Waiting for any news about his fate has been a torment.

			Perhaps it is her burning desire to introduce her son to his father that has brought her to Paris. Maybe it is the urging of naval intelligence officials who have coached her to recall names and faces so she can identify specific people. Or it could be the lure of a confrontation with the North Vietnamese enemy who might be holding her husband captive. Perhaps it is all three. Whatever it is, Candy knows she must take matters into her own hands.

			Sybil and Candy are not alone. Three other women and one man accompany them, several meeting for the first time at John F. Kennedy International Airport. The group is advocating for men from each of the armed services, Americans held as prisoners of war, or missing in action in South Vietnam, North Vietnam, or Laos. Sybil Stockdale is de facto den mother. Doe-eyed but stoic Mary Ann “Pat” Mearns, a nurse and former airline hostess, is the mother of two young girls. She, too, is seeking answers about her husband, an Air Force aviator missing since 1966. An introvert, she follows Sybil’s lead and gets in line. Slender and perfectly manicured Andrea Rander is the only wife of an enlisted man. She is also the only Black woman. Her husband is a POW, captured in South Vietnam during the Tet Offensive in 1968. Statuesque Ruth Ann Perisho, the wife of a naval aviator missing since 1967, rounds out the pack. The lone man, Tom Swain, is the father-in-law of a missing Marine and chief of staff to the governor of Minnesota. He acts as chaperone. This is the 1960s. A group of women traveling for business without male accompaniment is uncommon.

			Sybil has had a hand in recruiting the women to represent a cross section of missing and captive men. They have been holed up for six days at the Intercontinental Hotel in Paris, waiting for the meeting. The plush hotel is far beyond the budgets of these military wives. The bill for their travel and accommodations is being underwritten by defense contractor Fairchild Hiller Aircraft and Reader’s Digest magazine. American and international media have been alerted to the risky summit the women are trying to arrange, attending press conferences at the airports in New York and Paris.

			The women have gone to great lengths to arrange for childcare, as family and friends step in to assist. Sybil frets that nosy reporters might frighten the four boys she has left behind in California. And, as American antiwar protesters grow increasingly aggressive, she yearns to shield her sons from incessant news reports about the growing divide between antiwar activists and those supporting U.S. troops and President Richard Nixon. She knows it seems paranoid, but she worries Communists might kidnap her sons while she is overseas.

			All the women are concerned that the meeting with the North Vietnamese might never happen. Nerves are fraying. Candy’s suitcase is lost, and she does not have enough cash for new clothes in a place like Paris. Women did not have credit cards in 1969. She keeps recycling the puffy-sleeved outfit she wore on the plane and she borrows Ruth Ann’s hair rollers.

			Other than letting the women embark on one two-hour shopping excursion, Sybil has sequestered the group in the hotel. She has forbidden them from talking to anyone—especially to the media. They feel like prisoners in one of the most beautiful cities in the world. Tempers flare and bickering ensues.

			To combat fears and boost morale, Sybil sets rules and a daily schedule. Each morning, she musters the group in her room. Armed with a yellow legal pad, and whipping out the pencil stashed behind her ear, she drills the wives. She has them rehearse the statements they are going to make—if they secure a meeting. Then she fires questions as they sit side-by-side on a settee, Sybil coaching their delivery until their answers are just right. If reporters show up, only she and Tom will talk. That week, Sybil “was both den mother and dictator,” Andrea remembers. “I looked up to her.” By day four, the women know how to make their case.
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			(L to R) Andrea Rander, Pat Mearns, Sybil Stockdale, Candy Parish, Tom Swain, and Ruth Ann Perisho, at a stop near the Luxor Obelisk and the Louvre, Paris, October 1969. Reporters followed them whenever they left their hotel. (Photo courtesy of Pat Mearns.)

			Dressed conservatively, Sybil resists the ubiquitous and trendy miniskirts. Her jowls belie her age and weariness, but she has a hearty laugh that lights up her face. That is, when she allows herself to laugh. Serving as the anchor for this group, she is determined and decisive, but can seem unapproachable.

			Her husband’s long absence—longer than any of the other women’s husbands—weighs her down. She is also weighed down by a secret she keeps. Sybil knows that her husband and other POWs in Hanoi are being tortured. She cannot share what she knows or how. The others attribute the anguish etched on her face to age and weariness. This is a serious mission. Candy overhears Sybil telling Pat Mearns that she would manage the upstarts on the trip. Put off by the comment, Candy may not grasp the burden Sybil carries.

			Sybil wants the group to place the North Vietnamese on the defensive. There isn’t much the women can control on this trip, but they should master their emotions. Be calm and cool, she tells herself—and the others.

			Before breakfast, Sybil dials the North Vietnamese delegation on the black rotary phone in her hotel room. In a rehearsed and professional voice, she firmly requests a meeting. A representative from the delegation answers icily and curtly: The ladies will have to wait. Each afternoon, Sybil sits by the phone, in anticipation of a return call. She has been advised not to contact the U.S. embassy in Paris unless there is an emergency.

			Officially, there is no government sponsorship of this trip. They are on their own. But Sybil, Candy, and Ruth Ann received unofficial guidance from their contacts in the military intelligence community. They were shown photos of North Vietnamese officials and taught to remember what they might see, hear, and observe, especially, any notable physical reactions.

			As the sun sets each afternoon, the group grows more anxious. Five long days tick by, each blending into the next. They are in Paris, the city of lights and love, but surrounded by overcast skies, and only a few miles from the enemy. How patient should they be? They are not experienced in international diplomacy and have limited financial resources. October 4, the sixth day, dawns gray and drizzly. It is a Saturday and hopes for a weekend meeting are dim.

			Sybil sips her coffee, thinking about how to keep the group engaged. Nearly jumping out of her chair, she grabs the armrest when the phone rings. Her heart skips a beat when she hears the cold voice that she has been talking to every morning. “Please come to Choisy-le-Roi, this afternoon at 4:00 p.m., for tea.” Click.

			The building that beckons in Choisy-le-Roi serves as the Parisian offices of the delegation from the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (North Vietnam). For more than a year, protracted negotiations called the Paris Peace Talks have been taking place there between the Communist regime of North Vietnam, the Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnam), and the United States. Little progress has been made. Back home, nightly news broadcasts highlight how long it takes to agree upon laborious details like the size and shape of the negotiating table. Meetings are held weekly, something Sybil is grateful the POWs do not know. “It wasn’t a very convincing demonstration that either side was anxious for progress,” she noted. Increasingly, she is cynical about the war and her country’s leadership.

			As she performs her last rehearsal alone, in front of the hotel mirror, Sybil’s anxiety is overwhelming. She is exhausted, even though she has been taking a sleeping pill each night. She has been dry heaving. But she does not want anyone to know. Candy recognizes her emotional distress. “She was on her way to a nervous breakdown…. Something was off. It just wasn’t right.”

			Sybil plows on. This is their one shot to request an in person, honest, and full accounting of the men the North Vietnamese are holding captive and those that are missing. She reviews the script and the plan with the group one last time. They grab their notes, powder their noses, and head out for the forty-minute taxi ride. North Vietnamese officials meet them at the gate, escorting them into a dimly lit room. Spacious, it is sparsely decorated. Oriental rugs cover a worn wooden floor, low-slung furniture is arranged around two Formica-topped tables, a picture of oxen hangs on a wall, and a model of an oxcart sits on the table. Coarse linen curtains make the room seem even darker and the mood heavier. But they do not muffle the dissonant sound of someone playing billiards nearby.

			Four slender and diminutive North Vietnamese officials in drab suits with Mandarin collars stand silently, watching the group intently. When the men sit down, their too-short pants reveal skinny socks and pale, scrawny legs. Sybil is in a deep easy chair with heavily upholstered cushions facing Xuan Oanh, the senior representative of the delegation. Later, she describes him as “enigmatic looking.” The other three men never introduce themselves. Sybil makes meticulous mental notes of what they look like, assigning them mnemonic nicknames: “Brown Suit,” “Mr. X,” and “Glasses.”

			The deep seats make it awkward for the women to sit politely in skirts. Andrea’s knees rise close to her face. Convinced the seating is intended to unnerve them, Candy almost giggles out loud, while she struggles for modesty. An image of Ho Chi Minh, the recently deceased North Vietnamese prime minister and president, looms over the group. It may be a photograph, but he is an ominous presence.

			The gloom casts a sense of doom over the group. Andrea’s eyes dart around, as she squints at the doors. What is behind them? Naïvely, she believes her husband might be at this house ready to return with her to the United States. Tea, stale crackers, and Vietnamese candies are served. It is a strange tea party. The group sips from cups, trying to balance their saucers and steady their shaking hands from clanking the porcelain cups. The North Vietnamese stare blankly at the women.

			Sybil gives the signal to Candy. She clears her throat, sits forward, and recites her statement, pleading for information about her husband, Navy Lt. Charles “Chuck” Parish, missing for more than a year. Why can’t they tell her if he is alive or dead?

			“Well,” responds Oanh, “it is difficult to know whether men are missing in Vietnam or not because of various reasons, either because other countries are involved, or because some planes are shot down over water, some are lost at night, some are on fire.” He asks her to write down the specifics of Chuck’s shoot down and loss date. Then: “He told me I reminded him of his younger sister.” He says her husband has just been killed by an American bomb. Oanh pauses, letting his statement sink in. Candy is not naïve. She knows what he is trying to do. Somehow, she finds him personable. Even though she knew he was a politician, skilled in poker-face diplomacy, “he seemed warmer than the others, at least to me.”

			Ruth Ann speaks next, then Andrea, who is terrified. Unlike the other missing and captive men, Donald works in military intelligence and has briefed her to never discuss his work. “But I had to say who I was…and that I knew by then that he had been captured in the south.”

			Andrea wonders if their hosts suspect the women are dupes of their government. And what do they think of her? “They see this brown face in there. Look what’s going on in the United States, you know? People are being killed, and the civil rights are going on.” They must wonder, she thinks, how did she get involved?

			Next up is Pat. Carefully, she recounts what she knows of the incident where her husband, Air Force Maj. Arthur Mearns, was shot out of the sky on November 11, 1966. She beseeches her hosts: “What do I tell my children?” They have been without a father for almost three years. Silence. “They just sat there. Their faces were placid.”

			Tom speaks about his missing son-in-law. Finally, it is Sybil’s turn. Although she has practiced her statement many times, she is too nervous to recite it from memory. But she cannot see. Darkness is descending, and the room is awash in shadows. Sybil asks to borrow reading spectacles from “Glasses.” He acquiesces, slowly handing them to her. For a few seconds, all pretenses fall away, giving her a fleeting sense of control. Sybil relishes the moment.

			She relays her husband’s shootdown and capture. “I know Jim was injured, but I have no evidence his injuries have been given proper treatment.” Sybil wants a report for each captive’s circumstances and an accounting for the missing, as required by the 1954 Geneva Convention.

			An awkward silence fills the room. Suddenly, stone-faced Oanh stands up, pulling a folded New York Times article with a photo of Sybil from his pocket. “We know all about you, Mrs. Stockdale.” Sybil blinks, staring back at him. The ticking of a clock in the background mimics her pounding heart.

			He leers, “Does it not seem strange to you that for so many months the government was not concerned and talking about the prisoners and missing? And then the government started talking about them and women started coming to Paris. Your government is using wives and families to draw attention away from the crimes and aggressions they are committing.”

			Sybil can almost feel the blood congealing in her veins. Oanh continues: “We know you are the founder of this movement in your country and we want to tell you we think you should direct your questions to your own government.” This is what the U.S. government had been warning the wives about for years. Talking in public might hurt their husbands and hamper the U.S. government’s ability to negotiate their release. Keep quiet! they have been told repeatedly during the past four years.

			Clenching her jaw, Sybil composes a careful response, citing the list of government offices she and the rest of the wives have visited on Capitol Hill and elsewhere.

			She does not reveal that she has been unable to get an audience with the new president, Richard Nixon. Dull stares from the North Vietnamese: it does not seem to matter what she says. Her spirits sink.

			Out of his pocket, Oanh fishes a letter from a group of North Vietnamese women to American wives of POWs and MIAs. He apologizes for the poor translation and reads aloud: “You don’t really know what trouble is compared to our trouble. We want to live in peace with you. American prisoners get food which some of us have to go without so the Americans can be well fed.” Sybil knows otherwise.

			Candy watches the tennis match of words between Sybil and Oanh intently, trying to memorize the faces of the four North Vietnamese men. “Mr. X’s” beady eyes reveal his disdain. He sneers when Sybil speaks. Candy absorbs details about the room and the conversation so she can debrief Pentagon intelligence officers when she returns home.

			The women hand over a thick stack of letters—some 700 of them—from 500 families of missing and captive men, requesting delivery. Oanh reluctantly takes the bundle, making no guarantees. Furthermore, he questions why the women claim they are receiving so little news from their men. “I believe that letters from your husbands are being confiscated by the Pentagon or the State Department.”

			Dismissively, Oanh says it is not necessary for more relatives to visit the delegation. And inquiries about men captured in South Vietnam should be addressed to Madame Binh, the Communist leader representing the National Liberation Front at the Paris Peace Talks. They will be answered by mail. But when and where? He refuses to say.

			The women are ushered into another room to watch two propaganda films. The first documents the impact of U.S. napalm attacks in Vietnam. While it is designed to repulse, the graphic videos do not shock them. For Candy, “The napalm was horrific, but it was war.” They have seen worse images on the evening news, which has fueled the growing antiwar movement in the United States. Just six months ago, students took over the administration building at Harvard University to protest the war. One month earlier, thousands of young people descended onto a farm in upstate New York for a rock music festival featuring performances from popular musicians including Jimi Hendrix, Creedence Clearwater Revival, Arlo Guthrie, and Joan Baez, some performing explicitly antiwar protest songs. The three-day festival, dubbed Woodstock, is a symbol of the counterculture movement wending its way through society. Resentment toward the war and those fighting it has been growing exponentially. An element of American society has come to believe the North Vietnamese are innocent victims, that most soldiers are “baby killers,” guilty of atrocities, fighting an unjust war. The propaganda film supports those assertions, but the women are undaunted. They have faced resentment from fellow Americans everywhere they go.

			The next film documents “humane” treatment of American POWs in North Vietnam. The women wince at the sight of gaunt men, straining to see if they recognize any faces. Then, the overhead lights are turned on and the North Vietnamese search for reactions from the Americans. Along with Tom, the five women put on their best poker faces.

			After several cups of tea, several of the ladies desperately need the restroom. Their hosts escort them down the hall. Once alone, the women let out a collective sigh, exchanging furtive glances. They dare not speak candidly, for fear the bathroom is bugged. Sybil is the last to leave and has a few moments to herself. She stares at herself in the mirror. The fluorescent lights accentuate the look of exhaustion. Refreshing her lipstick, she blots her lips neatly on one of the guest towels, leaving a kiss for the North Vietnamese.

			After the screening, the ladies are brought back to the “tearoom” for more refreshments and more lectures on how tough life is in Vietnam. As Andrea sneaks a piece of stale candy into her purse “to prove I was there,” she and the rest of the group are given a primer on the dessert they are being served. It is candy made of rice flour, honey, and sesame seeds, prepared by Vietnamese women for women. Vietnamese men only eat hard candy. Would they like the recipe?

			After two and a half hours, the Americans emerge from the peculiar encounter into the black of night. A small group of reporters emerges from the darkness. The women are not surprised to see them, but they are weary and wary.

			“What will you do now that you’ve had your visit here?” one reporter asks Sybil as he thrusts a microphone toward her face. “Go back to the hotel and get some rest,” Sybil replies. “We’re so tired.”

			A male reporter sneers: “Ohhhh, yes.” Some members of the international press corps seem unsympathetic to the plight of the POW and MIA families. Their taunting tone is disheartening. Tom Swain deftly briefs the reporters: the North Vietnamese have reassured them they will investigate and notify families about the status of their missing and captured relatives. After the questions stop, the women and Tom are alone on the deserted street. The silence is disquieting.

			The women try to buoy each other’s spirits. “We felt very dejected afterwards,” Pat admits. “The one thing we accomplished is we were there and we made a statement by our presence.” While they agree the meeting was risky, they believe it was worth it. Pat is convinced that “Glasses” knows her husband. She detected a glimmer of recognition when “Arthur Mearns” was mentioned. That lifts her mood a bit. Ruth Ann points out that it was an opportunity to get to know the North Vietnamese. Ironically, the wives have been unable to schedule an audience with their own president, Richard Nixon.

			With only a verbal promise from the North Vietnamese and no real expectation it will be fulfilled, letdown settles in. Perhaps it is the gloomy weather, or the pressure has taken its toll. The growing din of antiwar sentiment—from the media, from other average Americans—is drowning out the women’s voices. Why will the Nixon administration, the State Department, and the most powerful military in the world not do more to secure better treatment for the men and get them released? Why are they, private citizens with no political experience, forced to be the face of international diplomacy? And why won’t President Nixon meet with them?

			Shortly after Sybil returns home, a new group of American antiwar activists called the New Mobilization Committee informs her that the North Vietnamese government plans to release any comprehensive list of POWs to them, not the U.S. government nor the wives. The North Vietnamese will manage the POW/MIA issue to their advantage. The wives who went to Paris will be forced to work with the antiwar movement for any tidbit of information. The irony is not lost on Sybil.

			The State Department suggests she respond to the North Vietnamese. Since the U.S. government is not planning to protest this arrangement, Sybil complies. “To force the prisoners’ families to apply to such a political organization is an unnecessary exploitation of their helplessness. It only diminishes the humanitarianism of the gesture your country is making in releasing the list of the prisoners. The world will see no logic, only vindictiveness, in such an arrangement.” Her telegram is delivered to Xuan Oanh. She receives no reply.





Chapter Two

			Risky Business

			How Many Are There? (January 1969)

			On the eve of his inauguration, telegrams are pouring in for President-elect Richard Nixon. More than two thousand yellow cables with brown borders stream into the White House and State Department. Top aides take notice and so does the president. The message? “Please remember those who have offered so much for our country, the men who are prisoners of war in Vietnam. Don’t forget them now. Please insist on their immediate release through negotiations in Paris.”

			The telegram campaign was an idea hatched by Sybil Stockdale and thirteen other Navy wives sitting around her dining room table in her cottage on A Avenue in Coronado, California.

			Nixon, president-elect for more than two months, had promised a new peace proposition for Southeast Asia. Sybil’s husband Jim had been a POW for more than three years. The husbands of the other thirteen women were also missing or captured in Southeast Asia. The group had been meeting informally for more than two years but they had not yet attracted the attention of the White House. President Lyndon B. Johnson and his administration relegated the POW issue to the sidelines. The ladies hoped President Nixon would place a higher priority on their captive and missing men. Sybil knew the timing was right to make some noise. The women understood the urgency of getting the attention of their new president.

			With their children at school, the ladies had no distractions as Sybil explained the plan to place the POW issue squarely in the new president’s lap—and on his policy agenda.

			To her consternation and mounting frustration, her meetings with State Department staffers and those at the Pentagon had produced nothing. Sybil longed to bypass the bureaucracy and go directly to the Oval Office. Easier said than done. The “sit-ins” of the civil rights movement were grabbing headlines and generating discussions of policy change. That was exactly what she wanted to do. The Quakers had staged an antiwar protest in front of the Pentagon in 1965 and the anti-segregation sit-ins staged by Black people at lunch counters in the 1960s were also grabbing headlines. Something like that would certainly get the attention of the president!

			But the POW and MIA wives had children and jobs. Sybil had four boys to raise, and so did the others, some of whom were schoolteachers, secretaries, social workers, or stewardesses. How could this sorority demonstrate critical mass without protesting in front of the White House?

			The “Telegraph-In” campaign contacted thousands of military families, requesting them to send telegrams en masse to the White House on Inauguration Day. Sybil’s group sent a form letter to all the POW and MIA wives they knew, asking them to contact other POW and MIA wives around the country. Forbidden by the Pentagon from having a list of other families with missing men, they had created their own through phone calls and letters.

			The “Telegraph-In” was activism with a twist, in keeping with the social constraints placed on military wives and the public’s expectation of how they should behave. It elevated the urgency of the POW/MIA issue respectfully. Nevertheless, it was a protest.

			Though expensive, the effort would be worth the price. Sybil could almost see the satchels of beige and brown telegrams arriving at the White House and was convinced it would make an impact. However, they were breaking Navy protocol. Communicating directly with their commander-in-chief violated the service’s sacrosanct “chain of command.” But after years of clamoring for a new POW/MIA policy without results, Sybil was learning that circumventing the Navy’s bureaucracy paid off.

			Prior to meeting her husband, Sybil had no experience with the Navy, except for a brief tour of a ship that pulled into New Haven Harbor on Memorial Day weekend in 1935. She knew little about life as a naval officer’s wife. But a popular handbook of the day, The Navy Wife, told her everything she needed to know: Her role was to support and love her man. In detail, the book advised young wives how to be good homemakers and how to set their husbands up for successful careers in the Navy. It was also a primer, a navigation chart for civilians on the tradition-bound service.

			The book painted a picture of an exciting and glamorous life for young women lucky enough to marry a naval officer: social activities, world travel, and exposure to national and international military leaders, diplomats, and politicians. The tome also counseled patience: Navy wives must get used to waiting. “What is more, they must learn to wait patiently…. In such situations it’s bad enough to feel tense and jittery, but it is worse to show it.” Wives had to love the Navy—and its hardships—as much as their husbands did.

			Until Vietnam, this expectation permeated military culture. “A Navy wife should be proud of the Navy and her connection with it, and never by word or deed should she cast any discredit on it. Times will be hard, and separations may be long, but she should present to the world a cheerful agreeableness rather than a resigned stoicism. The Navy doesn’t particularly care for a wife who is too obviously carrying her load,” it said. Those words would prove true.

			Sybil had read The Navy Wife and found it thrilled her each time. Her new life would be a far cry from her childhood on a dairy farm in West Haven, Connecticut. Her father took great pride in the family business, started in 1884 by her grandfather, but she had not enjoyed farm chores. While cleaning out chicken coops, she fantasized that she was a princess whose handsome prince had been chosen.

			Summers, she dressed up with friends and held mock weddings. Sybil danced all the time, pirouetting, prancing, and practicing on the front porch. Her parents indulged her passion with ballet and tap-dancing lessons. Dancing, like farm work, imbued in their daughter stamina, a sense of discipline, and a work ethic. She dreamed of becoming a Rockette and worried her legs were not long enough. But dancing at Radio City Music Hall was a step too far. Sybil’s mother, a stoic New Englander, would not allow her daughter to become a show girl. She emphasized good manners, culture, and education. She and her husband were caring and stable parents, but not overly warm and demonstrative. As a result, Sybil would never be described as carefree, or giddy, or glamorous. She could be jovial but was reserved and occasionally, aloof.

			Working hard in high school for entry into Mt. Holyoke College, Sybil earned the pride of her mother who had wanted to attend a “Seven Sisters” college, the female equivalent of the once all-male Ivy League schools. Before Sybil began her freshman year in 1942, Mary Emma Woolley was appointed eleventh president of the college. Ten years earlier, Woolley had served as the only female delegate to the Conference on Reduction and Limitation of Armaments in Geneva, Switzerland. Her pioneering style and her advocacy for both women’s education and international affairs made a powerful impression on young women of that era.

			When Sybil met Jim on a blind date in the spring of 1946, she was a high school teacher, and he was about to graduate from the Naval Academy in Annapolis. Instantly, she knew he was the man she wanted to marry, and they tied the knot one year later. By the time Jim deployed to Vietnam, they had been married for almost two decades. Jim had a football player’s build and piercing blue eyes. A thinker and brooding intellectual with a penchant for philosophy, Jim’s somber personality was leavened with a wry sense of humor that made Sybil laugh. His down-to-earth Midwestern upbringing was a good match for Sybil’s practical New England one. Their marriage was a partnership, a union of intellect and temperament. Their mutual respect was evident to all. Sybil loved being the wife of a naval officer on the fast track to making admiral.

			The Navy Wife was not serving her now. There was no chapter about lobbying the commander-in-chief. She was taking a risk with the “Telegraph-In.” What would Navy leadership say when they learned of her activism?

			President Nixon responds to each missive: “I assure you that the subject of their release and welfare will have an urgent priority in our talks in Paris.” Urgent is a word the wives have not heard from their leaders before. Privately, President Nixon finds the telegram campaign mystifying. Sensing trouble from an unknown constituency, he wonders how many POW and MIA wives are out there? What kind of influence do they wield? It is a refrain he will repeat often.

			Gathering Forces (October 1966)

			The “Telegraph-In” campaign was three years in the making. The women had first met at Sybil’s when she needed to connect, to vent with other women whose husbands were missing. The women had heard about their common plight through the aviation community grapevine, in the checkout line at the commissary, at school drop-offs, and on the tennis court. Sybil was not sure how many wives of missing or captive men would show up. Some were too scared to talk on the phone, much less assemble in person. “I could understand their fear. For all they knew, I was a reporter.”

			As air strikes against North Vietnam increased in frequency and intensity, the number of POWs and MIAs grew. Likewise, the number of POW and MIA families was growing. But they are isolated from one another, told by the U.S. government not to talk about their predicament to anyone, for fear the knowledge could be manipulated by the North Vietnamese. They were prisoners without walls, fed empty assurances from Pentagon officials that their captive husbands were being well-treated and that their government was working hard for their release.

			In the summer of 1966, Sybil had met with the Chief of Naval Personnel Vice Adm. Benedict Semmes. She asked him to write to POW and MIA wives assuring them that they were not forgotten. “What would I say?” he shrugged. Persisting, she proposed that she write a letter to the wives and asked him to distribute it for her. She offered postage. He remained noncommittal.

			Sybil was exasperated with the Navy’s leadership: the issue of the missing and imprisoned men was being neglected. She could not understand why the U.S. government had not voiced public concern about the evidence of North Vietnamese violations of the Geneva Convention. She needed to vent to others in the same predicament.

			Carefully, she dialed the phone numbers of POW and MIA wives she knew, and some she did not, asking them to call others. Come for lunch. No agenda, just a friendly get-together.

			Conversation is tentative at first, until Navy wife small talk breaks the ice: who just got promoted, who is transferring, which squadrons are about to deploy, and which are about to return. Then Sybil takes charge. Wife of the senior-ranking military officer of the group, she is the top-ranking woman, the de facto leader. Acknowledging the elephant in the room, Sybil wants to know: What have they been told about the status of their husbands?

			One by one, the women describe tone-deaf casualty officers and condescending Pentagon officials. A flood of pent-up emotions pours out: grief, anxiety, and frustration. The women share tidbits of both official news and rumors. Most cling to morsels of information. Many have endured months of silence from officials in Washington. A realization ripples through the room: They are each receiving the same brush-off. Little is being done to help their men.

			Lunch lasts all afternoon. They decide to meet monthly and determine the military does not need to know about this new tribe of fourteen. The women reluctantly leave Sybil’s house to pick up children and make dinner, knowing they have not solved their problems. But the emotional relief is palpable. They do not have to suffer in isolation.

			Today, they have found a release valve in their camaraderie. And they will no longer keep quiet—at least among themselves. Keeping quiet has been unbearable. As unbearable as the muzzle they received the year before.

			Keep Quiet—That’s an Order! (May 1965)

			The Navy commander who shows up at Sybil’s front door is a baby-faced redhead with a moustache. His uniform does not fit well over his pudgy frame. An hour late, he saunters into Sybil’s living room, removes his military cover, or hat, working the room like a politician running for office. A public information officer, he seems to relish his role of Navy spokesman for the aviation community.

			As the wife of the air group commander aboard the aircraft carrier USS Oriskany, Sybil is responsible for mentoring the wives of the men who work for her husband. She takes her role seriously, and even more so when the men are deployed. They have been gone for several weeks, but the ladies and their children are facing months of separation. Sybil has invited this naval officer because she has heard he has useful things to say about what to do if anything happens to naval aviators deployed to Southeast Asia.

			“What I am about to discuss with you today should not be discussed with others,” the commander intones. In unison, the ladies lean forward.

			Be prepared, he tells the women, for the possibility that your men could become captives of enemy forces in Vietnam. Ticking off the rules of engagement, he says, “In the event your husband is captured, every effort will be made to notify the next of kin personally.” Next of kin, the official term for wives, parents, and children. “They should be warned not to release any information about the prisoner and not to be interviewed by the press concerning his background.”

			Married to a senior officer on his fifth deployment to the Western Pacific, Sybil has never heard a talk like this. She looks around at the spellbound audience. Plates of food are balanced on laps, but no one seems to have eaten a bite. Sybil thinks to herself, “How dreadful it would be if any of them had to face such a possibility.”

			He continues, “The standard answer to all news agencies should be ‘Mrs. ___________ has no comment for the press at this time.’” Next of kin should not talk to the media, he insists. What’s more, a wife should not acknowledge to anyone but family that her husband is a prisoner. “Prisoners at present are being well-treated and authorities have every reason to believe that this condition will continue.” He warns that this is only true if the next of kin abide by these rules. “Any information other than name, rank, serial number, and age can be skillfully used in psychological warfare to coerce the prisoner to aid the Communist propaganda program.”

			Next of kin must let professionals do their work. “Families are strongly urged not to intercede on behalf of the prisoner without State Department approval. Independent intercession on the part of the individual could seriously damage negotiation being conducted on behalf of the prisoner by the State Department.”

			The commander waits for what he has shared to sink in. Sybil doubts he has ever had this much attention from a roomful of women. She cringes when he adds, “If this happens to you, you cry on my shoulder and tell me your troubles.” He seems to have styled himself as a veritable comforter-in-chief.

			The women should not expect the worst if their husbands are taken prisoner. Navy Lt. (junior grade) Everett Alvarez and Navy Lt. Robert Shumaker, two American aviators, have been shot down and captured. The commander believes that the men are being well-treated. He passes around photos released by the North Vietnamese of Lieutenants Alvarez and Shumaker and a letter Lieutenant Alvarez wrote to his wife.

			Sybil tries cutting him off, but he waxes on about how much Mrs. Alvarez and Mrs. Shumaker rely on him. Later, in one of his lengthy letters, Jim cautions Sybil: “Captain Connelly has had some unpleasant experience with [this commander]—has twice told me to tell you to give him a wide berth.” If only she had been given that piece of advice earlier.

			After two hours, the commander leaves, and the party breaks up. A few wives linger, peppering Sybil with questions they did not feel comfortable asking the chubby commander. One, barely out of her teens, shakily asks, “You know, Mrs. Stockdale, we haven’t been married very long and I don’t know much about these things. Do you think there’s anything to be afraid of?” Sybil quashes the girl’s fear: “Oh heavens, no. My husband’s been flying for years, and I’ve never heard anything like this before. Don’t give it another thought. I’m sure they’ll all come home safely.”

			The Doorbell Rings (September 1965)

			Nobody rings doorbells in Coronado, California. Friends and neighbors walk in, with a little “Hello-o-o!” as they help themselves to a seat on the couch or a drink from the fridge. A doorbell ringing at 9:30 at night is unusual.

			Sybil does not hear it. She has dozed off upstairs with her sons Sidney, a sixth grader, Stanford, a kindergartener, and Taylor, a preschooler. The younger boys frequently want Mom to lull them to sleep. Their 1920s-era Craftsman cottage makes scary noises at night.

			The family is settling back home after another blissful summer spent on the Connecticut coast with her parents and getting ready for school. The oldest, fourteen-year-old Jimmy, is busy with pre-season football practice. Tall and stocky for his age, he sports wavy brown hair and has a strong resemblance to his mother.

			Like the Stockdales, most residents in Coronado go to sleep early because most of the men wake up early. This is a decidedly Navy town, full of aviators who fly jets and helicopters at Naval Air Station North Island, and Navy SEALs who train in and out of the water at the Naval Amphibious Base. Coronado feels like a small southern town—but in southern California. The village has one stoplight, one high school, one library, one all-night diner, and lots of gossip. It also boasts a historic hotel, the Hotel Del Coronado, with its iconic red turrets. The Del is a popular playground for the rich and famous who travel from all over the world to see the Victorian resort perched on the edge of the Pacific Ocean and to experience the island’s near-perfect, year-round climate. It is seventy degrees and sunny nearly every day.

			Called an emerald isle, Coronado is a paradise for military families, a cocoon in which to wait for the many dads who deploy to war zones for months on end. No one locks their doors and kids bike everywhere. They spend weekends surfing, playing beach volleyball, and burning beach bonfires.

			The head of the Stockdale household is gone again for nine months, deployed to the Pacific. He had been home only four months before leaving again. However, this second cruise is important, a capstone in Commander Stockdale’s career. He is the “CAG,” or carrier air group commander, the most senior officer of the squadrons on the aircraft carrier USS Oriskany. He oversees all aviators, air crews, and aircraft aboard the ship. A coveted assignment, it is required for those who wish to achieve the rank of admiral. Knowing how important this assignment is and that it might be his last deployment for a long time, Sybil and the boys endure. Only Sybil and Jimmy, her confidante of sorts, know how dangerous the assignment is.

			Tonight, Sybil’s blissful nap with her three younger sons is interrupted by the sound of voices downstairs—and not just her night owl teenager. Who could be visiting at this hour? Jimmy should be in bed! Heading down the stairs, she is startled to see her good friend Doyen Salsig.

			Like Sybil, Doyen is married to a naval aviator, one who is privy to confidential and urgent message traffic to and from crews patrolling the Pacific. The Salsigs have already heard the news.

			Doyen hugs Sybil tightly and softly says, “There’s been a message. Jim is missing.”

			Sybil is shaken. “Missing? How can he be missing?” she wonders out loud.

			Doyen leads Sybil downstairs, where Jimmy is talking to a Navy lieutenant. Standing still, noticeably anxious, the chaplain holds his cover in his hand. He doesn’t look much older than Jimmy.

			Trembling, he informs Sybil that her husband’s plane has been shot out of the sky, on his last day on the firing line. After this mission, USS Oriskany, her crew, and Jim’s air group were scheduled for much-needed liberty in Hong Kong.

			Jim’s mission was to bomb, once again, the Thanh Hoa bridge, a rail and highway structure spanning the Song Ma River. That bridge just would not be destroyed. Each time it was bombed, the enemy patched it up. Jim was frustrated that the targets handpicked by the White House seemed intended to irritate the North Vietnamese—not decimate them. “Here we were, wasting good lives on targets that often weren’t worth it while we flew right by prohibited targets that were crucial to North Vietnam’s war machine.” That morning, rain squalls had rendered the target invisible, so Jim had flown his A-4 Skyhawk fighter-bomber farther up the coast to destroy idled trains in a rail yard.

			Under the clouds he was easy to spot. Boom! Boom! Boom! The sound of anti-aircraft guns pierced the air. He was hit, and badly. Well-ingrained training took over and he pulled the ejection handle.

			The chaplain says that witnesses saw a good “chute,” but that Jim’s beeper did not activate, and there was no sign of him after his parachute hit the ground. His whereabouts are unknown. Commander Stockdale is officially “missing.”

			Sybil cannot stop shaking. Doyen brings her a glass of sherry. She offers to stay the night, but Sybil sends her home. She wants to talk with Jimmy.

			Lying on his bed in his basement lair, he gazes at the ceiling. The Beatles song “Help, I Need Somebody” croons from his bedside radio. Jimmy hesitates, “Do, do you think Dad is alive or dead?” Sybil stares into the darkness: “I honestly don’t know.” He turns over and she instinctively rubs his back. Neither one cries. Yet.

			Word spreads the next day, and a parade of friends and neighbors invades the Stockdale home. The phone rings off the hook. Jimmy’s football practice beckons. He hops off his bike and walks to the field where his coach embraces him in a long hug—embarrassingly long for a teenager. But it gives the boy time to furtively wipe his tears. He puts his helmet on and heads down the field to run drills.





Chapter Three

			Premonitions, Proof, and Policy Changes

			Proof of Life (April 1967)

			Barely able to contain themselves, Alice Stratton and her friend Pat Foy enter the corner market in Palo Alto. Alice is on a mission. Instantly, they spot the magazine rack, zeroing in on the familiar black and white cover of Life with its signature red logo. The headline on the April 7 issue blares, “North Vietnam Under Siege.” Snatching a copy, the two impatiently flip through the magazine. It falls open to a large photograph of Alice’s husband, Navy Lt. Cdr. Richard “Dick” Stratton, in Hanoi.

			“Oh my!” Alice says, in her taciturn way. This is the first visual proof she has that Dick is alive. Struggling to calm her racing pulse, she tries processing the idea that this image of her husband is in a magazine in grocery stores, drugstores, and bookstores all over the country. Her emotions have been seesawing for hours and she is exhausted. She cannot stop looking at the photograph. It is horrifying—an image that will continue to haunt her. Pat fishes thirty-five cents from her purse to pay for the magazine. The two dash back to the car, heading back to the Foy home, Alice clutching the magazine to her chest.

			A study in contrasts, Pat is blonde, short, exuberant, and athletic, exuding an air of confidence. The two have been friends since Alice moved west in 1958 and began working in San Mateo County. Alice is measured, tall, lanky, and bookish, with a wry sense of humor. Their bond is unshakable. She has been through the wringer lately, and Pat is worried. She watches her friend out of the corner of her eye, as Alice pores over the magazine with Pat’s husband, Tom. All three sit in stunned silence.

			In the dark and grainy full-page photograph, Dick is wearing vertically striped prison pajamas, white socks, and slippers. Alice would know that profile anywhere: Dick’s call sign is “The Beak.” Yet something is off kilter. His hands are cupped at his sides, and he is bowing deeply. Tilting her head and the magazine, Alice tries to understand the grainy photo, but she is stymied. Dick appears more subservient than his spirit suggests. But after three months of agonizing uncertainty, she is thrilled to see proof that her husband is alive. The trio reads and re-reads the description of the press conference where the photo was taken. The title, “U.S. Prisoners and an Eerie Puppet Show,” is frightening. Journalist Lee Lockwood minces no words in his description of a North Vietnamese officer barking orders to Dick as bright lights bathe the room.

			“Like a puppet, the prisoner bowed deeply from the waist toward the audience without changing expression.” Once to the east, once to the west, once to the north, and once to the south. The command is issued again. Dick repeats the somber and mechanical, yet seemingly choreographed, movements. And again. “Then, with a final sharp command from his captors, Dick stands upright, does an about face, and shuffles through a curtain and out of sight.” Alice and the Foys are perplexed: Is he drugged? Brainwashed?

			Several days prior, Alice was startled by a radio broadcast purported to be a taped statement given by her husband. The announcer said that Dick confessed to war crimes. Alice wasted no time calling Cdr. Bob Boroughs, her Navy contact, who was unaware of the tape. Later that day, he phoned her back, confirming the voice was Dick’s. He also told her that a Life reporter had just returned from Hanoi, and that he had seen Dick, alive. She did not pay attention when he told her to brace herself for the photos that would be published in the magazine.

			Conditions are worse for POWs than suspected.

			Even-keeled Alice has been distracted since her husband deployed to Vietnam, even more so since he went missing three months ago. Nearly everything in her world feels discombobulated, and her sense of humor is missing in action. Yet she has managed to maintain her calm demeanor. It is a deep-seated survival technique she has relied upon since childhood, when her father’s depression caused him to withdraw for several years. It has been helpful since her husband’s plane was shot down. Not much was known about Lieutenant Commander Stratton after he was forced to eject from his A-4E Skyhawk attack aircraft somewhere over Thanh Hoa Province in North Vietnam.

			The past three months have tested Alice in ways she could never have imagined. She has tried to be patient about the lack of information from the Navy, fighting off the gnawing feelings of hopelessness.

			Dick and Alice had made plans for such a predicament. Together, they decided that if something happened to him, Alice would move closer to the Foys in Palo Alto, where they would be her safety net. Their kids were the same ages, the school system was solid, and nearby Navy bases offered medical care and a commissary. The two families could attend church services at Our Lady of the Rosary together, and the Foys would include Alice and the boys in social outings. Palo Alto was familiar territory for the Strattons, who had lived there while Dick was earning his master’s degree at Stanford University. The Foys offered rock-solid support and friendship. Alice and Pat had met at work in 1958 and knew each other well. Living near one another in Palo Alto again would allow them to settle back into their familiar friendship.
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			Alice Marie Robertson and Richard Allen Stratton on their wedding day, April 4, 1959, at Naval Air Station, Alameda, California. (Photo courtesy of the Stratton family.)

			Alice has grown tired of the sadness enveloping her life. Living among other naval aviator families near Naval Air Station Lemoore, she is constantly reminded of Dick’s absence. She needs a fresh start. Her children do, too.

			On this first weekend in April, with signs of spring everywhere, Alice and her three young sons have had a good visit with the exuberant Foy brood. For two days, the Strattons enjoy a sense of normalcy. Alice sets aside her worries, basking in the joy of adult conversation and the comfort of friendship. She savors the pleasure of her boys giggling while playing with their friends.

			Then a ping-pong table falls on her middle son Michael. A trip to the emergency room sets Alice on edge. Her three-year-old has a femur fracture requiring traction. It means the Strattons must remain in Palo Alto for two more weeks, throwing a monkey wrench into their schedule. Once again, the Foys step in and step up, offering the Strattons an extended stay and their unwavering support.

			The next day, Alice remembers it is her wedding anniversary. She tries remaining stoic but can’t. Biting her lower lip, the tears flow. “I exposed, once again, the Foys to my discomfort, my painful hurting, and they gave me the soothing balm of their support and friendship….”

			 

			Widespread media coverage of Stratton’s robotic behavior at the press conference sparks national and international revulsion at Hanoi’s propaganda ploy. Journalists and government officials suspect that Stratton’s bizarre appearance is the result of prolonged torture. Time magazine refers to the spectacle as “Pavlovian” and “Orwellian.”

			State Department officials are uncertain how or if to respond: they fear public criticism might worsen treatment of POWs, but worldwide outrage forces their hand. The “Stratton Incident” cannot be ignored. President Johnson’s POW point man, Ambassador Averell Harriman, writes a letter of protest to the Democratic Republic of Vietnam issuing a statement to Life magazine for its April 7 issue. His rebuke is restrained but pointed, “…it would appear that the North Vietnamese authorities are using mental or physical pressure on American prisoners of war…. Without such independent verification, North Vietnam’s professions of ‘humane treatment’ cannot be accepted.”

			While bureaucrats and politicians deliberate the Stratton Incident, Alice is glued to the grainy photograph of her husband. Longingly, she gazes at Dick’s profile. Has it only been three months?
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			Sitting near the family Christmas tree, in their Palo Alto, California home, Alice Stratton reads a letter from her captive husband to her three sons, circa December 1971. (Photo courtesy of the Stratton family. Originally taken by the Palo Alto Times.)

			The Black Sedan (January 1967)

			At first, Alice does not see it: the black vehicle parked by the curb.

			She is unwinding from her day. A social worker, she patiently coaxes and guides challenged young clients. At a time when few women of her generation worked, Alice continues her career after marrying and while raising her three boys.

			Helping others imbues her with a sense of purpose. Her family says it is in her DNA to help others. Perhaps she learned early in life to be nurturing and resourceful, watching her mother who worked as a nurse. Presciently, Dick had always considered her income good insurance, in case they lost his.
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			The Stratton family in front of their Hanford, California home, summer 1966, prior to Dick’s Western Pacific deployment. From L to R: Michael, 3, Charlie, 10 months, and Patrick, 4 ½. (Photo courtesy of the Stratton family.)

			Alice relishes time to herself during her commute and the anticipation of arriving home to the babysitter and her boys who are usually playing in the yard with other neighborhood children. She enjoys their enthusiasm and energy. Charlie, the baby, is one year old; Mike, three; and Patrick, four and a half.

			Catching up with neighbors completes her day. Alice is an empathetic listener and her front yard is a welcome gathering spot. Dick has been deployed to Vietnam for three months, and Alice and the boys have established a solid and satisfying routine, which sometimes includes macaroni and cheese dinners and watching Hogan’s Heroes and Mission Impossible.

			Steering her station wagon into the driveway, she is thinking about dinner. She sets the hand brake and switches off the ignition. Exiting the car, two men in Navy uniforms jump out of the black sedan, walking briskly toward her.

			Like a raven, the dreaded black sedan is the harbinger of grim news for military families. Wives and kids stop in their tracks and hold their breath when it circles their neighborhood, praying it does not land in front of their home. On this day, it is here for Alice.

			Fear shoots through her body. Is it a mistake? She feels a pressure in her chest. Respectfully removing their uniform covers, the two naval officers solemnly tell her that Dick’s aircraft has been shot down. He is missing in action. Overcome by the news, Alice covers her mouth, darting inside the house. The men follow. Patrick watches the scene unfold: “My mom got a horrific look on her face. It was as if everything suddenly stopped.”

			Sinking into an easy chair, Alice is only able to muster enough energy for one question: “Is he dead?” She can only digest bits and pieces of their response. Everything moves in slow motion. A good parachute had been spotted. Dick had sent an emergency radio signal. He has not been seen or heard from since. Presumably, he has been captured. But the men sitting in her living room do not seem certain about much.

			Alice wants desperately to turn back the clock by one day. Tick, tock. She tries to listen as the officials, in hushed tones, offer their sympathies and a promise of more intelligence when they receive it. If they receive it. But she hears only the tick, tock of the living room clock.

			Friends whisk her children into the kitchen. There must have been a half a dozen women scurrying around her, working in unison, cooking, feeding and bathing her children, washing dishes, answering the phone. Alice cannot budge. She needs a good cry, but thinks she has to hold it together. She shakes her head. No, I’m not hungry. Yes, the kids will need to get to bed. It is going to be a long and cool January night at her home in the San Joaquin Valley. Friends sit with her. Her hands are stiff from gripping the armchair. She is holding on for dear life. Tick, tock. The clock reminds her that time is suddenly irrelevant. At some point, she calls the Foys. They promise to drive down the next day.

			A doctor arrives. “Here, take this. It will help you sleep.” But it does not. She cries most of the night, memories of Dick flashing through her mind. Alice remembers his scent, his great big bear hugs, his work ethic, and his earnest opinions. Dick has an intensity about him, but when he laughs, his entire face lights up and his dark eyes dance. Now, her Quincy, Massachusetts, man with his thick and unmistakable Boston accent is missing.

			The couple met on a blind date in December 1958 at a Christmas party thrown by Alice and her roommates at their San Francisco flat. The duo instantly discovered shared interests. Both were intellects and conversation came easily. She showed him framed photographs of her family in Michigan, and digging into his bulky leather wallet, Dick shared photos of his family taken during a visit to Mt. Vernon, George Washington’s home. Not recognizing the landmark, Alice mistakenly assumed he hailed from a wealthy family with an impressively large home. That first impression turned into an often-told story that always made them laugh.

			Dick had completed six years in the seminary, planning to become a priest before rethinking that decision and joining the Navy. Yet he and Alice shared a deeply rooted faith. Both were private and thoughtful, and Alice enjoyed Dick’s philosophical musings. A self-described noisy, independent Irishman, Dick was a gentleman, but louder and more direct than Alice, which she found amusing. When he said he was a pilot, Alice assumed he worked for the airlines. He was neither wealthy nor an airline pilot, but she did not mind one bit.

			Unlike Dick’s childhood in New England, Alice was raised in Michigan. Her mother was a farm girl and Alice inherited her rugged determination, steadfast work ethic, and devout Catholicism. Her mother’s nursing career modeled empathetic listening skills and a lifelong concern for others. Alice’s early childhood was a happy one, ice skating with siblings on Lake Michigan and putting on plays on the stage in their Grosse Pointe basement.

			Her father was a quiet and hardworking chemical engineer until debilitating depression following an allergic reaction to penicillin had made getting out of bed a struggle. His illness had required patience at a time when mental health was poorly understood and rarely discussed. Eventually, he received shock treatments that cured his depression. Like her mother, he too, found religion, converting to Catholicism. The family’s deep faith provided solace and strength during those challenging times. Growing up in a close-knit family that survived adversity may have strengthened Alice’s compassion and self-reliance. Those lessons would now serve her well.

			During her college years, Alice spent summers working at a University of Michigan Fresh Air camp and later in the school system, while earning her master’s degree in social work. For one year after graduation, she worked at a psychiatric hospital for children before moving to San Francisco with two friends, who were also coworkers.

			Alice was reserved and thoughtful, but Dick appreciated her ribald sense of humor. Four months after they met, they married at a 1943 vintage white stucco chapel at Naval Air Station Alameda, where he was stationed. Their traditional ceremony was celebrated with a small group of fifty family members, friends—including Pat Foy—and Navy colleagues, followed by a reception at the Officer’s Club. Dick’s squadron allowed him time off from standing watch, giving the newlyweds three full days to celebrate their honeymoon at the Highlands Inn in Carmel overlooking the Pacific Ocean.

			Like a movie reel, images from those happy days play continually in Alice’s mind.

			The morning after receiving the news of Dick’s disappearance, she wakes up feeling exhausted and alone. She will need patience and resilience to survive. Is she a widow? Beseeching, she prays. Why, God? Why me?
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			Charlie Stratton’s drawing for a second-grade school assignment. He was asked to draw his “wish.” (Photo courtesy of the Stratton family.)

			Momentum (May 1969)

			Early on a Monday morning, Sybil Stockdale is getting her kids ready for school when the phone rings. A Pentagon secretary asks her to hold the line. Impatiently, she checks her watch. Dick Capen and Frank Sieverts are on the other end, and they sound elated.

			Capen, a former naval officer and publisher for Copley Press in San Diego, is a thirty-five-year-old political appointee recruited by President Nixon’s new secretary of defense to work on the POW issue. Sieverts is Capen’s counterpart at the State Department.

			“We wanted you to know that here in Washington, in just a few minutes, the secretary of defense is going to do the thing you’ve been wanting him to do for so long. He’s going to publicly denounce the North Vietnamese for their treatment of our American prisoners and for their violation of the Geneva Convention. We know you’ve been working long and hard for this day, and we wanted you to be the first to know.”

			Three years earlier, Sybil first raised her voice in protest to the government. It was a lonely task: government leadership has been almost mute on the topic. Few others had spoken publicly about the issue—much less protested vehemently.

			 

			Until now, the vexing POW and MIA issue has been the sole purview of the State Department. Back in 1966, President Johnson chose Ambassador Harriman as his point man. Harriman was old school. A seasoned diplomat and politician, he had been tapped repeatedly since World War II to manage thorny foreign policy issues. Surely, he could find a diplomatic solution to the growing number of POWs. Although in his seventies, his energy was legendary, even if he was hard of hearing.

			Harriman prefers working behind the scenes, in a “diplomat-to-diplomat” style, using familiar “quiet diplomacy” to negotiate with the North Vietnamese for better treatment and an early release for American captives. Sybil met him in 1966 and 1967, pleading with him to do more, to publicly rebuke the North Vietnamese for mistreatment of the POWs. “When I sharpened the tone of my questions with Ambassador Harriman, he didn’t appear to pay any attention. It was almost as if he were giving a monologue.” Patronizingly, Harriman assures her that the State Department’s efforts on behalf of her husband are extensive, but classified. The women and their families need to trust him and to keep quiet, he said. But Harriman’s callous rebuffs leave Sybil feeling helpless and irritable.
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