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Praise for


SIX YEARS IN THE HANOI HILTON


“I couldn’t put this book down. In ten hours I cried through a box of Kleenex, laughed out loud, inwardly smiled, felt very nauseous, became extremely angry, then was filled with awe and gratitude. Six Years in the Hanoi Hilton should be required reading for every high school student in the nation. It is an American treasure, but then it was written about one. I am proud to have called Jim Shively a friend and I’m proud of his daughter. Amy is a gifted writer. Kudos to her for sharing her dad’s story with the world.”


       —Debra Wilde, former news anchor and journalist, Spokane


“Six Years in the Hanoi Hilton is an outstanding tribute to a remarkable person. The story of Jim Shively truly shows off the best of the human spirit. Including the brutal, heartbreaking, and heroic six years he spent as a POW, this account also captures wonderful moments from his formative years, days as a fighter pilot, father, and family man. Amy has taken an extraordinary amount of history and detail and with wonderful storytelling has presented us the life of Jim Shively with a great deal of humanness and humor.”


       —Ken Hopkins, program director and morning co-host of the Dave, Ken & Molly show at 92.9 ZZU in Spokane


“As a classmate of Jim Shively at the Air Force Academy and a lifelong friend, I am truly ecstatic that Jim’s daughter, Amy, has written this book. My wife, Sandy, and I have spent many, many hours not just reading the book, but discussing it in considerable detail. I have not read any other book on the POW experience that impressed me to the same extent. I believe the reader will be greatly pleased and blessed by the absolutely wonderful rendition and research by Amy. Jim Shively was truly a gentleman and man among men, and I will never forget his terrible wounds staring us in the face each day from his heroic resistance. Obviously, by this outstanding book, it is clear his spirit, courage, and excellence remain with us on earth in his daughter, Amy, as well as with him where he is now. Thank you, Amy, this book has been a spectacular confirmation of my very highest opinion of your dear father and my dear friend. All the best to you for its wonderful success, which I believe will greatly bless our country in many, many ways.”


       —Captain Guy G. Gruters, motivational POW speaker and author of Locked Up With God


“Six Years in the Hanoi Hilton is not merely a story of war, captivity, and torture. It is the story of a special man, one of the best and brightest of his generation. Jim Shively’s faith, inner strength, patriotism, and humility were the hallmarks of a truly great American. He was a man of character and dedication to service. It was my distinct privilege to know Jim Shively. We became friends relatively late in his life. He shared many memories, some about his captivity in Vietnam. But mostly Jim offered a perspective on life filled with a rare honesty and sincerity that made every hour with him an honor. Through the pages of this book, that honor is now yours.”


       —Mike Fitzsimmons, award-winning radio and television journalist, news director, and talk radio host, KXLY News-radio 920, Spokane


“A wonderful tribute to a great man. This book is great for Vets, family or friends of Vets, and just about anyone who appreciates our servicemen. The stories in Amy’s book are heartbreaking, frustrating, but also inspiring. I love Jim Shively and I love this book!”


       —Dave Sposito, morning co-host of the Dave, Ken & Molly Show at 92.9 ZZU in Spokane
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I wrote this book for Jim’s grandchildren: Savanna, Cruise, Ian, Sierra, James, Ada, Anson, Elsa, and Mabel. May your Papa’s legacy of courage and honor live on in you.









Author’s Note


I am Jim Shively’s stepdaughter. Jim married my mom when I was five, and raised me and my younger sister, Jane, as his own, so I always called him “Dad” and thought of him as such. He was a man of few words. Three days before he died he said he loved me. It was the first time I recall him saying it.


After he passed away in 2006, I learned that he had made several hours’ worth of recordings about his experience as a Vietnam prisoner of war with a news reporter named Steve Becker. Steve had always been fascinated by my dad’s story and felt that it should be preserved. The project took on urgency when Dad was diagnosed with prostate cancer in 2002. Following the diagnosis, he and Steve got together every Saturday for six months to record the story. This book is based on those recordings.


Listening to those CDs was the first time I had ever heard Dad talk so openly and in such detail about the war. Even when recounting his experience of torture, his deep, gravelly-from-cigarettes voice never fluctuated. He often ended his stories with a laugh. It was just how he dealt with the brutality of his experience.


Hearing his familiar voice took me straight back to my childhood, to a time when Dad read to my sisters and me, stories like Treasure Island and (my favorite) the entire Little House on the Prairie series. It’s ironic that the hardships in the books he read to us were nothing compared to what he himself had endured—but we never knew until we were much older. Even then, in order to protect us, he kept most of the details to himself.


Dad loved to read. I rarely saw him without a book or a newspaper in his hand. He always hoped to write a book. I can think of no more fitting tribute to him than to capture his life and put it into words on paper the best I can.


Dad never spoke much about a personal faith, but, in my opinion, it is hard to miss the hand of God on his life. A thread of Divine Providence tied his whole life together into a thing of beauty. Providence kept him alive in the Hanoi Hilton and supplied him with grace to assimilate successfully back into civilian life. Providence turned what could have been a tragic story of despair and defeat into one of remarkable courage and victory.


I wrote this book because Captain James R. Shively was a true hero who lived a life worth remembering, worth celebrating, and worth honoring. I wrote this book to honor him and all of those brave men who withstood unthinkable sufferings for love of their country. For years, Jim Shively and his fellow POWs in Vietnam faced torture, starvation, humiliation, and deprivations most of us can hardly imagine. Their incredible service deserves to be remembered. Their story deserves to be shared with every American who values the hard-won gift of liberty we all enjoy. I am honored to write it.


Amy Shively Hawk









Special Note to POWs


To my Dad’s fellow POWs in North Vietnam:


One thing I have learned while writing this book is that people remember events differently—especially when they happened more than forty years ago. I hope you will give me grace as you read, that I have done my best to stay true to my Dad’s war stories as he remembered them. It is my express wish not to offend any who remember it differently. Jim Shively was not a divisive person. He valued friendship over differences of thought involving such touchy subjects as war, politics, and religion. He believed in camaraderie, loyalty, and respectfully letting others hold to their own opinion, and he taught his daughters to do the same. It is in that spirit of humility that I offer his memoir.


With highest regard,


Amy









Foreword


As prisoners of war in North Vietnam, deprived of all liberty, we relied on three things: faith in God, faith in our country, and faith in each other. Our faith in God secured our hope that we would survive. Faith in our country gave us encouragement that she would not abandon us, but would do everything possible to bring us home. And faith in each other gave us the strength we needed to get through every day. It was for each other that we did our best, despite the severity of the treatment, to resist the efforts of the enemy and to maintain our country’s code of conduct. Alone we might give up, but for each other we would survive. We could not let each other down.


Reliance on those three ideologies forged within us a special unity and loyalty. Forty-two years later, those I love most and best in the world are the men I spent time with in prison. Often, we get together to reminisce about the war, comradeship, and the faith that pulled us through. It is during those times that Jim Shively is especially missed.


There is no doubt that Jim Shively was a great patriot who served both the United States Air Force and our country with a true sense of honor and courage. He was a wonderful man, a natural leader, and an exceptionally strong resistor who served his country with distinction. A man greatly respected, admired, and loved not only by his fellow POWs, but all those who knew him. Much can be learned by reading about a man with Jim Shively’s level of courage and integrity. It is my pleasure to commend this tribute to his extraordinary life.


John McCain, United States Senator









Prologue


Welcome to the Hanoi Hilton


Hanoi, North Vietnam


May 1967


“Nobody asks to be a hero. Sometimes it just turns out that way.”


—Staff Sergeant Matt Eversmann, Black Hawk Down


The shock had worn off, and now, instead of being numb, Jim’s body screamed in pain. It was the middle of the night and he was thirsty, scared, and hurting. The handcuffs were fastened so tightly they were tearing the flesh off his wrists. Blindfolded, he had no idea where he was—except that he was lying in the back of a truck, and he had no idea how long he’d been there. Dazed, he began to recall the events of the last twenty-four hours.


Flying over North Vietnam.


An explosion in the back of his plane.


The pilot behind him shouting over the radio headset, “You’re on fire!”


In a sudden wave, it all came back to him. The violent expulsion from his plane, the open parachute and tranquil descent to earth, the cacophony of yelling and chaos once he landed.


He had not been prepared for the intensity of their hatred. They tried to kill him, but the armed North Vietnamese gunmen would not allow it, so they stripped and beat him instead.


The truck began moving again, and he could hear crowds of people. The yelling was getting closer and louder. Instinctively, he curled up tight in a fetal position and braced himself for more blows. The truck stopped again, but the roar of the crowd continued. Someone grabbed him under his arms and hoisted him onto a stool. Blood streamed out of his nose and into his mouth, but he couldn’t wipe it because of the cuffs. They took off his blindfold. Jim blinked repeatedly in the glare of intense spotlights pointed directly at him. He shook his head to focus. A sea of North Vietnamese people surrounded him, swarming to get near. Jim squinted to see their faces. He didn’t understand their words, but he could tell they were making vicious threats. Soldiers holding AK-47s lined the sidewalks, keeping the crowds at bay.


As Jim’s eyes adjusted, he registered that he was strapped onto a fixed stool in the bed of a truck, wearing only his Jockey shorts. The soldiers had removed the canvas and the wooden sides from the truck, creating a moving platform from which to showcase their catch. Spotlights rigged at the top of this moving “stage” shone hotly down on Jim. The truck drove slowly through the streets of what he guessed was Hanoi. Four guards stood at each corner of the truck, their AK-47s pointed at his head. The villagers and townspeople had all come out to see the spectacle. Some ran alongside the truck. It was an enormous parade, and he was the star of the show.


A huge rock hit him in the face. The villagers began to pelt him with rocks, sticks, vegetables, and anything else handy, which he couldn’t deflect because his hands were tightly cuffed behind his back. His only consolation was that the guards were being pelted too. Suddenly, a riot of angry men surged through the soldier barricade and climbed onto the truck, headed straight for him. He watched in shock as the guards used the butt ends of their AK-47s to knock them back, but there were only four guards, and the irate mob of people continued to grow in force. Jim was certain they would beat him to death on the back of the truck.


Without warning, the driver stepped on the gas, throwing everyone but Jim off the back of the truck. Jim stayed in place because his stool had been fastened somehow to the truck. The guards had to run to jump back on. This happened several times—it would even have been comical under different circumstances. Finally, after what seemed like hours, the crowds grew sparse, and they entered a quiet neighborhood.


HOA LO PRISON


He saw it from far away as they approached. The building, or rather, series of buildings, was immense. It sat on a vast, tree-lined property right in the heart of Hanoi, and from a distance it could easily have been any other governmental structure. The truck approached the main building, a whitewashed French Colonial with green shutters and louvered doors that looked like it belonged on a Hollywood set. Jim half expected some French foreign legion guy to walk out and greet him. But as the security gate opened to let them in, the compound took on a much more sinister appearance. Rows of razor wire lined the top of the buildings, along with shards of broken glass. The gate swung open to let the truck through, then slammed shut behind them with an eerie finality. He knew exactly where he was.


Built by the French in 1896 to imprison North Vietnamese rebels, the complex had been officially named “Maison Centrale,” or “prison,” but eventually Hoa Lo had earned itself another name: “Hell Hole.” The prison lived up to its moniker. Inside its concrete walls, thousands of North Vietnamese had been stripped and crammed into dirty holding cells, sometimes twenty-five to a tiny room. Either clamped into iron stocks or chained to their bunks, they received little food or water. If not eventually beheaded, they were many times left to live in chains and die in their own excrement.


The North Vietnamese had learned about captivity, starvation, and methods of torture the hard way, and now they were putting that knowledge to use against their current enemy. Jim had heard about the prison, referred to sarcastically by the American military as the “Hanoi Hilton.” No one knew for sure who had started the nickname, but a prisoner held there had once carved “Welcome to the Hanoi Hilton” on the handle of a pail by way of greeting the next “visitor.” Now it was Jim’s turn to be ushered into the infamous living quarters.


The guards hoisted him off the truck and strapped the blindfold back on. With his hands still tightly cuffed behind his back, they led him through a series of hallways and doors, making a big show of locking every door behind them loudly with heavy metal keys. Jim knew they wanted to intimidate him. He had the impression that they were taking him down to a basement, because it smelled musty and dirty. Eventually they entered a room where the guards took the blindfold off, set him down on a wooden stool, and left him alone. He took a look around and winced. The menacing room was all concrete—concrete floors, concrete walls, and a concrete ceiling. One dirty bulb hanging down from the ceiling provided all the light in the room—scarcely enough to see a table in the corner and iron bars and u-bolts against the wall. He looked up and noticed a hook suspended from the ceiling. A wave of fear went through him, but he pushed it aside.


To take his mind off things he decided to study the construction of the walls. Instead of smooth concrete, it looked like handfuls of plaster had been spread roughly on the walls, giving them a rough, egg-carton appearance. He wondered why they had done it that way. He found out soon enough—it was to deaden the sound.









Part One


The Making of a Fighter Pilot





HIGH FLIGHT


Oh! I have slipped the surly bonds of Earth


And danced the skies on laughter-silvered wings;


Sunward I’ve climbed, and joined the tumbling mirth


Of sun-split clouds,—and done a hundred things


You have not dreamed of—wheeled and soared and swung


High in the sunlit silence. Hov’ring there


I’ve chased the shouting wind along, and flung


my eager craft through footless halls of air.


Up, up the long, delirious, burning blue


I’ve topped the wind-swept heights with easy grace


Where never lark, or even eagle flew—


And, while with silent, lifting mind I’ve trod


The high untrespassed sanctity of space,


Put out my hand, and touched the face of God.


—John Gillespie Magee Jr.


No. 412 squadron, RCAF


(1922–1941)









Chapter 1


Baseball and BB Guns


Spokane, Washington


1953–1960


When Jim dreamed, he dreamed of baseball. He lay on his bunk in the back of the house, tossing his ball in the air and catching it, and listened to games on the radio. There he stood on a diamond in Philadelphia, pitching for the Phillies, and the announcer was calling his name. Willie Mays, Mickey Mantle, Babe Ruth, Jackie Robinson, Joe DiMaggio. . .and Jim Shively.


For thirteen-year-old Jim, the future was clear—and it included a top spot in the major leagues. Jim practiced at least three times a day—before school, at recess, and after school, pitching and hitting in Dishman, his Spokane, Washington, neighborhood. Dishman looked like it came straight out of a 1950s movie: idyllic rows of picture perfect homes, fronted by bright green lawns precisely trimmed. Flowers and fruit trees lined every drive. Shiny Buicks or station wagons were parked in front of each garage—one car per home. The streets were filled with kids biking, shooting marbles, and playing sports.


The Dishman grade school was just three blocks away, so Jim and his younger sister, Phyllis, rode their bikes or walked every day. More importantly for Jim with his big-time baseball aspirations, there was an empty field adjacent to the grade school. It hosted, six days a week, a work-up baseball game. The empty lot was completely void of grass and made up mostly of rocks, with bigger rocks for the bases, so the boys left every game with skinned elbows and bloody knees. Undeterred, every morning and afternoon they played, rain or shine, and also at recess.


James Richard Shively was born on March 23, 1942, in Wheeler, Texas, a tiny town just twelve miles west of the Texas-Oklahoma border. He was his parents’ second son. His older brother, Harold Jr., had died, which Jim knew because he saw a picture of the grave one time, but the tragedy of his brother’s loss was off-limits for discussion. Before Jim’s first birthday, Harold and Jeanette picked up and moved to San Diego to join Jeanette’s parents on their chicken farm. That situation did not work out, and in 1946, at the end of the war, they moved again. They made their way up north and settled in the Spokane valley.


It was a bit of an odd arrangement for those days, as Jeanette was the main breadwinner in the family. As far back as Jim could remember, she worked as a secretary and bookkeeper for the Steelworkers’ Union, a position she held for more than thirty years. She left the house early in the morning and came home and made dinner at night. She ran a tight ship, and everyone knew what was expected of them. For Jim that meant keeping his room clean, doing his outside chores, making good grades, and staying out of trouble. His mom set the rules, and his dad enforced them. Harold did not take matters of discipline lightly, and so for the most part, Jim complied.


Jim’s dad held a variety of jobs. He worked as a molder in an aluminum plant, a delivery guy for Sunshine Dairy, and for a while he owned and operated a Conoco gas station. Jim never knew what happened to it. But his major line of business was remodeling the Shively home. It seemed his projects were ongoing, flowing one right into the next, with the house never actually reaching completion. One day Jim came home from school to find an entire wall knocked out and a dining room where the living room used to be. When that project was complete, Harold built a garage and then connected it with a new kitchen and a different dining room. Jim’s bedroom was at the back of the family home, in what had previously been a porch. His dad had closed it in and built some pine shelving and a pine bunk bed for Jim. When Harold ran out of space at ground level, he proceeded to hand-dig a basement under the house.


Harold’s other preoccupation was saving money. He changed the heating system in their home frequently—from sawdust to coal, to oil, to gas, and back again, depending on what was cheapest to burn at the time. He also developed a rather ingenious method of irrigating their huge family garden, re-routing hoses in such a way that the water meter couldn’t read how much water they were using. Unfortunately, he was eventually found out and had to pay a big fine to the water company.


Jim found it best to stay out of the way. He hung around outdoors with his baseball buddies, and if they weren’t around he found plenty to do on the Shivelys’ half-acre lot. Their backyard was home to chickens, all kinds of fruit trees, and at one time a young calf. The bountiful garden boasted enormous quantities of beans, corn, peas, beets, radishes, lettuce, potatoes, onions, and all kinds of berries. Jim loved the garden and even started a profitable business taking care of people’s yards when they went on vacation. He felt sorry for Phyllis, inside doing the dishes while he mowed the grass, tended the animals, and weeded the garden, chores which earned him a dollar per week.


By the time he was twelve, Jim had caught a touch of his dad’s entrepreneurial spirit. That year he answered an ad in the back of Popular Mechanics magazine and sent in for a Christmas variety kit. He hopped on his Schwinn, loaded down with wrapping paper, greeting cards, and various decorative items, and set off door-to-door, selling his wares to all the housewives in the neighborhood. He stood to make a great commission if he sold the whole thing, and he did.


BUSTED WITH A BB GUN


Jim and Gary rode their bikes home from sixth grade in a great deal of worry. For Jim, this was just the latest in a series of BB gun transgressions. First he had accidentally shot out the neighbor’s window. Then, his friend David shot another neighbor lady in the rear while she was weeding her garden, and took off running, leaving Jim to take the blame. He had gotten out of that one by apologizing profusely and calling it, “a misfortunate accident.” This latest offense was not going to be so easy to explain.


It had started innocently enough—Jim and Gary and their gang of buddies had the day off from school, so they were out tromping through the Dishman Hills with their guns. There was always something to do up there. They could make a raft out of sticks and leaves and float it on the pond. They could build a fort, shoot a squirrel, or throw rocks at a hermit tent and run away fast. On this particular day they hadn’t meant to cause any trouble, but they were startled in their roaming by a group of kids they didn’t know. Jim and his friends spent so much time exploring the hills that they considered them their own territory. As far as they were concerned, the other gang was trespassing. There was a small canyon dividing the two groups, and Jim and his companions had the higher ground. The Dishman gang wordlessly implemented their plan of attack, and it was a complete ambush. Within moments they had the smaller group on the ground, BB guns pointed at their heads. After a brief lecture Jim and his buddies let them go. Those guys would think twice before encroaching on their land again. Jim and his comrades-in-arms took off and forgot all about it.


All would have been well and good, except one of the victims told his dad, who happened to be head of the Spokane County Juvenile Department. Jim and his buddies got called down to the principal’s office on Monday. The principal was going to call their parents, and he was giving the offending boys one day to confess before he did. Jim had a feeling this latest wrongdoing would throw his dad over the edge, so he waited until his mom got home from work to break the news. He gathered up his courage and went into the living room to face his parents as they enjoyed their after-dinner coffee. They sat quietly and listened while he confessed the whole story, and then his dad told him to go get his prized possession. Jim brought it back to him with bated breath, and watched while Harold broke it over his knee. That was the end of his BB gun.


JUNIOR HIGH


By the time Jim entered junior high, things in the little Dishman community had changed. Kids didn’t roam the streets after school anymore. One of the neighbors got a TV, and the rest of the neighborhood quickly followed suit. The arrival of the television marked the end of an era. It was such a big deal that they congregated at the neighbor’s house just to watch the test pattern and fiddle with the knobs. Work-up baseball couldn’t compete with modern technology. Jim showed up at the baseball field with his mitt, only to find it deserted in favor of The Mickey Mouse Club. His dad was the last to buy a television, but when he finally did Jim and Phyllis raced home to watch Milton Berle like everyone else.


HIGH SCHOOL


In 1956, Jim started high school at West Valley. He was nervous at first, because Gary had moved away the summer before, so Jim didn’t have a best friend. But high school turned out to be the time of his life. Not only did he excel academically, he was voted most popular and elected class president three years running, despite the fact that he spent a considerable amount of time in the vice principal’s office—usually for sneaking off campus to smoke.


In 1950s fashion, the school set up a juke box in the girls’ gym and let the students dance at lunch. Jim was a great dancer and a much sought-after partner. He had lots of dates, but during his senior year he dated someone special, a cute cheerleader three years his junior, named Nancy Banta.


One teacher in particular made a formidable impression on Jim: the legendary Jud Heathcote. Heathcote went on to coach Magic Johnson at Michigan State University, including the 1979 National Championship Team, but he started his career coaching basketball and teaching geometry at West Valley High School in Spokane, Washington. He was a great coach and a gifted mathematician, but he was most famous for his outrageous temper. In the classroom, he was not above throwing chalk at students who failed to grasp key concepts, like the unfortunate basketball player who failed to understand a geometry lesson. Heathcote hurled his chalk across the room at the player, hollering, “G*@ dammit, Roger, why do you have to be such a stupid idiot?”


He was also the freshman baseball coach. Jim played baseball for Coach Heathcote his freshman year, and one game marked him forever. West Valley was competing against Lewis and Clark High School at Hart Field. It was a close game and someone had doubled, and Coach Heathcote put Jim in as a pinch runner, second base, and he got picked off at second. Coach was irate. His face turned red and he coughed and spat, unable to get his choice words out fast enough. After he had unleashed his fury, he forbade Jim to speak and moved him to the end of the bench, where Jim sat for the remainder of the season.


The real terror, though, came after the game. Coach was also the bus driver, which made for a terrifying ride when they lost the game.


By his senior year, Jim had realized he was not a great athlete. His baseball dreams had been dashed by Heathcote, so he took up as a box boy at Rosauers Supermarket, working thirty hours a week after school and on weekends. He made one dollar an hour, and what he didn’t spend on cigarettes he put into savings for a car. He sacked groceries, stocked shelves, swept and dusted, and since the store couldn’t sell beer or wine on Sundays, on Sunday mornings he took a big roll of butcher paper and taped it from one end of the cooler to the other to hide the alcohol.


Jim graduated in 1960 with high honors, and planned to study architecture at Montana State University. But sometime during his senior year his mom suggested he apply to the Air Force Academy, because he could get a free education there. Jim wasn’t too keen on the idea, but he had been raised to be obedient. It was a very political process, and Jim relied on the fact that he probably wouldn’t get an appointment.


He applied nonetheless, enduring an extensive physical exam at Fairchild Air Force Base in Spokane and a grueling fitness test at McChord Air Force Base near Tacoma. In the end, Jim came in second on Senator Henry Jackson’s list of candidates. That meant he would not be going, and Jim was relieved. At the last minute, though, the number one guy withdrew his candidacy. Jim got a letter saying he had been accepted to the United States Air Force Academy. He had no desire to attend, but there was nothing he could do. He was committed.


This twist of fate would set the course for the rest of his life.
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