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To my husband, Bob
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A Proud Tradition

John Sidney McCain III, known as Johnny, was a navy kid from day one. He was born on August 29, 1936, to Roberta and John Sidney McCain Jr., in the hospital at Coco Solo Naval Air Station in the Panama Canal Zone. Johnny’s father, called Jack, was assigned to a submarine stationed at Coco Solo. His grandfather, John Sidney McCain Sr. was the base commander there.

Base Commander McCain, nicknamed “Slew,” doted on his new grandson. A photo of Johnny and his father and grandfather at Johnny’s christening shows Jack looking serious. But Johnny’s grandfather is grinning from ear to ear as he cradles his tiny grandson in his arms.

Commander McCain was even glad to babysit Johnny. One night, going out to a party, Roberta McCain instructed her father-in-law to let the baby cry in his crib. Returning home, she was shocked to discover that Grandfather McCain had instead taken little Johnny to bed with him. “Dammit, Roberta,” he tried to explain himself, “that boy has the stamp of nobility on his brow.”

Johnny’s parents weren’t so sure, especially as Johnny became a toddler. He had fits of temper, often becoming so angry that he held his breath until he fainted. His parents were worried, but the family doctor advised them to dunk the little boy in a tub of cold water each time a tantrum began. This treatment seemed to cure Johnny’s temper fits.

A few months after Johnny’s birth, his family—his father, his mother, and his older sister, Jean (called Sandy)—moved to New London, Connecticut. Jack McCain had been assigned to the submarine command headquarters there. This would be only the first of Johnny McCain’s many moves with his family as they followed Jack to various naval posts around the country. In 1939 the McCains moved to San Diego, California, where Jack had been appointed commander of the Naval Air Station. Only two years later, in April 1941, they were back in New London.

One Sunday toward the end of that year, five-year-old Johnny and his family happened to be standing in their front yard. A naval officer pulled his car up in front of the McCains’ house and shouted to Johnny’s father. “Jack! The Japanese have bombed Pearl Harbor!” It was December 7, 1941.

Jack McCain left immediately for the base. The next day President Franklin D. Roosevelt asked Congress to declare war on Japan. Soon afterward, Nazi Germany declared war on the United States. The United States entered World War II, and Johnny hardly saw his father during the next four years.

Fortunately, Roberta McCain was perfectly capable of running the family, which now included Johnny’s brother, Joseph, born in 1942, by herself. A lively, enthusiastic woman, Roberta loved navy life. She was always interested in new places and experiences, and she made new friends easily.

Roberta had grown up in California as the daughter of wealthy oilman Archibald Wright and his wife, Myrtle. But she didn’t mind making do on her husband’s small salary as a naval officer, and she treated their frequent moves as chances for adventure. In fact, her marriage to Jack McCain had begun as an adventure, when at the age of twenty she’d married him against her family’s wishes, eloping with him to Tijuana, Mexico.

Although Johnny seldom saw his father or grandfather during the war years, they were important figures in his life. Sometimes his mother would wake him up in the middle of the night to see his grandfather, stopping by on his way to his next assignment. Johnny was always delighted to see Grandfather McCain, a lively, fun-loving man. The two had had a special bond ever since Johnny was a baby in Panama, when the tough, chain-smoking naval commander babysat for him.

Johnny McCain learned as a young boy that a career in the navy was the best life—the only possible life—for a McCain man. His grandfather, who grew up on a plantation in Carroll County, Mississippi, had graduated from the United States Naval Academy at Annapolis, Maryland, in 1906. Slew McCain began serving in the navy when Theodore Roosevelt was president.

President Theodore Roosevelt had done a great deal to build up the United States Navy, and the McCains considered him one of the greatest presidents ever. To demonstrate US naval power to the world, Roosevelt sent the “Great White Fleet,” a parade of battleships seven miles long, around the globe. When the fleet returned in triumph in late 1908, young Ensign McCain stood at attention on the deck of the flagship, the USS Connecticut, to salute President Roosevelt.

Slew McCain, short and slight, did not fit the image most people have of a military hero. But he made up for his small size with a fierce fighting spirit and unflinching courage, and his men were devoted to him. He rose to the rank of vice admiral during World War II. In the famous battle of Guadalcanal, Johnny’s grandfather commanded the land-based air operations of the United States and its allies in the South Pacific. In the last year of the war, Slew McCain commanded Task Force 38 of the Third Fleet, a carrier task force that took the combat all the way from the Philippines to Japan.

Meanwhile, his son, John McCain Jr., idolized his father and yearned to be just like him. Jack McCain, also a small, slight man, graduated from the Naval Academy in 1931. He fought in World War II as commander of the submarine USS Gunnel, first in the Atlantic Ocean and then in the Pacific. After the war, Johnny listened to his father’s thrilling stories of many narrow escapes.

Jack McCain’s worst ordeal took place in the East China Sea, as the Gunnel was being hunted down by three Japanese destroyers. The Gunnel managed to torpedo and sink one of the destroyers, but the remaining two attacked the submarine with depth charges. Commander McCain took his submarine down to three hundred feet, out of reach. After eighteen hours underwater, the carbon dioxide level of the air rose dangerously. The crew nearly suffocated, but Jack McCain managed to bring his ship and men through safely.

On September 2, 1945, the Japanese formally surrendered to the United States and its allies. Vice Admiral McCain had the honor of being one of the officers present at the ceremony on board the USS Missouri in Tokyo Bay. Jack McCain was also in Tokyo Bay, now commanding a captured Japanese submarine, and the father and son met for a private talk after the ceremonies. Vice Admiral McCain was extremely thin, having worn himself out in the stressful last months of the war, but he was in high spirits. It was a privilege, he told his son, to die for your principles and country.

Four days later, in the middle of a welcome-home party in Coronado, California, Johnny’s grandfather dropped dead from a heart attack. He was buried with full honors in Arlington National Cemetery, the historic military cemetery outside Washington, DC, and President Harry S. Truman sent condolences to Johnny’s grandmother. Soon after his death, Congress honored John S. McCain Sr. with the rank of full admiral.

After the war, Jack McCain continued to devote himself to his career in the navy. During these years he worked at the Pentagon, in Washington, DC, and the McCains had a house on Capitol Hill. Jack McCain was happiest when he was working. Even on Christmas Day, after Sandy, Johnny, and Joe had opened their presents, he’d put on his uniform and leave for the office.

As a young boy, Johnny wished his father would spend more time with him. Still, he understood, from his mother as well as his father, that it was an honor to have a father who served such a noble cause. A navy officer’s family, by supporting him and his work, also shared in that proud tradition of serving and sacrificing for one’s country.

Johnny also learned, as a boy, to respect the officer’s code of honor. An officer did not lie, steal, or cheat. An officer kept his word. An officer knew his duty and did it, no matter how difficult. An officer accepted responsibility for his men and took care of them.

Johnny could see for himself how serious his father was about the code. His brother, Joe, commented in later life that he’d never heard his father tell a lie. Once, Roberta teasingly accused her husband of lying during a card game. He was very disturbed that she would suggest such a thing, even as a joke.

Roberta McCain set an example for her children by wholeheartedly supporting her husband’s career. Beautiful and charming, she filled the social role that hardworking Jack McCain ignored. She knew that wherever they happened to move, there would be other navy families to welcome them and to look out for one another when the husbands were away.

But Roberta worried about her children’s education. They moved so often that the McCain children might be either behind or ahead of the curriculum in each new school. Worse, the schools at navy bases were almost always substandard. Classes might be held in an old hangar. Teachers came and went, and sometimes no teacher at all showed up.

None of this bothered Johnny very much, because to him school was mainly a place to make friends. Like his father and grandfather, he was small for his age, but athletic and tough. He often got into a fight during his first days at a new school, just to show that he couldn’t be pushed around. He was a natural leader among the children, and a favorite among adults for his good manners and cheerful temperament. In each new home, Johnny proudly showed his friends a photo of the Japanese surrender on the Missouri, with his grandfather in the ranks of the American officers.

To make up for the inferior navy base schools, Roberta McCain used the family’s trips across the country to educate the children herself. On their way to new homes she took Johnny, Sandy, and Joe to national parks such as Carlsbad Caverns and the Grand Canyon. She planned the route so as to visit art museums, historical sites, and beautiful old churches.

When Roberta was a child in Southern California, her father had taken her and her twin sister, Rowena, on similar long road trips. Young Roberta and Rowena had learned geography, natural history, and other subjects by actually seeing the source of the Mississippi River, marveling at the Hoover Dam, and exploring Yellowstone National Park. Now Roberta wanted to give her own children the same opportunities.

When Johnny was twelve, the family had to move yet again, from Washington, DC, to Coronado, California. On this cross-country trip, Johnny and Sandy squabbled endlessly in the backseat. Their mother ordered them to stop fighting, but Johnny answered her with a smart remark.

Finally out of patience, Roberta McCain grabbed a banana as she drove and threw it over her shoulder at Johnny. The banana hit Sandy instead, which made Johnny laugh. Really angry now, Roberta grabbed an aluminum thermos and threw it at Johnny. He wasn’t hurt (aluminum is light), but he was indignant, especially when she laughed at him.

Johnny’s mother, writing a letter to his father that night, reported that his namesake had become “a real pain in the neck.” Up to that time, he’d been polite and cooperative, at least with adults. It was the first sign (aside from his two-year-old tantrums) of the rebellious, defiant streak for which he would become famous.
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Johnny the Punk

Johnny McCain grew up knowing that he would attend the US Naval Academy. His mother, his father, and everyone else in the family had always assumed that Johnny was destined for a career as a naval officer. They never thought of discussing the matter; they all just took it for granted. When it was time for college, Johnny would follow his father and grandfather to Annapolis.

Johnny wasn’t particularly worried about whether he’d be able to pass the academy’s entrance exams. But his parents knew the substandard military base schools weren’t preparing him well, and they were concerned. In 1946, when Jack McCain was working in public relations for the navy in Washington, DC, the family lived in nearby Virginia. They took the chance to enroll Johnny at St. Stephen’s School, a private day school in Alexandria, Virginia.

Just before he entered St. Stephen’s in the fall of 1946, Johnny spent a memorable summer with his widowed grandmother, Katherine Vaulx McCain, in Coronado, California. He stayed in a room stuffed with his father’s boyhood books, and all summer he read. Johnny was impatient and restless by nature, but a good book could keep him spellbound for hours. Like his father, Johnny was thrilled with stories of high adventure by James Fenimore Cooper, Mark Twain, Rudyard Kipling, and Robert Louis Stevenson.

Johnny’s father was devoted to his work and gave long hours to it. But when he was home, he made important contributions to his son’s education. Jack McCain was an avid reader of history, poetry, classic novels, and biographies. He could recite long passages of poetry by heart. One of Stevenson’s poems, “Requiem,” was a favorite of Jack McCain’s, and it became one of Johnny’s as well.

At age twelve, Johnny stumbled upon a book that held a special fascination for him. He wasn’t even looking for a book to read at the time. He’d just found two four-leaf clovers, supposedly good-luck charms, and he ran inside to his father’s study and pulled a book off the shelf to press the clovers. That book happened to be For Whom the Bell Tolls, by Ernest Hemingway.

Forgetting about his four-leaf clovers, Johnny sat down and read the whole book. It was a novel about an American, Robert Jordan, who goes to Spain to help fight in the Spanish Civil War of 1936—1939. Johnny was captivated by Hemingway’s story of idealism and sacrifice. In years to come, he would read For Whom the Bell Tolls again and again, gaining a deeper understanding each time.

After Johnny had attended St. Stephen’s for three years, the McCains moved to the West Coast once more to follow Jack’s career in the submarine service. Finally, in 1951, Jack and Roberta McCain felt it was time for their older son to buckle down and study harder. They decided to send him to Episcopal High School, a boys’ boarding school in Alexandria, Virginia, for his tenth through twelfth years of high school.

The Episcopal High School campus, in the hills across the Potomac from Washington, looked down on the Capitol and the Washington Monument. EHS was an institution of deep traditions, founded in 1839 as the first high school in Virginia. One of the many traditions at Episcopal High School was hazing first-year students, called “rats.” A “rat” was expected to address other students as “gentlemen.”

Episcopal High School took pride in educating young Southern gentlemen, and most of the other boys at EHS really did come from genteel Southern families. Johnny McCain’s ancestors had come from Mississippi, but he himself had grown up on navy bases around the country. He didn’t even talk with a Southern accent. Furthermore, he didn’t have the humble attitude expected of a new boy. By the end of his first year at EHS, he had earned the title of “Worst Rat.”

Johnny McCain did not strive to fit the EHS image. In fact, he defied the image. He wore the required coat and tie, but with unwashed jeans. His school nickname was “Punk,” and his yearbook picture showed him in a trench coat, smoking a cigarette. He enjoyed his reputation as a rebel.

During the spring semester of Johnny’s first year at EHS, the movie Viva Zapata!, starring Marlon Brando, came out. Johnny’s imagination was caught by this story of the noble but doomed Mexican rebel Emiliano Zapata of the early 1900s. He liked to think of himself as a brave rebel like Zapata, fighting injustice to the death.

In spite of his rebel pose, Johnny joined the EHS wrestling team and did well. The wrestling coach, Riley Deeble, was impressed with his courage. Johnny was still small for his age, but tougher than ever, going right after his opponent even if the other boy was stronger or better trained. Johnny’s toughness came out in the dormitory as well as on the wrestling mat, earning him a second nickname, “McNasty,” for his eagerness to fight.

However, Johnny made some good friends, such as Rives Richey, at EHS. He might have been a rebel, but he wasn’t a lone rebel; he was always happiest in a group. He and a small band of friends, including Richey, got a reputation for breaking the school rules. Their favorite exploit was sneaking off campus at night to go to a movie or to explore Washington, DC.

In his classes, Johnny didn’t bother to work unless he was interested in the subject. Since he was interested in English and history, his grades in those subjects were fairly good. But he was not interested in science or math, and often he barely passed those classes.

His English teacher at EHS, William B. Ravenel, gave Johnny an extra reason to work harder in his English classes. All the boys admired Mr. Ravenel, so much so that Johnny’s class dedicated its yearbook to him. Mr. Ravenel had been a football star in college, and he was a decorated veteran of General George S. Patton’s tank corps in World War II. He loved English literature and knew how to help his students appreciate Shakespeare’s plays and other great works.

Johnny also continued to read eagerly on his own. When he was fourteen, his younger brother, Joe, saw him reading Napoleon, by Emil Ludwig, a biography of the brilliant general. Joe admired his brother and wanted to read the book too. But it was several hundred pages long, and Joe just couldn’t finish it. Besides being several years younger, Joe wasn’t as fascinated by military history as Johnny was.

In the fall semester of 1952, Johnny’s second year at Episcopal High School, Dwight D. Eisenhower was elected president of the United States. Eisenhower, like Mr. Ravenel and Johnny’s father and grandfather, was a veteran of World War II. General Eisenhower had been supreme commander of the Allied forces in Europe during that war, and Americans trusted him to resolve the conflict in Korea.

The Korean War had begun in 1950, when Communist North Korea invaded and nearly conquered South Korea, an ally of the United States. North Korea was backed by Communist China, and there was a great fear in the West, especially in the United States, that Communism might overrun the world. President Truman had sent US troops to protect South Korea and stop the spread of Communism.

During much of the Korean War, Johnny’s father was away from home on active duty. It was especially helpful for teenage Johnny that Mr. Ravenel, a man he admired so much, took an interest in him. Unexpectedly, Johnny’s bad behavior gave him extra chances to talk with his admired teacher.

At Episcopal High School, Johnny was continually racking up demerits for breaking the rules. He then had to work off his demerits, which was usually done by walking—one mile for each demerit, around and around the circle drive in front of the school. Luckily for Johnny, another way to work off demerits was by doing chores for a teacher, and he was often assigned to yard work at Mr. Ravenel’s home. Mr. Ravenel let him know that he thought Johnny had potential for leadership. No one else at the school did, but Mr. Ravenel’s confidence in him made a deep impression on Johnny.

Hardly anyone at Episcopal High School even knew that Johnny intended to apply to the Naval Academy. Rives Richey was one of Johnny’s closest friends, but he was surprised when Johnny told him so during their senior year. The Naval Academy was famous for its strict discipline and difficult academic program, and its students were expected to become dedicated leaders in the military. Richey—in spite of his fondness for Punk McCain—thought his rule-breaking buddy was one of the least likely to succeed in their class.

In Johnny’s mind, on the other hand, a career in the navy was the only possible choice for him. Before his graduation from EHS in the spring of 1954, he studied hard to take the academy entrance exams. And he did well—even in math and science.
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Midshipman McCain

Although Johnny McCain never considered not going to the Naval Academy, he was dreading it. Since he was a little boy he’d heard stories about the rigid discipline, the lack of privacy, the ruthless hazing. The academy was not a place that tolerated rebels.

McCain’s life as a midshipman, a student at the academy, began on a day early in the summer of 1954, when his father drove him to the campus in Annapolis, Maryland. The buildings were gray granite with weathered copper roofs, set on three hundred grassy acres where the Severn River meets Chesapeake Bay. Together with his classmates, John McCain took an oath to “support and defend the Constitution of the United States.” Now they were in for the next four years—unless they “bilged out,” or had to leave, in disgrace.

At first the life of a midshipman didn’t seem so bad to McCain. During the summer only a few upperclassmen were on campus to train the plebes, or first-year midshipmen. The plebes’ schedule consisted mostly of sports, physical training, and learning to march in formation.

At the beginning of September, however, the rest of the upperclassmen arrived on campus and began to make life hard for John McCain and the other plebes. “Plebes” was short for “plebeians,” meaning the lowest members of society. This wasn’t just a name. Upperclassmen were allowed—actually expected—to treat the plebes like inferior beings.

Unless they were in their rooms, plebes had to remain at rigid attention all the time. Walking through the halls, sitting in class, or eating in the dining hall, their backs had to be ramrod straight, their eyes forward, and their chins tucked into an uncomfortable degree. This posture was called “bracing up.” Plebes were required to be perfectly groomed at all times, and their rooms had to be kept in immaculate order. They had to memorize long, useless passages from a booklet titled Reef Points.

Upperclassmen watched the plebes carefully, trying to catch them breaking a rule. A common sight in the halls of the academy was an older midshipman barking questions at a plebe. While a plebe was being questioned and shouted at by an upperclassman, he was allowed only six answers. Those were: yes, sir; no, sir; aye, aye, sir; I’ll find out, sir; no excuse, sir; or the answer to a specific question, often from Reef Points. They were supposed to have on the tips of their tongues dozens of facts, such as the number of panes of glass in the skylight of Memorial Hall—489.

If a plebe broke any of the rules, the upperclassman could punish him. Even if he followed all the rules perfectly, a plebe could still be bullied by the upperclassmen. The upperclassmen enjoyed putting plebes through humiliating and exhausting activities, such as crab-racing one another the length of the corridor. Crab-racing was done on all fours, except belly-up.

John McCain knew that his grandfather and his father had suffered the same hazing—in fact, hazing had been worse in the old days. When his father was a plebe in 1927, upperclassmen were allowed to punish plebes by beating them with sawed-off brooms. Jack, unusually small and young even for a plebe, was picked on more than most. But he’d endured the year of punishment without complaining.

There were good reasons, McCain concluded later, for the harsh treatment of first-year midshipmen. By this means the US Naval Academy taught its midshipmen that their lives were no longer their own—they belonged to the navy. The plebes learned to take rank very seriously and to obey orders, no matter how senseless, without question.

Midshipmen at the academy weren’t only attending college—they were also being trained as officers. One day they might command men in combat. If they couldn’t stand the stress of plebe year, they probably couldn’t stand the stress of fighting an actual war, either. In that case, it would be better for them and the navy for them to “bilge out.” Before their four years at the academy were up, a quarter of McCain’s class would be gone.
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