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But if the cause be not good, the king himself hath
a heavy reckoning to make, when all those legs and
arms and heads, chopped off in battle, shall join
together at the latter day and cry all, “We died at

such a place” —SHAKESPEARE, HENRY V
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Introduction

The Politics of Loss

On 22 September 1992, former secretary of state Henry Kissinger appeared
before the Senate Select Committee on pow/m14 Affairs to rebut charges
that he and President Richard Nixon had abandoned American captives
at the end of the Vietnam War. “That allegation is a flat-out lie,” Kissinger
objected. “What has happened to this country that a congressional com-
mittee could be asked to inquire whether any American official of whatever
administration would fail to move heaven and earth to fight for the release
of American pows and for an accounting of the missing? Can anyone seri-
ously believe that any honorable public official would neglect America’s
servicemen, and especially those who had suffered so much for their coun-
try, or, even worse, arrange for a conspiracy to obscure the fate of the pris-
oners left behind?”*

These questions warrant more sober consideration than scholars have
yet shown them. For despite Kissinger’s attempt to dismiss such ideas as
absurd, this book will show that belief in pow/m1A abandonment was so
serious and widespread as to alter U.S. politics and foreign policy over four
decades. Kissinger was, after all, appearing before some of the Senate’s
leading policymakers and savviest politicians to dispute claims that Ameri-
cans were left behind in Vietnam. And the ferocity of his response, as he ac-
cused committee chairman John Kerry of “unforgivable libel” and charged
Kerry and other antiwar activists with having tied his hands as he negoti-
ated the release of American captives, showed how seriously Kissinger took
such claims, as did Kerry’s curt reply. “Look, I didn’t ask for this job. I'm
here because twenty years later this question confounds America.”?

Had he wished, Kerry could have cited polling data to substantiate his



claim. A 1991 Wall Street Journal/NBc News poll showed that 69 percent of
Americans believed that their countrymen were being held against their
will in Indochina, and over half believed that their government was doing
too little to rescue them > He could have pointed to President George Bush’s
July 1992 address to the National League of Families of American Prisoners
and Missing in Southeast Asia, which disintegrated into a shouting match
after audience members interrupted his remarks with chants of “No more
lies! Tell the truth!”* He could have discussed dozens of congressional
hearings on pows and M1as dating to 1969, or efforts of the House Select
Committee on Missing Persons in Southeast Asia in 1975-76 and the 1977
Presidential Commission on Americans Missing and Unaccounted for in
Southeast Asia (widely known as the Woodcock Commision), all of which
failed to resolve questions about the fate of the missing.> He could have
brought up the diplomatic and economic embargo that Kissinger imposed
on Vietnam in 1975 for its alleged failure to account for missing Americans,
policies still in place when Kissinger came before the Select Committee
seventeen years later, ostensibly for the same reason.

He could have mentioned all this and more, but there was no need.
Despite Kissinger’s rhetorical naiveté, he knew as well as anyone how po-
litically charged the issue was from his long and bitter history with the
pow/MIa lobby. Still, there were legitimate reasons for Kissinger’s bewil-
derment. The degree of concern expressed over imprisoned and missing
Americans during and after the Vietnam War was unprecedented, despite
the fact that their numbers were modest by historical standards. The 2,500
Americans who failed to return from the war, less than 5 percent of all
Americans killed in the conflict, paled in comparison to the 170,000 Union
troops, nearly half of all Union dead, left unrecovered or unidentified in
the Civil War. One-fifth of all Americans killed in World War IT— over
78,000 —were never found and 8,500 more were never identified. More
than 8,000 Americans are still missing from the Korean War, nearly a quar-
ter of American losses.5 Even relatively brief American military engage-
ments in the Mexican War and the First World War left greater numbers
missing than America’s longest war, particularly when measured against
smaller populations.”

And while each of these wars was followed by attempts to find, identify,
and bury the dead, nothing so extensive as the post-Vietnam accounting
effort had ever been attempted in the history of warfare. When Kissinger
came before the Kerry committee, that effort was entering its third decade,
involved hundreds of Department of Defense personnel, and consumed
over $100 million annually?® Presidents Ronald Reagan and George Bush
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had declared “the fullest possible accounting” for missing Americans to be
“the highest national priority,” a commitment Bill Clinton reiterated when
he became president, and the fate of these men had defined U.S.-Vietnam
relations since the war’s end. “There is no military mission more relent-
less than the United States” hunt for its missing soldiers in Indochina,”
observed the New York Times in a 2002 article that described one site in
Laos excavated repeatedly over many years and at great expense in order
to recover a single tooth denture.® Today that hunt continues, though in re-
cent years it has come to include missing casualties from earlier conflicts,
as the search for the Vietnam missing has renewed interest in their long-
neglected forebears.!

If fewer Americans were missing after the Vietnam War than after
earlier wars, and the U.S. government went to greater lengths than ever
to recover them, how was it that Kissinger and dozens of other senior gov-
ernment officials were being called before Congress to answer charges that
they had abandoned American servicemen in Southeast Asia? What caused
so many Americans to suspect that their leaders had betrayed these men
and to allege an ongoing conspiracy to conceal that fact? Where did these
ideas come from, why did they persist, and how did they shape U.S. politics
and policy after the Vietnam War?

“Because in Vietnam we lost!” answered M14 activist Donna Long." Her
response is the starting point for addressing these questions. As this book
will show, the ordeal of captivity during the war and the inability to recover
missing Americans at its end became the dominant means through which
millions of Americans addressed their nation’s defeat in Vietnam. Because
most captive and missing Americans were well-educated, white, middle-
class airmen that civilians came to know more intimately than other popu-
lations fighting in Vietnam, their loss came particularly hard to Americans,
many of whom lacked more direct connections to the war. And because the
circumstances of their loss—most were shot down or crashed over enemy
territory, often in forbidding environments at high rates of speed —made
their survival uncertain and their recovery difficult, efforts to retrieve
these men often proved futile. After the release of 591 American prisoners
following the Paris Agreement in 1973, only one American—Robert Gar-
wood —returned from Vietnam alive, and his 1979 homecoming was de-
cidedly dispiriting, occurring independently of U.S. accounting efforts and
resulting in his court-martial conviction for collaborating with the enemy
and striking a fellow pow.*? Despite the unrelenting search, just over goo
Americans have been accounted for through the recovery and identifica-
tion of remains, roughly one-third of the total missing at war’s end.”
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For many Americans, the inability to recover these men was proof not
of their demise but of their betrayal. This conviction had less to do with the
facts of their disappearance than with wartime activism that made them
and their families the foremost victims or beneficiaries of the nation’s mili-
tary commitment in Vietnam. From its start, opponents of the war publi-
cized their plight to encourage an end to that commitment while its pro-
moters insisted that any lessening of resolve would abandon them to the
enemy. As chapter 1 shows, these arguments and those who made them
played an important, if complicated, part in the erosion of public support
for the war, and in the pace and timing of U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam.
But once withdrawal was completed and the last American captives were
returned, the idea that those still missing were forsaken persisted as a way
to establish the war’s costs and assign responsibility for its failures. Talk
about lost warriors became a way to talk about a lost war, and the effort
to account for them was as much a means to establish accountability for
their loss as it was a search for their remains. “We family members are not
here beating on your doors because we believe our loved ones are alive,”
the chairman of the Minnesota League of Pow/M1a Families testified be-
fore the Senate Select Committee; “we are here because we know the gov-
ernment is lying about them.” “You are going to have to account for those
men,” otherwise “we will always pursue you.” "

As his admonition suggests, it was the families of the missing, particu-
larly those active in the National League of Families of American Pris-
oners and Missing in Southeast Asia, who were responsible for the stub-
born persistence of the postwar accounting effort. By insisting on a full
accounting and refusing to accept anything short of this elastic standard,
they exerted intense pressure on U.S. government officials and their Viet-
namese counterparts to continue the search indefinitely. Never number-
ing more than a few thousand members, the League was among the most
formidable interest groups in wartime and postwar Washington. Its influ-
ence, like that of the pow/mIA population, was a function of symbolism,
not size. The League’s exclusivity gave it a cultural coherence that a larger
group would have lacked, enhancing its appeal to millions of Americans
who sympathized with its wounded nationalism and middle-class respect-
ability. As a group dominated by the wives, mothers, siblings, and children
of missing men, with its top leadership posts typically occupied by women,
the League’s power was rooted in gender conventions and popular con-
cerns about the family. By presenting the nation’s failure in Vietnam as a
private trauma, League families illustrated the costs of defeat in terms that

INTRODUCTION



were easily grasped and difficult to refute, giving them unrivaled authority
in debates about the war.'®

Initially, M1a families and their supporters directed their demands and
their ire at the Vietnamese. As we will see, Vietnamese communists used
American Pows to great effect in their wartime diplomacy. In accusing
the enemy of torturing American prisoners during the war and withhold-
ing them afterward, League members voiced their sense of injury at the
other side’s triumph and tried to reverse communist successes through
economic sanctions and diplomatic isolation. Unable to disprove League
accusations, the Vietnamese were denied billions of dollars in promised
reconstruction aid. But as in the war’s combat phase, the Vietnamese were
more than passive victims, insisting on economic assistance in return for
their cooperation in returning American remains. Vietnam never gained
the billions Nixon pledged in the Paris agreement, but by the late 1980s its
leaders had persuaded U.S. officials to pay steep fees in order to search for
remains, including humanitarian aid for victims of the American war. Only
after this recognition of each side’s war wounds did the former adversaries
move toward normalized relations.

For most M1a activists, though, punishing Vietnam was less important
than punishing those Americans they blamed for their loss. With mounting
ferocity as the war receded in time, the m1a lobby reserved its full fury for
domestic opponents. Kissinger and Kerry were near the top of its enemies
list, with Kissinger representing the political elites who sent Americans
to war only to abandon them, and Kerry representing the antiwar activists
alleged to have stabbed them in the back. But they were only symbols of
larger populations deemed insufficiently supportive of U.S. forces in Viet-
nam, and anyone could join their ranks by breaking with League positions.
One irony of the pow/Mm1A issue is that while public officials often seized
on it as a means to shape public attitudes toward the war, in so doing they
empowered a movement that invariably turned against them. For if the
League would not have attained such influence without official support, by
war’s end its members were profoundly hostile toward the national state
and those who served it. Turning the official accounting effort to their own
ends, they insisted that the war was not over “until the last man comes
home.”*®

Since most missing Americans would never be found, this was less a
formula for ultimate victory than a prescription for persistent ideological
warfare about the past. Rather than a road to redemption, the accounting
effort served as an ever-present reminder of loss, a ritual that focused at-
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tention on a small and unrepresentative band of missing Americans and
made them into victims rather than perpetrators of the war in Vietnam.
Through the search for the missing, families and activists elevated excep-
tional American casualties over wholesale Vietnamese suffering, and impli-
cated Vietnamese communists, antiwar activists, and U.S. officials in their
disappearance. Its utility in asserting their grievances made activists am-
bivalent about its progress yet reluctant to see it end. U.S. search teams “go
to the field and run around,” League executive director Ann Mills Griffiths
charged in 1993, and return with “a lot of ash and trash.”*” “The bone frag-
ments are crap,” the stepmother of one missing man declared. “He could
live without these bones.”'® Such views were not universal among mM1a
families, most of whom welcomed information that resolved the fate of
their loved ones, but they were characteristic of those who insisted that
the accounting effort continue even as they challenged its legitimacy and
turned its limits into a new source of injury.

As the effort to retrieve Pows and MIAs taught some Americans to see
themselves as victims of the Vietnam War, it turned other Americans into
the guilty parties who victimized them. For it was not the perils of war
that threatened captive and missing Americans, according to their advo-
cates, or even a racial and ideological enemy thought to be especially cruel.
Such risks were inherent to the nation’s Cold War mission and were bear-
able with proper leadership and resolve. The real threat that endangered
the white middle-class volunteers who made up the pow/m1a population
came from a feckless government and a faithless citizenry, or so their sur-
rogates claimed. And it was through efforts to liberate these men and to re-
cover their missing comrades that the treachery of their domestic enemies
would be revealed and punished. These ideas were not at all obvious, nor
easily substantiated by the historical record, and they did not go unchal-
lenged. But through years of repetition and elaboration by League families,
backed by a chorus of public officials, media propagandists, and returned
pows, such claims achieved currency in American politics. What proof was
required came from the accounting effort. Always ongoing but forever un-
able to resurrect the proverbial last man, the search for the missing offered
inexhaustible evidence of the nation’s betrayal of its martyred warriors.

The guilty parties were seldom named with precision. The accounting
effort endured because it lent itself to all sorts of Americans aggrieved by
the war, including politicians from both parties who sought to capitalize
on widespread unhappiness with the war by associating themselves with
the pow/MI1A cause. Among the surprises of this study is the degree to
which opponents of the war engaged in Pow/M1A activism, and the extent
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to which that activism was a vehicle for dissent against the war among
populations presumed to support it. Still, pow/mM1A politics privileged
some Americans over others, granting the families of missing Americans a
platform to condemn those they blamed for their loss. If they rarely named
names, their contempt for antiwar activists, for government bureaucrats,
and for the Vietnamese was unmistakable. And in more subtle ways, the
League’s insistence on drawing distinctions between those who served
and those who did not, and its dramatization of the deadly stakes of that
decision, reinforced the notion that white warriors were more deserving
than other citizens at the very moment those ideas were being challenged
by various reform movements. To those who claimed that martial values,
racial arrogance, or patriotic orthodoxy had led the nation astray in Viet-
nam, Pow and M1 families argued the opposite: that decadent and dis-
loyal domestic elements were responsible for the debacle in Vietnam, and
accountable for the men lost there.

Such an argument cast critics of the war as enemies within who must
be silenced or purged before the nation could return to its proper foun-
dations. One goal of M1a activism was to effect such a result, as when the
League insisted that draft evaders not be allowed reentry to the United
States until all M1As were returned. Yet even as it disdained dissent, League
rhetoric emphasized, even enhanced, a pained recognition of the war’s fail-
ures, and trafficked in the darkest doubts about the nation and its leaders.
Aside from assertions of the nobility of American servicemen, the League
rank and file had no patience for uplifting visions of the Vietnam War,
whether they came in the form of healing, forgiveness, and closure or talk
of a noble cause. They focused relentlessly on what they had lost and who
was to blame, rejecting official entreaties to relinquish their wartime an-
tagonisms. In this they were not so different from liberal activists who
spent considerable energy exposing government lies and abuses of power
in the postwar period. Both revealed deep dissatisfaction with the war and
sought to harness that discontent to a broader critique of the status quo.'?
But whereas those on the left usually moved on to other things once the
fighting stopped in South Vietnam, activists in the League nourished con-
spiracy theories and revenge fantasies that reflected public indignation
over the war and directed it against enemies at home and abroad.

Their contempt for the federal government and disdain for the antiwar
left, along with their commitment to the Cold War struggle, contributed
to Richard Nixon’s ascendancy in the late 1960s and helped fuel the con-
servative resurgence that culminated in Ronald Reagan’s presidency in the
1980s. By lionizing patriotic white fliers lost in Vietnam while denigrating
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the civilian authorities and hand-wringing liberals who were unable to save
them, League activists blamed the voices of domestic reform and foreign
policy moderation for the nation’s failure in Vietnam, even as they held out
hope for the restoration of an earlier order through the return of American
warriors and military values. Conservative elites made similar arguments
throughout the 1970s and 1980s, but the League’s unique ability to illus-
trate the costs of national weakness in personal terms lent it dispropor-
tionate influence, influence it used to promote tough-talking Republicans
and revanchist policies meant to avenge American defeat. Through a close
examination of the League, this study reveals the inner workings of a key
component of the conservative movement, and in so doing establishes the
degree to which popular outrage over the Vietnam War spurred conserva-
tive gains after 1968.

But as this book will also show, the bitter memories propagated by
MIA activists made it difficult for conservative leaders to resurrect prewar
visions of national unity or to wield military power with the ease and as-
surance of an earlier generation of Cold Warriors. MIA activists were more
interested in fighting the still unfinished Vietnam War than in waging new
wars, preferring to attack old foes rather than join them in new military
crusades. Time and again activists broke ranks with presidents who first ex-
pressed sympathy for their loss only to later assert more anodyne narratives
of the war. The break was particularly wrenching with Republicans, who
seemed to forgo vows of accountability for past wrongs in favor of national
reunion once they took office. That presidents often cited their progress in
recovering the remains of the missing as they sought to forge national unity
only enflamed the m1a lobby further. When the triumphalism of the Cold
War’s end threatened to displace memories of defeat in Vietnam, activists
made the body recovery process into a new source of victimization, this
time at the hands of the Reagan and Bush administrations.

pow and MIA activists were driven not by party politics but by the poli-
tics of loss. Rather than seek to define this term in overly precise ways,
or to apply partisan labels to its practitioners, this study charts its varied
forms and provides examples of its influence on U.S. politics and policy.
That influence can be measured in partisan terms, but its greater influence
was on popular attitudes toward the American nation. By the end of the
Vietnam War, Americans had come to rethink the relationship between the
war dead and the nation-state. That relationship emerged during the Civil
War and persisted for more than a century, but became strained under the
intense and unequal demands of near-constant Cold War conflict. Where
once the state’s commitment to the war dead gave institutional form and
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ideological substance to the national community, justifying an expansion
of government powers and war-making authority, after Vietnam the state’s
obligations to and responsibility for the war dead were made an indictment
of a government grown too powerful for the good of its people. This was
the big idea behind the politics of loss, promoted and popularized through
the perpetual search for the missing.

HISTORIANS HAVE YET to recognize the full importance of the
Pow/MIa issue and have largely overlooked the postwar accounting effort,
despite an exhaustive scholarly literature on the Vietnam War. Given their
interest in origins and causes, and their reliance on archival records that
are slow to open, most historians have focused on the war’s roots and early
years over its outcome and legacies. With few historians ready to venture
into the post-Vietnam era, the study of the war’s aftermath has been domi-
nated by journalists and cultural studies scholars accustomed to working
without archives.?® Such work is excellent at revealing the cultural shifts
the war unleashed, but much of it remains tangential to historical studies
of the Vietnam War, which are dominated by political, military, and diplo-
matic concerns and tend to focus on high politics and state diplomacy.
When cultural studies of the war are referenced in histories of the war it is
usually in passing, without grappling with the implications of such work
for the subject at hand.

Similarly, cultural studies of the war’s legacy have been largely over-
looked by political historians, who have done a fine job tracing the decline
of midcentury liberalism and revealing the roots of the conservative move-
ment in the 1960s, but too often skip over the Vietnam War and its residues
in their rush to reach the Reagan culmination.>* While numerous scholars
have argued that breaking down barriers between cultural approaches to
the past and political and diplomatic history is essential to understand-
ing the post-Vietnam era, such an approach has yet to appear with regard
to the one issue that dominated all others in the 1970s and 1980s: the Viet-
nam War.>2

Despite its insights, much of the current literature leans too heavily on
discursive analysis and dips too sparingly into archival evidence to satisfy
most historians, much less students and readers curious about flesh-and-
blood historical actors. This is not to discount ideas nor to fetishize experi-
ence, but only to recognize the limits of focusing on one to the exclusion
of the other, an approach that fails to bridge the gap between culture and
policy just as surely as more traditional approaches focused on national
security elites. Relying on popular culture, public monuments, and politi-
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cal speech for evidence of American responses to the war, the existing lit-
erature has too readily assumed that the nation’s leaders successfully re-
placed the war’s troubling realities with more pleasing fantasies. Without
more attention to textual reception, resistance, and reinvention by more
humble historical actors, this approach reduces memory to a function of
power rather than something contingent.”® As a result, cultural studies
of post-Vietnam memory often evince a hostility toward the few people
who appear in their pages, which prevents a deeper investigation of their
motives and mental universe. Anger that the “war lost abroad was subse-
quently won at home,” that the “verdict of history” was reversed “to find
the innocent guilty and the guilty innocent,” courses through this work,
with too many authors excoriating change rather than explaining it.**

By drawing on government records, unpublished sources from m1a
activist groups, popular reporting, and published scholarship, this study
transcends the documentary limits and disciplinary boundaries of earlier
work. It reveals the complicated interplay between national leaders and
grassroots activists that made the search for missing airmen the dominant
means through which Americans recalled and responded to the Vietnam
War. At the heart of this interchange was the MIA accounting process,
which is similarly at the heart of this book. The search for the missing,
particularly the effort to recover their remains, was the one arena where
American leaders, M14 activists, and Vietnamese officials consistently came
together to struggle over the meaning and memory of the war, a struggle
that defined U.S.-Vietnam relations for many years and redefined U.S. poli-
tics. In tracing that struggle, I show that neither American elites gener-
ally nor conservative nationalists specifically erased harrowing memories
of the war. Instead, M1a activists used the search for the missing to focus
attention on their own victimization, fostering hostility toward Vietnam
and distrust of their own government.

My emphasis on those who actually did the work of remembrance, and
my attempt to elucidate their motivations and the consequences of their
actions, is meant to contribute to a rethinking of the study of memory
and its utility for historians. While memory studies have proliferated in
recent years, they have yielded few surprises, usually concluding that what
is remembered about the past was constructed by powerful elites in the
service of their interests. This study presents a more participatory process
in which seemingly marginal figures played leading roles. I consider an
emphasis on those who engaged in public remembrance essential to any
attempt to employ memory as a useful category of historical analysis. Mem-
ory is not “the property of dominant forces in the state,” as historians Jay
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Winter and Emmanuel Sivan have written, nor “some facet of the mental
furniture of a population.” It is “constructed through the actions of groups
and individuals in the light of day”*® Their memory work occurs in con-
versation with other, competing constructions, and those conversations
can only be understood through research that attends to as many voices as
possible, drawing on the full range of available evidence.?®

Using memory to highlight not just power but agency, contingency, and
multivocality, I seek to better integrate the war’s legacy into the chang-
ing historiographies of the Vietnam War and recent American politics.
Scholarship on the war has undergone dramatic shifts over the last de-
cade as historians have moved beyond their traditional focus on American
leaders to include international perspectives and to incorporate internal
differences among Americans and among Vietnamese.?” Likewise, histo-
rians have begun supplementing well-established treatments of liberal in-
fighting after World War II with new studies of grassroots conservatism
in order to explain conservative dominance since 1968.® My treatment
of the local, national, and transnational dimensions of Pow/M1A activism
promises not only to complement the new international history of the war
and emerging histories of grassroots conservatism but to integrate them.

By focusing on the central site where Americans debated and defined
the meaning of the nation’s defeat, this study seeks both depth and breadth.
With the exception of chapter 3, which tracks the handling of the war dead
from early American history to the brink of the Vietnam War in search of
historical perspective and theoretical insight on the Vietnam accounting
effort, it is organized chronologically, with each chapter treating high poli-
tics, cultural politics, and foreign relations to reveal the legacy of American
defeat in Vietnam. The story told here is strange, as readers will soon learn,
but for most readers it will also prove instantly familiar. For the politics of
loss is still present in American life (perhaps it was always there in more
muted forms), and given that the United States is again embroiled in a
war with unequal sacrifices and uncertain prospects, it appears likely to

endure.
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Go Public

The Construction of Loss

On 27 November 1965 the National Liberation Front (NLF) an-
nounced the release of Sergeants George Smith and Claude McClure in
“response to the friendly sentiments of the American people against the
war in South Vietnam,” specifically the March on Washington for Peace
in Vietnam scheduled for later that day. “With sympathy and support of
all strata of American people and progressive people the world over,” NLF
chairman Nguyen Huu Tho proclaimed in the radio announcement of their
release, “we are sure to realize our just goal and win complete victory.”
With high hopes for the “brilliant success” of the March for Peace, Tho sent
Smith and McClure across the border and into Cambodia, ending their
two-year ordeal as prisoners of war. Upon reaching the Cambodian capital
of Phnom Penh, the returnees were greeted by a cable from the antiwar
group Students for a Democratic Society (sDs) telling them “millions of
Americans support you. Help us tell the truth about Vietnam.”*

“I want to tell people the truth about Vietnam,” echoed Smith at the
pair’s first press conference three days later. Asked “how will you do that?”
he replied, “I will join the peace movement.” “I didn’t have any idea what
the peace movement really was,” he later admitted, “but they had somehow
influenced my release, so they sure as hell weren’t the bad guys.” Neither,
he and McClure made clear, were their former captors. “The Vietcong
treated us very well,” McClure insisted, before adding that “the United
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States has nothing to gain from the war in Vietnam.” “I have known both
sides,” agreed Smith, “and the war in Vietnam is of no interest to the United
States.” Military officials dismissed their words as evidence of “brainwash-

ing,” a charge McClure denied, before quietly releasing the returnees with
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less than honorable general discharges. While a repentant McClure even-
tually returned to the army, though not to Vietnam, Smith denounced the
war until the last Americans were withdrawn, publishing his antiwar mem-
oir in 1971.2

Front-page news at the time, this episode is now largely forgotten, ob-
scured by the striking outpouring of concern for imprisoned and miss-
ing Americans in the war’s final years and its aftermath.*> American pows
and M1As dominated public discussion of the Vietnam War after 1968 and
played a central role in political debates and international diplomacy con-
cerning the war’s end. “The wounded, the dying, and the dead went vir-
tually unnoticed,” Jonathan Schell recalled in his 1975 history of the war’s
end, as “attention was focused on the prisoners of war.” Along with their
missing-in-action counterparts, captive Americans “became the objects of
a virtual cult” as “many people were persuaded that the United States was
fighting in Vietnam in order to get its prisoners back.” According to Schell,
and most other observers at the time and since, this preoccupation could
be attributed above all to President Richard Nixon. “With the encourage-
ment of the White House,” he reported, “a remarkable movement began
to grow up around the issue of the prisoners of war.” “Following the presi-
dent’s lead, people began to speak as though the North Vietnamese had
kidnapped four hundred Americans and the United States had gone to war
to retrieve them.”*

Schell presented no real proof for this analysis; none was needed. After
Watergate, Americans were inclined to believe that the disgraced former
president was capable of anything. Well before Schell’s The Time of Illusion
appeared, consensus had emerged that Nixon deserved the credit or blame
for virtually every significant development in American life between his
1968 election and his 1974 resignation, particularly anything that featured
or intensified outrage, enmity, and fear as the pow issue did. Since early in
Nixon’s first term, supporters had credited him with publicizing the plight
of pows while detractors accused him of exaggerating their numbers and
misery in order to prolong the war.

The balance between these camps shifted toward greater cynicism once
Nixon resigned, but the tendency to ascribe public concern for pows to
the former president only intensified as the conviction that he was a liar
and a cheat was borne out by the archival record. H. Bruce Franklin was
the first to use official sources to examine the origins of the Pow/M1a4 issue
in his landmark study m.1.4. or Mythmaking in America, which argued that
“the fate of American prisoners did not become a major public issue until
the spring of 1969” when “the incoming Nixon administration decided to
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make the American prisoners and missing a major issue” to serve “as an
indispensable device for continuing the war.” Neil Sheehan popularized
this idea in a 1993 piece for the New Yorker. “To buy time and divert atten-
tion from the fact that instead of ending the war he was trying to win it,”
he wrote, “Nixon launched a campaign to focus public hatred on the Viet-
namese for holding American prisoners.” By dint of repetition, this inter-
pretation became conventional wisdom. “Having inherited an unpopular
and frustrating war,” Arnold Isaacs reiterated, Nixon “decided that recover-
ing American prisoners of war was one policy goal that might sustain public
sympathy and support.” “As a public relations strategy, the pow campaign
was ultimately successful,” Jeffrey Kimball concluded, as “the demand for a
quick release of pows deflected attention from the real purposes of Nixon’s
strategy while creating ‘deep emotional support’ for the war.” Robert Schul-
zinger called pows “Nixon’s trump card in the domestic political debate
over Vietnam.” More recently, Edwin Martini argued that “conservative
forces in American society conspired with the incoming Nixon adminis-
tration to conjure up an issue that would provide justification for Nixon’s
escalation of the war,” while Natasha Zaretsky characterized “the pow pub-
licity campaign” as a “manic and defensive attempt on the part of the Nixon
administration to deflect attention away from revelations about American
war conduct.”?

Scholars have emphasized Nixon for good reason. The archival record
makes clear how hard Nixon and his staff worked to turn concern for pows
to their own ends. Yet current scholarship cannot explain or even accom-
modate the release of Smith and McClure, when Vietnamese communists,
American peace activists, and antiwar pows used American captivity to
seek an end to the war, not its continuation, years before Nixon took office.
Nor can it account for the dozens more American captives the Vietnamese
released before the 1973 Paris peace agreement, over half of whom were
freed before Nixon’s inauguration, often directly into the hands of the anti-
war movement.® Its disregard for Vietnamese and local grassroots actors
with diverse, often competing agendas leads to an unnecessarily cramped
view of pow/M14 politics and its place in the Vietnam War and after.

Rather than invent public concern for pows and m1as, Nixon tried to
thwart a campaign initiated elsewhere which used that concern to under-
mine support for the war. Vietnamese communists, antiwar activists, POw
and M14 families, even pows themselves publicized the plight of American
prisoners before Nixon, and each redoubled their efforts once he entered
the fray. Their motives varied and changed over time, but many who par-
ticipated in Pow/M1a activism did so to end the war and mitigate its vio-
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lence. Opponents of the war used Pow imprisonment and the uncertainty
surrounding M14s, along with the anguish of their families, to press for the
one thing that could end their suffering—U.S. withdrawal. Nixon’s inter-
vention muddied this message, but it did not unite Americans behind his
policies. To the contrary, it generated mounting pressure to trade with-
drawal for the prisoners’ return. That pressure did not end the war, but it
frustrated Nixon’s ambitions and revealed deep disillusionment with the
war among its presumed supporters.

Overemphasizing Nixon’s role, scholars have confused support for pows
with support for Nixon, just as he hoped when he seized on the pow issue.
Such a view flies in the face of evidence that concern over American cap-
tives intensified as support for the war declined. This chapter reexamines
the “massive and sustained outpouring of sympathetic concern, protest,
and entreaty” that emerged on behalf of American pows and M1as during
the war.” I argue that this outpouring was a way for Americans to voice
their concerns about the war without condemning those who fought it.
Recognizing concern for pows as a form of indirect protest against the war
suggests the complicated ways in which doubts about the war manifested
themselves in domestic politics and in diplomatic negotiations to end the
war. It also prompts, even necessitates, a reassessment of the postwar POW/
MIA issue that is the subject of later chapters.

GO PUBLIC

Most accounts trace the origins of public concern for pows and
MIAs to a May 1969 news conference where Defense Secretary Melvin
Laird complained that although “the North Vietnamese have claimed that
they are treating our men humanely,” there was “clear evidence that this
is not the case.” The enemy had “never identified the names of all the U.S.
prisoners whom they hold,” Laird insisted, nor allowed the “free exchange
of mail between the prisoners and their families.” He closed with a call for
“the prompt release of all American prisoners,” which soon became a staple
at the Paris Peace Talks.?

The news conference marked the beginning of the Go Public campaign,
which officials hoped would “marshal public opinion” in support of Pows
and their advocates in the new Nixon administration.® But Laird’s briefing
garnered “less attention than its authors hoped,” according to the Penta-
gon’s official history of pow/M1a policy.*® The Chicago Tribune, for instance,
buried its coverage on page fifteen, where it noted “renewed demands”
that “the United States long has sought.” “As far back as 1966,” it reminded
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readers, elder statesman “W. Averell Harriman publicly threatened Ameri-
can retaliation if the prisoners were mistreated.”

In fact, the history of American prisoners in Southeast Asia dated back
to World War II, when the League for the Independence of Vietnam, or Viet
Minh, rescued Allied pilots shot down over Vietnam and returned them to
U.S. authorities in China. Viet Minh leader Ho Chi Minh repatriated the
pilots to curry favor with U.S. officials while his lieutenants publicized such
initiatives. The February 1945 edition of Vietnam Independence promised
that “whoever saves American pilots will be generously rewarded by the
Viet Minh,” and dramatic reenactments spread the word throughout the
region. Though the fate of these fliers was hardly foremost on the minds of
most Americans amid the bloody world war, U.S. officials rewarded their
return by making Ho Chi Minh an oss agent and supplying his forces with
arms and equipment.'?

A decade later, with the Viet Minh on the verge of winning national in-
dependence, Vietnamese forces captured five Americans sent to assist the
French in their doomed bid to retain Indochina. Seized while swimming
near Danang in June 1954, the Americans spent ten weeks in Viet Minh
custody while the Geneva Accords that ended the first Indochina War were
finalized. Upon their release, their captors broadcast their confession over
the radio. “Since our capture we slowly came to realize American interven-
tion in the Indochina war was against peoples fighting resolutely for inde-
pendence,” they professed in language that was likely written for them.
“Had we realized the truth beforehand, we would not have agreed to come
to this country.”*® Their repudiation of U.S. involvement in Vietnam was
the first of many such statements American prisoners would make —vol-
untarily and involuntarily — over the next two decades.

These early instances of American captivity in Indochina reveal a Viet-
namese leadership attuned to the political dynamics of imprisonment.
President Ho Chi Minh, Premier Pham Van Dong, Defense Minister Vo
Nguyen Giap, Secretary General Truong Chinh, Secretary General Le Duan,
Foreign Minister Xuan Thuy, Foreign Minister Nguyen Thi Binh, politburo
member Le Duc Tho, NLF chairman Nguyen Huu Tho, and nearly every
other high-ranking official who led the fight for Vietnamese independence
spent time in colonial prisons, an experience central to their radicaliza-
tion and organization.'* Having experienced prison’s power, these former
victims of imprisonment became its masters as U.S. escalation in Vietnam
led to growing numbers of American pows. Three dozen Americans were
captured in Vietnam and Laos by the end of 1964. By the end of 1965 that
number exceeded 100. Over 100 more Americans were captured in 1966,
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and another 350 were added in 1967 and 1968. President Lyndon Johnson’s
partial bombing halt over North Vietnam in March 1968, extended to a full
stop in October, reduced the numbers captured between 1969 and 1971 to
fewer than 100. But when Nixon resumed bombing North Vietnam in 1972
the number of new captives soared, with over 100 Americans captured
in the war’s final year. All told, over 700 Americans spent some time in
enemy prisons, and as their numbers grew their captors gained a potent
propaganda tool that they put to use quickly, frequently, and sometimes
brutally.”®

On 25 June 1965 communist guerrillas announced the execution of Ser-
geant Harold Bennett in reprisal for the South Vietnamese government’s
execution of Tran Van Dong three days prior. Accused of a plot to destroy
an American barracks, Dong was shot to death in Saigon’s central market
as part of the Nguyen Cao Ky regime’s “campaign against terror.”*® Three
months later, after Saigon executed three more communists for organizing
an anti-government demonstration, NLF Radio announced the deaths of
Captain Humbert Versace and Sergeant Kenneth Roraback in retaliation.
Subsequent testimony from escaped and released prisoners suggests these
Americans may have been killed for insubordination or simply succumbed
to the hardships of war, but by linking their deaths to Saigon’s executions,
the NLF drove a wedge between the United States and its Saigon ally."”
Alarmed, U.S. officials demanded an end to Saigon’s public executions
while calling on the International Committee of the Red Cross (1CRC) to
condemn communist actions, which it did in October. Rather than take
sides, though, the 1crc urged “all authorities” to abide by the Geneva
Convention, which gave Saigon’s prisoners the same protections afforded
Americans.'®

Having halted public executions, the NLF may have hoped to offset
resultant adverse publicity with the November release of Smith and Mc-
Clure. Or its abrupt reversal may have reflected uncertainty over how to
respond to the rapid influx of American forces.”® Just as likely, the NLF
made a virtue of necessity in releasing Smith and McClure. Due to the
furtive nature of its operations and unrelenting American bombardment,
the NLF struggled to keep its prisoners alive and concealed, not to men-
tion preventing their escape. Twenty percent of American prisoners held
in the South died, compared to five percent in the North, and ten percent
escaped. With Smith and McClure ready to oppose the war, it made sense
to release them in hopes of achieving a propaganda coup rather than watch
them die or escape.?®

Similarly in the North, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV)
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used POws to pressure U.S. policymakers. North Vietnam captured its first
American in August 1964 during the Gulf of Tonkin reprisal attacks. From
then on, the DrV captured more Americans than the NLF, since the airmen
shot down over North Vietnam were harder for U.S. forces to retrieve than
lost or wounded foot soldiers in the south. And since these aviators were
engaged in what DRV officials deemed an illegal war of aggression, North
Vietnam threatened to prosecute them. When the prv signed the Geneva
Convention, it did so with the express reservation that its provisions did not
extend to “prisoners of war prosecuted for and convicted of war crimes.” In
early 1966 its Ministry of Foreign Affairs made the case against the Ameri-
cans with a seventy-seven-page pamphlet entitled US War Crimes in North
Vietnam, which detailed the devastation wrought by the air war carried out
by American prisoners.?!

Fearing that the pamphlet was the first step in criminal prosecutions,
New York senator Robert F. Kennedy wrote to Secretary of State Dean
Rusk in April urging “that efforts to free [the prisoners] go forward with
all possible speed.” Later that month Rusk announced the formation of
the Interdepartmental Prisoner of War Committee and assigned senior
statesman Averell Harriman “general supervision of Department actions
concerning prisoners held by both sides in the conflict in Viet-Nam.”??
But neither Johnson nor his advisers were dissuaded from waging air war
on North Vietnam, which promised more pows. When Johnson attacked
oil depots near Hanoi and Haiphong in June, prv officials retaliated by
marching American pows through the streets of Hanoi, where they were
mobbed by crowds chanting, “Death to you who have massacred our dear
ones.”?* Since many of these men reported upon homecoming that Viet-
namese soldiers had once saved them from angry civilians when they were
shot down, the march seemed intended to threaten Americans in Wash-
ington more than those in Hanoi. No doubt it was also meant to appease
an angry populace suffering under American bombs, as commentators on
both the left and right suggested at the time.>*

Still, this performance and the publication of the DrRV’s war crimes case
against the pows in the Hanoi newspaper Nhan Dan rattled Washington.
Harriman embarked on “a major diplomatic campaign to warn the prv
of the inadvisability of holding war crimes trials”? He asked the Soviet
Union and Poland to intercede with Ho Chi Minh and met with neutral
parties such as Sweden, India, the Red Cross, and the Vatican that might
sway Hanoi.?® Meanwhile in Washington, Rusk warned that a trial would
be regarded as “a very, very grave development.”>” At the administration’s
behest, eighteen senators who had criticized the war, including William
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Fulbright, Eugene McCarthy, and George McGovern, released a statement
urging North Vietnam to “refrain from any act of vengeance” lest it in-
cite “public demand for retaliation swift and sure, inflicting new levels
of suffering and sorrow.”?® Senate Armed Services Committee chairman
Richard Russell backed up this threat with a promise to “make a desert of
their country” should North Vietnam execute American airmen.* Johnson
capped off this flurry of words with a press conference where he vowed to
“react accordingly” should Americans be tried and convicted.*

By then, Ho Chi Minh had backed away from the idea of prosecuting
American pows. But in doing so, he responded to his friends, not his foes.
On the day of Johnson’s news conference, Ho cabled the National Com-
mittee for a Sane Nuclear Policy and American socialist leader Norman
Thomas that “the policy of the Government with regard to the enemies
captured in war is a humanitarian policy.”*" Four days later he told cBs
News that there was “no trial in view.”3?

Harriman’s special assistant Frank Sieverts, who would become the only
high-ranking official to handle pow matters in both the Johnson and Nixon
administrations, later cited this crisis as “an earlier example of how it was
possible to use what I guess nowadays is called ‘public diplomacy’” on be-
half of pows.?® From his institutional vantage point, he saw more conti-
nuity than difference between this little-known episode and the later Go
Public campaign. Much like Nixon, Johnson used the threat to pows to
compel his critics and opponents to close ranks behind his leadership with-
out altering the policies that imperiled them. But for a president unable to
win the war and unwilling to end it, the passions these men inspired posed
problems. Without hope of bringing them home, Johnson had little to gain
and much to lose by drawing attention to their plight.>*

But putting the pow genie back in the bottle proved impossible. In the
pows, the war’s supporters found a cause that might inspire Americans to
pursue victory— or vengeance —at all costs. As the Nation observed, those
like Senator Russell behaved “as if they wanted the men to be put to death,
so that their hawkish passions would be justified.”** Conversely, critics of
the war saw in the Pows a cost that might dissuade Americans from con-
tinuing their open-ended commitment in Vietnam. The war’s advocates
always minimized the war’s costs in favor of the dire consequences they
predicted would follow defeat. But the plight of the pows illustrated the
war’s toll in ways Americans found difficult to ignore. By calling attention
to their captivity, the war’s opponents could question its value while avoid-
ing charges of being un-American.

Above all, though, Vietnamese communists publicized the plight of
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American pows. Unlike Johnson, Nixon, Congress, or the American
people, they controlled the fate of American captives. In a kind of good-
cop bad-cop routine, they threatened and absolved these men to turn pub-
lic opinion against U.S. intervention in Vietnam. The early release of co-
operative POWs to antiwar activists was a key part of that strategy. After
Ho lifted the threat of war crimes trials, the NLF and DRV regularly re-
leased Americans to foster good will and encourage negotiation. In Feb-
ruary 1967 the NLF placed Sergeant Sammie Womack and Private Charles
Crafts on a civilian bus to freedom.*® In November it released Sergeants
Edward Johnson, Daniel Pitzer, and James Jackson Jr. to sps leader Tom
Hayden. And in January 1968, it freed Private Luis Ortiz-Rivera and Lance
Corporal Jose Agosto-Santos in return for six communist prisoners. At the
same time, the DRV invited to Hanoi David Dellinger of the National Mo-
bilization Committee to End the War in Vietnam, popularly known as “the
Mobe,” to receive the first pows released from the North. Dellinger asked
antiwar activists Daniel Berrigan and Howard Zinn to go in his stead, and
in the midst of the Tet offensive they took custody of Major Norris Overly,
Captain Jon Black, and Lieutenant David Matheny. Talks between the NLF
and the United States surrounding these releases left some in Saigon con-
cerned that the Americans were seeking a coalition government or nego-
tiated settlement, leading some historians to speculate that the releases
were intended as “diversions or propaganda enhancements” to maximize
Tet’s effect.?”

If the precise aims of the prisoner program can only be guessed, the
broader goals are clear. Pow propaganda was meant to win friends and
demoralize foes in Vietnam, the United States, and the wider world. Pro-
duced first and foremost for internal consumption, images and accounts
of “lightly armed (and diminutive) soldiers guarding giant American pris-
oners came to represent a new iconography of triumph” for the Vietnamese
people.®® Depictions of captured airmen circulated widely inside North
Vietnam and were exported across the communist bloc as brv officials
worked to instill confidence among supporters and allies. Throughout the
war, and especially in its early years, most reporting on the pow situation
simply repackaged such enemy propaganda—without 1cRc monitoring of
Vietnamese prisons, it was the only reliable source of information. Life
magazine’s October 1967 cover story on “U.S. Prisoners in North Vietnam,”
for instance, reprinted eleven pages of images and text supplied by East
German sources showing well-treated but submissive American captives.
Depictions of unsmiling pows robotically engaged in compulsory “exer-
cise therapy” at prisons described as “hotels for unasked guests” probably
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angered most Americans—Harriman called the East German depiction
a “travesty” —but communist propagandists produced such material as a
form of psychological warfare.>® Their aims were made plain by the party
newspaper Nhan Dan, which instructed its readers to make every effort to
capture downed pilots since “to lose one of these ‘precious sons’” created
“anxiety over losing someone whose worth cannot be calculated in terms of
money, such as military secrets which he possesses and the loss of morale
by his friends.”*°

Like the fighting-while-talking strategy of which it was a part, the cap-
ture and release of American pows used coercive diplomacy to encourage
U.S. withdrawal. If the loss of these men and their frequent appearances
in enemy propaganda showed Americans the costs of U.S. involvement
in Vietnamese affairs, their release indicated that the enemy could give
Americans something they dearly wanted in return for their withdrawal.
In a 1966 conversation at Hoa Lo prison, communist intellectual Nguyen
Khac Vien told Commander James Stockdale that he and his fellow captives
would be used to help end the war, leaving Stockdale convinced that “we
were a major factor in the strategy of the Vietnamese. We would be, sort
of, a branch of the American antiwar movement.”#* Indeed, a small “Peace
Committee” formed inside Vietnamese prisons, and a number of Americans
granted early release spoke favorably of their captors.** Not all those re-
leased condemned the war, and some who did later recanted, but men who
acknowledged U.S. aggression were more likely to be released than those
who refused, and enlisted men and racial minorities were favored over the
more intransigent, predominantly white officer aviators.** Through careful
selection, the communists did what they could to reinforce the appeals for
peace that invariably accompanied early releases.

Since their rescue of American pilots in World War II, the Vietnamese
had returned pows to solicit American support, and they never deviated
from that course, even when half a million Americans invaded their coun-
try. Instead, they reoriented their pow outreach toward the antiwar move-
ment. As that movement grew, communist officials relied on its leaders to
inspect prison camps, to carry mail to and from prisoners, and to repatriate
prisoners. Nearly half of the three dozen Americans freed after the Septem-
ber 1967 international conference against the war in Bratislava, Czechoslo-
vakia, were released to antiwar activists, including all twelve repatriates
from North Vietnam.** By releasing Pows to activists, party officials en-
listed their support in convincing Americans that the only thing stand-
ing in the way of a general prisoner release was U.S. government intransi-
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This 1967 North Vietnamese
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“iconography of triumph,”
which made American
prisoners of war submitting
to Vietnamese guards
representative of ultimate

Vietnamese victory.

gence. Robert Sheer, who participated in the August 1968 release of three
air force pilots, proclaimed that “those who are working for peace have
better success in negotiating than the State Department and the Pentagon
. because the Government is not willing to make concessions.”* “The
obvious solution to the Pow problem is to end the war,” reasoned an anti-
war pamphlet published by the Joe Hill Collective.*® Until that happened,
Senator George McGovern told Vietnamese delegates to the Paris talks in
1971, POW releases “unquestionably strengthened the efforts of those of us
in this country who are working for a complete U.S. withdrawal.”+”
McGovern’s crushing defeat in the 1972 presidential election suggests
that pow diplomacy was not such an unalloyed benefit for the antiwar left.
The heavy-handedness of pow propaganda, involving prisoners in coercive
press conferences and parades and making them props for visiting peace
delegations, outraged many Americans and made pariahs of most who par-
ticipated in such spectacles. American Pows resulted from combat, and
the purposes the Vietnamese made them serve were more combative and
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less humanitarian than the peace movement was willing to recognize, just
as their pre-capture combat missions were more destructive than their
American apologists cared to admit.

But if the effect of Pow propaganda on American audiences was compli-
cated, it is clear that the Vietnamese were the first to publicize American
pows and that they did so for reasons of their own. Subsequent steps by
American citizens and government officials were reactions to Vietnamese
actions. The failure of American commentators to recognize this reflects a
long-standing reluctance to see the Vietnamese as meaningful participants
in their own history, a blindness rooted in the war that historians have only
recently begun to recognize and correct. Upon entering the war Americans
assumed “that if you just kept hitting the enemy hard enough he would
quit,” as General Douglas Kinnard put it. They imagined that they held
the initiative and could dictate the war’s terms. But as Kinnard eventually
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realized, “the assumption was totally wrong.” “The problem was,” Kinnard

explained, that “while we had the power, it turned out they had the will.”*#
Through the capture, coercion, and release of Americans, the communists

demonstrated their will in ways that were impossible to ignore.

THE LEAGUE OF WIVES

The urge to respond to enemy pow initiatives began not with the
Nixon administration but with pow wives. The National League of Families
of American Prisoners and Missing in Southeast Asia began to take shape
in April 1966 after Sybil Stockdale received two letters from her husband
Jim. With this confirmation that Jim had survived shootdown eight months
earlier, Stockdale sprang into action, inviting naval intelligence officers
to her Coronado Island home to interpret coded elements in Jim’s letters.
That meeting led to others, and in May Stockdale flew to Washington at
government expense to meet Pentagon officials who proposed converting
her correspondence with Jim into a covert communications channel, an ar-
rangement she agreed to during a return trip in July when she met Admiral
David McDonald, the Chief of Naval Operations, and Ambassador Harri-
man, who had just assumed responsibility for pow affairs.

From the start, Stockdale was driven by a desire to respond to commu-
nist propaganda. Angry over North Vietnam’s handling of American pris-
oners, she told McDonald that the navy should “launch its own anti-North
Vietnamese propaganda campaign.” Failing that, she at least hoped to “send
a newsletter to other wives in my circumstances” to counter enemy claims
with official information. Lacking their names and addresses, Stockdale
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asked the navy to forward her letter. When its personnel chief demurred,
she sought them out on her own.*

Because many prisoners were aviators deployed out of California’s naval
and air bases, the women she was looking for were close at hand. Unlike
enlisted men, who were usually unmarried and, married or not, left homes
and families scattered across the country during year-long tours, aviators
tended to be older career officers with wives and children who lived where
they were based.” Inviting Pow and M1a wives she knew in the San Diego
area to a luncheon in October, Stockdale began to assemble what one early
member called a “sorority.” By 1967 she had organized thirty-three women
as the League of Wives of American Prisoners in Vietnam, which later be-
came the National League of Families.”

As officers’ wives, these women were immersed in a military culture
that reinforced their geographic proximity. Sharing their husbands’ regi-
mented lives, they attended many of the same functions, served on the
same boards, shopped in the same post exchanges, sent their children to
the same schools, and were otherwise integrated into the routines of mili-
tary life. Sociability was a professional requirement and a practical neces-
sity, as every officer’s wife understood. It not only ameliorated the hard-
ships of frequent moves, extended deployments, and imminent dangers
that went with military life, it was essential to the business of advancing ca-
reers.>? Though most military wives found compulsory socializing onerous
at times, it provided those whose husbands were shot down over Vietnam
with the makings of a support group. Customs of duty, rank, and command
along with commonalities of race, class, and political outlook laid the basis
for their organization. “Navy tradition dictated that, as the wife of the com-
manding officer of a fighter squadron, I should guide and help the younger
wives,” Stockdale explained, and having “been a Navy Relief volunteer for
years and an officer in numerous wives organization,” she knew she “liked
being president best.”>?

However tight-knit, military communities had no room for the wives of
prisoners and the missing. Because their membership in the community
depended on their husbands’ place in the military, Stockdale and her co-
hort found themselves isolated when their husbands disappeared. As re-
minders of war’s risks, they soon learned that “other squadron wives don’t
feel comfortable with us around.”** Senior officers often sought to exclude
them from base housing because of “the emotional impact they might have
on the community of wives waiting their husbands return.”*> Stripped of
their accustomed place in the military, these women created new commu-
nities on its margins. In San Diego, Virginia Beach, Omaha, and other cen-
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ters of military aviation they forged new bonds based on but distinct from
their old world.>®

They did so despite and because of the pressures and constraints that
made public life so difficult for women in the mid-1960s. The vast ma-
jority of these women had children, often in multiples characteristic of the
baby boom.?” Stockdale was typical, with four sons who ranged in age from
three to fifteen when Jim was shot down.*® Her Virginia Beach counterpart
Louise Mulligan raised six sons while organizing wives in the mid-Atlantic
after her husband was shot down in 1966.>° Many of these women had
shouldered the burdens of single parenting before, but once their husbands
were lost their situation became semi-permanent and oppressive, leaving
little time or energy for activism.

At the same time, the impossibility of their situation compelled some
women to seek escape. For some, drugs or alcohol did the trick— over
half reported using tranquilizers and one-quarter said that their alcohol
consumption increased. Others sought companionship through dating or
cohabitation. Twenty-three percent worried that their spouse would dis-
approve of their dating during separation and one-third of pow couples
divorced within twelve months of repatriation. Most women found more
morally sanctioned outlets for their energies. Half returned to school and
one-third took full- or part-time jobs. Nearly half reported engaging in civic
or religious activism.®® Not surprisingly, many focused on pow/m1A activ-
ism and viewed their political involvement as a temporary reaction to their
predicament —“T know perfectly well that all of my activity is a substitute
for sex,” pow wife Valerie Kushner explained. But as extraordinary as their
situation was, their entry into public life fit a larger pattern of women’s
political mobilization.®* For all their seeming peculiarity, Pow/MIa wives
were similar to the white middle-class married women from the suburban
South and Southwest whom historians Lisa McGirr and David Lassiter,
among others, have revealed as key players in the burgeoning conservative
movement.®?

Like so many similarly situated women, pow/m1a wives “took advan-
tage of their time and flexible schedules to do political work” that ad-
dressed perceived threats to their families and communities.®® Ironically,
activities undertaken to preserve their families irrevocably changed them.
As the Center for Prisoner of War Studies found in its analysis of 215 pow/
MIA wives, circumstances compelled these women “to assert themselves,
gain control of the family, and establish themselves as the rightful and legal
representatives of their absent husband and the family.” As they did so, they
“gained self-confidence, and developed a style of life for a family without
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a husband or father” just as “the movement toward women’s liberation ap-
peared to legitimate and support the wives and their development in this
direction.” Of all their concerns, what most worried Pow/M14 wives in the
war’s waning days was how their husbands would react to their newfound
independence and the social changes that independence reflected and ad-
vanced.®

Nothing did more to foster confidence among them than their pow/
MIA activism. “The last generation of hat-and-glove military wives,” they
seemed unlikely activists.®® But despite their feminine mystique, most were
well-educated, well-connected, and well-versed in military politics, which
rewarded playing by the rules. They knew or soon learned how to pressure
the Pentagon and politicians into providing them with information and
services. As they interacted with powerful men over matters of war and
peace, they became important public figures in their own right, engaging
in national and international politics to a degree none had dared when
their husbands were around. Their husbands’ absence gave them freedom
to participate in public life. By necessity “the active, masculine role vacated
by the Pows was assumed, to a degree, by their families.” %

Here, too, Stockdale was extraordinary but instructive. A woman of
prodigious energy and talent, she earned a master’s degree in education
from Stanford University in 1959 with two boys and a third on the way,
and taught school once her fourth and youngest son started kindergarten.
Teaching full-time and raising four kids, she still found time to organize the
League, engage in espionage, and lobby national leaders. Like many activist
wives, she recognized that her status as a devoted wife and mother gave her
influence — “my first job is to help Jim and try to take care of our boys,” she
typically told reporters.®” But she could modulate those roles—“I had to
be careful not to become shrill or too emotional or I'd be written off as an
unbalanced female,” she recalled of her first meeting with Admiral Thomas
Moorer soon after he became Chief of Naval Operations in August 1967.5
Not all pow/M1a wives were as accomplished or self-possessed, but most
knew how to use gender conventions to their own and their husbands’ ad-
vantage.

That Stockdale could command an appointment with Moorer two weeks
after he became the navy’s senior-ranking officer suggested her growing
clout. Visits with Harriman and Senate minority leader Everett Dirksen
during the same swing through Washington confirmed it. As public sup-
port for the war plunged below fifty percent that summer, Stockdale’s dis-
tress over her situation became perilous for the Johnson administration.*
Being privy to Jim’s secret communications overlaid in invisible ink atop
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his letters, Stockdale was uniquely aware of the hardships he faced.”® Her
knowledge of his suffering imparted an urgency to her efforts that govern-
ment officials seldom shared, and it gave her leverage to make demands.
In a four-page statement she read to Moorer at their luncheon she com-
plained that “the enemy’s flagrant violations of the Geneva Conventions
were totally ignored,” and expressed “dismay at the U.S. government let-
ting the North Vietnamese fill our media with propaganda and never re-

» ¢

sponding” “Up to now I'd had faith that my government would do the right
thing,” she told him, but “now my faith wavered, and one had only to exam-
ine the record of events to know why.””*

Stockdale’s frustration with the Johnson administration stemmed above
all from its inability to counter pow propaganda. Knowing that her hus-
band had been abused for his refusal to denounce the war, it angered her
that his captors rewarded prisoners and peace activists who willingly did
so through early releases. When Hanoi followed its initial release of Overly,
Black, and Matheny in February 1968 with the release of Majors James Low
and Fred Thompson and Captain Joe Carpenter to the Mobe’s Rennie Davis
in August, Stockdale fired off a cable to Harriman and Secretary of Defense
Clark Clifford: “What steps are being taken to prevent these present and
future violations” of the Code of Conduct, which prohibited “oral or writ-
ten statements disloyal to my country” and forbade “special favors from
the enemy”? Harriman replied that the releases were “a gesture of good
will” that would hopefully lead to “further releases,” prompting Stockdale
to seek an interview with the San Diego Union.”” Appearing days before the
election, the front-page feature detailed Stockdale’s three-year ordeal and
outlined her efforts to organize the League, whose “main purpose” was
“to help the men in any way we can, by writing letters to congressmen, by
trying to bring pressure on Hanoi.” Expressing frustration over unanswered
enemy propaganda, Stockdale appealed to U.S. officials to “help us with
the anti-propaganda campaign against Hanoi’s propaganda campaign” and
urged “the public to join in the letter-writing campaign.””?

“Nixon had to win,” she recalled feeling at the time. Without his “fresh
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approach to this quagmire we’d gotten ourselves into,” “the future was
bleak and hopeless.””* It is impossible to know whether her interview con-
tributed in any significant way to Nixon’s 367,000-vote plurality in Cali-
fornia, which proved the decisive margin in a surprisingly close election.
Clearly, though, pow/M14a wives concentrated around California’s military
bases resembled the many well-educated, middle-class migrants employed
in the state’s massive defense industries who were the heart and soul of the

nascent conservative movement. California had twice as many pow/m1a
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relatives as any other state, followed by Texas and Florida, all hotbeds of
an emerging grassroots conservative activism. Conservative activists had
vaulted Ronald Reagan to California’s governor’s office in 1966 and deliv-
ered the state’s electoral votes to Nixon in 1968. Many must have identi-
fied with the technocratic pow pilots and their long-suffering wives who
remained committed Cold Warriors in the face of growing doubts about
the war.”

When Nixon won, Stockdale called on this grassroots network to gener-
ate 2,000 telegrams to the new president in his first week in office, urging
him to make Pows a top priority. He replied to each one, and so began his
bid to turn pows to his advantage. When Nixon joined her cause, Stock-
dale believed “that the organizational efforts of us wives and families on a
national level had been influential in forcing our government to join us in
speaking out publicly.’”® Some pow/m1a families later claimed that their
early efforts convinced the incoming administration that “they’d best facili-
tate and try to work with the families lest it get completely out of control.”””
Such language of compulsion overstates the case. Instead of fearing the na-
scent League, Nixon and his staff recognized it as a potential ally that could
help him seize control of an issue that had been dominated by his enemies.
Still, if Stockdale and her successors overestimated their influence, subse-
quent observers have overlooked the League’s early history and its impli-
cations.”® Though hardly the juggernaut it became in the early 1970s, the
League and its concerns preceded (and survived) Nixon’s presidency. Its
members welcomed Nixon’s attention and shared his compulsion to lash
out at their rivals, but few felt beholden to him. “Sure there’s been a calcu-
lated campaign,” League chairman Carol North admitted when her group
was later accused of acting as an administration mouthpiece, “but it’s our
calculated campaign, not theirs.””®

GO FOR BROKE

What brought Nixon and the League together was a shared desire
to seize the initiative in Vietnam and regain the moral high-ground from
the war’s critics. Nixon took office vowing that “I'm not going to end up
like LBy, holed up in the White House afraid to show my face on the street,”
determined to end the war in Vietnam on his terms.®® Adopting the word
“Go” as his mantra, Nixon ordered himself and his staff to “get going, take
risks, be exciting. . . . Now is the time to go. . . . Go for broke.” His pursuit of
the “big play” led him to Go Public on the abuse of American prisoners in
order to throw his opponents on the defensive.®' But as so often happened
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in his presidency, Nixon’s instincts played into the hands of his enemies.
As Heyward Isham, the principal American staffer at the Paris Peace Talks,
told the Senate Select Committee on Pow/m1a Affairs in 1992, the Viet-
namese fought the war “like jujitsu, where you use the superior power of
the enemy to force him to tumble over himself. You let him lunge at you
then you just trip him.”#? In that sense, publicizing pows represented less
a shrewd gambit than another desperate lunge that, like all the others, re-
sulted in a further loss of leverage and control.

Befitting Nixon’s secretive style, Go Public began in private, first with
Nixon’s personal replies to the 2,000 telegrams Stockdale had organized,
then with a series of unpublicized meetings with families of imprisoned
and missing men meant to build a larger, more active League of Wives.
Beginning with a visit to the League in March, State Department and Pen-
tagon officials conducted a cross-country tour that briefed an estimated
1,400 POW and MIA relatives over the next six months, knitting together
scattered cells and isolated individuals into a national organization.®* The
transcript of one such meeting indicates how novel the idea of organizing
was for some families. When Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge told them
that “to maintain this organization the way you are doing is very good,” a
confused audience member objected, “This group doesn’t have an organi-
zation. I think it is responding to the invitation of the Air Force to meet
here today.” “Oh, I see,” replied Lodge.®* Looking back on his handiwork,
Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for Public Affairs Dick Capen, who
organized these meetings, took credit for bringing the families “together
for the first time.” Joseph Lelyveld’s 1971 assessment for the New York Times
Magazine came closer to the truth. “The Administration did not start—and
probably could not have prevented —the campaign by the wives to bring
the plight of their husbands into the open. But there is no doubt that it
helped orchestrate their efforts.”®

In addition to helping make the League a truly national organization,
Capen and his State Department equivalent Frank Sieverts helped gener-
ate “publicity for the wives and families of our captured and missing men.”
Thanks to their efforts, each television network scheduled specials on the
story that summer and “the Air Force and Navy are providing the names
and addresses of wives to take part in such programs.”® Shortly thereafter,
Stockdale appeared on the cBs Morning News and was featured in a full-
page story in the New York Times. In the meantime she and a dozen other
POW/MIA relatives received a private briefing “about President Nixon’s
plans for ‘Vietnamization’” from Secretary of Defense Laird. “I thought it
was a pretty weak plan,” Stockdale confessed. “But I couldn’t help liking
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Secretary Laird. He'd ended the ‘keep-quiet policy and had the guts to talk
about the truth of the prisoners’ treatment in public.”8”

The Go Public program seemed to work to perfection, increasing pub-
lic concern about missing and imprisoned Americans and enlisting their
families as administration allies. But as Stockdale’s reaction to Vietnam-
ization hints, problems lurked beneath the surface. Vietnamization, which
proposed gradually replacing U.S. forces with beefed-up South Vietnamese
forces, raised more starkly than ever before the specter of war without end.
Under Johnson “the feeling was that the war could well, and should, be over
soon, and then we can resolve the prisoners quickly and easily,” Frank Siev-
erts explained. But with Vietnamization, Sieverts realized, the war could
go on forever.®® Thinking the enemy incapable of expelling them, Nixon
and his National Security Adviser Henry Kissinger believed they “could
credibly threaten to hold on in South Vietnam indefinitely.”®® For Stock-
dale, who wrote Laird in March with the “SUPER QUESTION: HOW MUCH
LONGER?” such a prospect was bound to disappoint.”® Anxious to see the
war end, her rapidly growing legions of supporters would be equally dis-
mayed. Nixon tried to tamp down impatience with the war through troop
withdrawals and reduced draft calls, and he tried to redirect blame for the
war through Go Public, among other things. But even if he withdrew all
ground forces and cut draft calls to zero, Nixon could not recover the pris-
oners and missing without communist cooperation. The prisoners were the
one problem Vietnamization could never solve and Go Public could only
amplify.

Observers were slow to grasp this conundrum in the early days of Go
Public. But the diplomatic and dialectic response it encouraged drove
home the realities of the situation. After releasing ten Americans in 1968,
communist forces freed eighteen more in 1969, the largest totals of the
war.®’ As much as anything the administration did, these releases raised
the profile of the pow/Mm1a4 issue. The July 1969 announcement that Hanoi
would release three more men to antiwar activists, in particular, prompted
mass media coverage and heated public debate. As it had eighteen months
earlier, the pRrv asked David Dellinger to coordinate the release, inviting
him to Paris to discuss the arrangements. Recently indicted for his involve-
ment in antiwar demonstrations at the 1968 Democratic National Conven-
tion in Chicago, Dellinger was prohibited from traveling abroad. By invit-
ing him to Paris, then inviting his indicted co-conspirator Rennie Davis to
Hanoi to receive Captain Wesley Rumble, Lieutenant Robert Frishman,
and Seaman Douglas Hegdahl, prv officials put the administration in an
untenable position. Either it could permit Dellinger and Davis to partici-
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pate, angering hawks in the League and elsewhere who resented their in-
volvement, or it could refuse and risk scuttling the release, upsetting the
League and its supporters even more. Reluctantly, the Justice Department
lifted the travel restrictions. “We have no alternative if we want our men
back,” Under Secretary of State Elliot Richardson told Vice President Spiro
Agnew when he objected. Agnew admitted “humanitarian considerations
probably outweigh the obvious propaganda advantages conceded to the
enemy,” but fumed that such acts “undermine confidence in the strength
and will of the government and people of the United States.” North Viet-
nam was seeking to embarrass the administration, Laird echoed, calling it
“vital that we cease giving official sanction to negotiations by people such
as Davis and Dellinger.”®

It was around this time that Nixon decided to go for broke. After a honey-
moon period in which Americans waited anxiously for the new president
to end the war, it was clear Nixon’s plans were not “working out right,” as
Chief of Staff H. R. Haldeman put it in June.®® The war raged unabated,
with only a modest 25,000 troop reduction; the NLF’s unyielding Ten-Point
Program for Peace announced in May, along with the prv’s provocative
pow moves in July and August, showed that the enemy remained reso-
lute; and opposition to the war continued, with the Vietnam Moratorium
scheduled for mid-October and the Mobilization Against the War to follow
in mid-November.** Frustration mounting, Nixon exhorted his staff “to do
something.” “Power of the United States must be used more effectively at
home and abroad or we go down the drain.”*®

Casting about for a counter-offensive, Nixon settled on a series of public
relations initiatives, since it was in the realm of words where the presi-
dent possessed the greatest freedom of movement and his staff the most
expertise.”® Two days before the October Moratorium he announced that
he would make a major address to the nation on 3 November. On that eve-
ning, he offered no new diplomatic or military initiatives. Instead, in the
most important speech of his presidency, he called to life “the great silent
majority.” Describing the war as a conflict between a “vocal minority”
and “silent majority,” Nixon recast the war as a fight between Americans.
“North Vietnam cannot defeat or humiliate the United States,” he insisted;
“only Americans can do that.”®” Though untrue, Nixon’s formulation of the
soon-to-be commonplace “stabbed-in-the-back” thesis enhanced the sense
among Americans that they were at war with one another more than with
the Vietnamese, and that unless they fought to defend their own guiding
vision of American society they would suffer humiliation and defeat. The
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speech did nothing to end the war, but by framing the war in terms of words
it intensified the struggle over its meaning that would one day become a
fight for its memory. “It was a speech that seemed to be designed not to
persuade the opposition but to overwhelm it,” James Reston wrote in his
analysis for the New York Times, “and the chances are that this will merely
divide and polarize the debaters in the United States, without bringing the
enemy into serious negotiations.”?®

While Nixon applauded taciturn Americans, he knew that “in a war of
words, a ‘silent majority, no matter how large, would be ineffective.”®® In
the months leading up to the speech, the White House developed a “game
plan for follow-up” that would “make the November speech the occasion
for the birth of a movement.” They hoped to “give ordinary people who
need to expend energy on ‘helping to end the war’ something to be for”;
something “simple and reasonable and something everyone can under-
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stand”; “something to do,” like “join a committee,” “sign a petition,” “hold

a rally,” “march in a parade,” and “picket the un1 ©

We need bumper
stickers,” White House adviser Lyn Nofziger declared.’**

Fifty million pow/M1A bumper stickers were sold over the next four
years, along with 135 million Pow/MIA postage stamps.'> Nixon hand-
picked handsome captives and their attractive wives as the heroes of his
silent majority. On 23 September Haldeman informed Kissinger, Press Sec-
retary Ron Ziegler, and Communications Director Herb Klein that Nixon
had noted a news story on “the wives of the captive pilots” and “feels this
is the sort of propaganda offensive that we need to keep generating”'**
Haldeman proposed bringing in “one or two of the wives” to see the presi-
dent with “proper game plan follow up.”*** The idea was put on hold when
Kissinger warned that “government linkage with these women at this time
could be used as a basis by Hanoi for refusal to give the wives the names
of their loved ones,” and would lend credence to “those who claim this
is the President’s war.” “The wives might ultimately resent White House
interference,” he cautioned.’® Though prescient, Kissinger’s warnings
were dismissed by the rest of the White House staff. “A White House visit
by some pow wives would be a big plus,” adviser Harry Dent told Halde-
man in October; “these ladies have the sympathy of just about everybody
these days.”'%¢ Eager to proceed, Nixon asked his appointments secretary,
Dwight Chapin, “to check with Henry each week in regard to his visiting
with the prisoner of war wives.”*” By November the notoriously insecure
Kissinger had relented. “A meeting between the President and a group

of wives of American pow’s in Vietnam would be a good idea now that
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the President has delivered his address on Vietnam,” he wrote Chapin.'*®

Preparations to bring Stockdale and two dozen other wives to the White
House began immediately.

In the meantime, the administration moved forward with a flurry of
POW activities. On 2 September, Laird presided over a news conference at
Bethesda Naval Hospital where recently released pows Hegdahl and Frish-
man reported on “barbaric” conditions inside North Vietnam’s prisons.
Though the details were vague (and the few specifics were later recanted
under direct questioning), officials published their story in Air Force/Space
Digest to make the public “aware of the facts.” It was then reprinted by
Reader’s Digest alongside a request for readers to write brv Foreign Min-
ister Xuan Thuy on the prisoners’ behalf. “The United States is speaking
out” and “citizens must join the attack,” the Digest implored. The Pentagon
arranged for the two men to testify before the House Armed Services Com-
mittee, sent them on a speaking tour to address pow/m1a families, and
supplied transcripts of their Bethesda briefing to all Pow/M14 next of kin
with the winking reassurance that “we are certain that you will not become
unduly concerned over the briefing if you keep in mind the purpose for
which it was tailored.”'%° The State Department did its part by asking pow/
MIA wives to “send messages to the organizers of the Vietnam ‘Moratorium’
appealing for humane treatment of our prisoners of war,” then “release the
telegrams themselves to the press and wire services.”'* In the two weeks
between the “silent majority” speech and the Mobilization Against the
War, full-page advertisements entitled “The Majority Speaks: Release the
Prisoners” and “The Majority Speaks: Vietnam” ran in newspapers across
the country soliciting support for the president. Ghostwritten by presiden-
tial speechwriter William Safire and paid for by Texas millionaire H. Ross
Perot, the ads urged Nixon supporters to sign petitions that were organized
by congressional district and turned over to the White House, where the
president was photographed reading huge bags of mail.""* Defense contrac-
tors Fairchild Hiller and North American Rockwell contributed their own
letter drives, and Fairchild Hiller paid for Stockdale and other wives to
travel to Paris for widely publicized meetings with communist officials.'*?
The American Red Cross also stepped up its involvement in pow/M14 mat-
ters, encouraging newspaper editors to join “our efforts to have the public
understand this question, and to do something about it, even to the point
of communicating directly with North Vietnam.”"® Though much of this
activity appeared spontaneous, Stockdale was right to believe “the govern-
ment was quietly helping us accomplish our objectives.”"* A December
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memo for the president detailed these “pow Campaign Activities,” prom-
ising to generate further “private sector interest” in “a massive campaign
to bring pressure to bear on the Hanoi government.”*'®

The cynicism behind the White House campaign can be seen in prepa-
rations for Nixon’s December visit with Pow/M1a wives and mothers. Days
before the visit, White House aide Alexander Butterfield wrote to Nixon’s
military assistant criticizing the “demographic spread” of the guest list—
there were too many officers’ families and too few families of enlisted men
from the “Deep South or Rocky Mountain-North Central Plains,” making
them poor representatives of Middle America. Butterfield also announced
that “a final decision has been made that there will be no fathers among
those invited” in order to intensify their pathos. He indicated that Stock-
dale would act as spokeswoman, though he “would prefer that none of the
women speak . . . that they merely stand by the President while he speaks.”
Steve Bull, the White House aide charged with “staging for this appoint-
ment,” even directed the physically awkward Nixon to position “yourself
in front of the fireplace before the microphone, and flanked by two women
on each side.”**® The visiting women would serve as props—stand-ins for
the silent majority, with the emphasis on silent. Though some in the White
House talked of making “a movement” out of the silent majority, the impor-
tance they placed on the women standing still while Nixon spoke suggests
they were more interested in manufacturing consent. By 1969 the war was
so unpopular that public opinion had to be “mobilized,” as Tom Engelhardt
has written, just “to remain inert.”*"”

The fall escalation of Go Public generated “mountains” of mail, with
more than 50,000 telegrams and 118,000 letters sent to the White House
by early 1970.""® The mail was supposed to “tell it to Hanoi,” but its real
audience was Congress and the American people. Whether or not Hanoi
was listening, the antiwar movement got the message."® An editorial car-
toon on the front page of the Chicago Tribune showed “critics of Nixon’s
peace program” buried under a “Deluge of Mail Supporting Nixon.”'?°
Even though some suspected Republican operatives were behind this
“groundswell,” the scale of the response seemed to prove Nixon’s claim
that he enjoyed the support of most Americans.’! At its zenith, the antiwar
movement appeared outnumbered. On the heels of the two largest peace
demonstrations in U.S. history, Time magazine named “Middle Ameri-
cans,” first cousins to the silent majority, its “Man of the Year.” “We've got
those liberal bastards on the run now!” Nixon exulted. “While you've got
the power, you have to move quickly,” he told Haldeman; “when we're up,
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President Richard Nixon meets with wives and mothers of American pows and M1As at

the White House on 12 December 1969. The women depicted, from left, are Carole Hanson,
Louise Mulligan, Sybil Stockdale, Andrea Rander, and Mary Mearns. White House aide
Alexander Butterfield stands at the right edge of the frame. (Courtesy National Archives,
Nixon Presidential Materials)

build a mythology.” Noting an item from his news summary on how “North
Vietnam is showing itself to be acutely sensitive to charges that it has ill-
treated U.S. Pows,” he ordered his chief of staff to “get a massive campaign

2122

going on this.

BACK AND FORTH

In view of these machinations, it is easy to become mesmerized
by Nixon’s Machiavellian instincts. But even when he was most active in
the Go Public campaign, Nixon never controlled the pow/m1a issue. His
enemies parried his moves with additional early releases to disprove his
depiction of them as inhumane. South Vietnamese guerrillas followed the
August release of Rumble, Frishman, and Hegdahl with the release of an
additional six Americans in three separate incidents over the last three
months of 1969. The releases were part of a campaign to gain recogni-
tion for the newly formed Provisional Revolutionary Government (PRG)
as it sought legitimacy as an independent party to the Paris talks.’** The
fall releases also signaled solidarity with antiwar Americans, helping to
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counteract Nixon’s pow politicking. On the same day the Chicago Tribune
ran Perot’s full-page pro-Nixon ad, for instance, newly freed American G1s
praised their former captors on the paper’s front page.'**

POW initiatives took on a back-and-forth quality in late 1969 as each side
jockeyed for position. Joining Nixon’s offensive, forty U.S. senators greeted
the Rumble, Frishman, and Hegdahl release by condemning North Viet-
nam’s refusal to identify the prisoners it held.'*® In an obvious attempt to
offset the Mobilization Against the War, the House Subcommittee on Na-
tional Security Policy, chaired by the hawkish Democrat Clement Zablocki
of Wisconsin, held hearings in November to consider twenty-one resolu-
tions expressing concern for pows. Zablocki’s opening remarks — “Regard-
less of how they may feel about the Vietnam war, all Americans are united
in their hopes and prayers for our captured servicemen” —previewed
Nixon’s language at his December meeting with League women.'*¢ “We all
know there is disagreement in this country about the war in Vietnam,” he
admitted, but “on this issue, the treatment of prisoners of war, there can
be and there should be no disagreement.”**” The House substantiated such
claims when it unanimously approved Concurrent Resolution 454 three
days later, declaring that “the Congress strongly protests the treatment of
United States servicemen held prisoner by North Vietnam and the National
Liberation Front.” The Senate unanimously concurred in February.'?®

But widespread sympathy for pows did not translate into universal sup-
port for the war, as the massive fall demonstrations against the war and its
shrinking support in opinion polls made clear. When proponents of the
war tried to equate the two, they faced stiff opposition. On the day before
Thanksgiving, Dellinger and Davis produced a list of fifty-nine American
pows in North Vietnam supplied to them by the prv delegation to the
Paris talks. The list included five men previously listed as m1a, giving it
significance and credibility.!*® Internally, the Defense Intelligence Agency
recognized it as “valid,” but in public the Pentagon suggested otherwise.'*
Despite internal distinctions between Americans known to be in cap-
tivity —Pows—and the larger number missing without evidence of cap-
ture —m1as—the Pentagon’s public affairs chief recommended “that we
establish for future public release purposes a single category of ‘Missing in
Action or Captured,” in order to make North Vietnam accountable for all
1,406 Americans then missing in Indochina.'*'

Communist officials did not back down. Presented with a complete list
of U.S. missing personnel at the Paris talks, they denounced it as a “per-
fidious maneuver to camouflage the fact that the United States is pursuing
the war, committing crimes against the Vietnamese people and mislead-

GO PUBLIC

37



38

ing public opinion.”**> When League delegations visited Paris to pressure
DRV officials, those officials patiently insisted that the best way to help
the prisoners was to end the war.!*® To show their readiness to return the
prisoners when peace prevailed, the brv provided prisoner mail to Cora
Weiss of Women Strike for Peace, who was then in Hanoi. Weiss returned
on Christmas Eve 1969 carrying the names and letters of 132 American
captives. Shortly thereafter she founded the Committee of Liaison with
Families of Servicemen Detained in North Vietnam (coriaram). Led by
Weiss and Dellinger, coL1aAFAM demonstrated immediate results, includ-
ing an updated list of 156 Pows in January 1970, followed by a more com-
plete list of 335 names in April, and it tripled the volume of prisoner mail
over its 1969 level.”®* Until war’s end, its members traveled to Hanoi every
month to deliver and retrieve prisoner mail.*> As it passed mail and infor-
mation to pow families, coL1aFam reminded them that “the safe return of
U.S. servicemen . . . can only come with a decision on the part of the U.S.
government to completely withdraw from Vietnam,” turning concern for
POWs into another reason to end the war.'*

Facing unexpected opposition, Nixon and his allies redoubled their
efforts. Enraged by coL1aram’s “cynical exploitation of the pow’s,” Con-
gressman Bob Wilson of San Diego demanded the group be registered
under the Foreign Agents Registration Act.®” The Pentagon, too desper-
ate for the information the group provided to stand in its way, helped de-
feat a House provision that criminalized private intercessions in pow af-
fairs.®® Such impotence heightened the need to lash out. Angered by a
large counterdemonstration outside a small pow rally at Constitution Hall
in February, Nixon ally Senator Bob Dole of Kansas demanded a do-over,
vowing to fill the 3,811-seat hall with “good, decent American people” on
1 May in an “Appeal for International Justice.” Naming Stockdale and Perot
co-chairs, Dole lined up a prestigious group of co-sponsors, including lead-
ing Senate doves Edmund Muskie and Majority Leader Mike Mansfield
and their bellicose rivals John Stennis and Barry Goldwater. To “bring at-
tention to the bipartisan, congressionally sponsored rally,” Zablocki con-
vened a second set of Pow hearings on 29 April, inviting Dole, Stockdale,
and Perot to testify.!*® And to make sure the event was well attended, the
Air National Guard airlifted 700 pow/M14 relatives to Washington at fed-
eral expense.'*°

Dole promised a “nonpartisan and nonideological” event. “We are not
there to discuss whether we should escalate or deescalate,” he explained,
only “to demonstrate that Americans care.” In practice this meant that de-
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bate was forbidden but contempt for the war’s critics was not, as speaker
after speaker attacked those protesting the Cambodian invasion announced
the night before. Railing that “there’s a pack of idiots just a few miles north
of here burning down an rRoTc headquarters” and “I don’t think America
wants to win this war!” earned Goldwater “one of the evening’s biggest

ovations.” 4

Dole complained that pow/mM1a families who “make the sac-
rifices day after day” were not given the attention “that they would if they
were here to burn the flag or storm the Pentagon.”**? Agnew and Laird
also spoke, and a letter from Nixon graced the program—the president
spent the evening watching the film Patton rather than attending in per-
son—while Mansfield and Muskie were conspicuously missing.*** Also
notably absent was any mention of the coL1AFAM prisoner list released
the day before, though the group came in for criticism at the Zablocki
hearings earlier in the week.!** Both speakers and audience made clear that
they shared Nixon’s contempt for protestors, whom he had called “bums”
earlier in the day.*® They seemed to say that only those who could not or
would not speak against the war—like the pows and Mm1as—had the right
to do so.

Underwritten by defense contractors, the Constitution Hall rally was
a coming-out party for the League. With Dole, Agnew, Laird, Goldwater,
Stennis, and House Armed Services Committee chairman Olin Teague all
in attendance, along with four of the five Joint Chiefs of Staff, the guest list
was a Who's Who of the defense establishment. For the families of career
officers, the sight of so much military brass was a reminder of happier
times and a promise of better days ahead. “For every two or three family
members, there was a military officer in dress uniform,” M1a wife Barbara
Mullen observed. “It had been a long time since these women had had such
attention.” 46

The next day, the assembled families met with Charles Havens III to
formally incorporate their association before returning home aboard mili-
tary aircraft reserved for their use. Havens, then among the top Penta-
gon experts on pow/MIA affairs, counseled League leaders to declare their
group nonpartisan in order to obtain tax-exempt status.'*” But the largesse
lavished on the League belied its apolitical stance. The Reserve Officers As-
sociation supplied its office space, the White House provided a waTs long-
distance line, the vice president donated $10,000 in proceeds from the sale
of Spiro Agnew watches, and Pentagon casualty assistance officers mailed
every Pow/MIA family a League membership application. This last bit of
assistance was crucial in building the League’s mailing list, which soon be-
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came its most prized possession.**®* Though the League had a long history
by 1970, its ability to communicate directly with a far-flung network of
pow/MIa families made it a truly national organization for the first time.

Critics charged that such lucre corrupted the League. They argued that
League efforts like “Operation 100 tons,” which delivered sixteen million
letters to DRV officials on behalf of pows, addressed the war’s prisoners
in “perfect abstraction from other facts about the war.”** For journalist
Seymour Hersh, the reason for this avoidance of war’s realities was clear:
the “Pentagon directs efforts by wives,” as Hersh’s five-part exposé on the
League put it."*° There is ample evidence to support this view. An Agnew
aide conceived of Operation 100 tons and the White House facilitated
it, though it was advertised as a “non-partisan and non-political” cam-
paign.’>!

Yet we should not assume that all 1,600 League families or the 16 mil-
lion Americans who generated 100 tons of mail on their behalf agreed with
the administration or its policies. Officials hid behind a group that was os-
tensibly nonpartisan because to do otherwise, to reveal their involvement
and avow their motives, would drive too many people away. Americans
supported imprisoned and missing Americans and their families, not the
war that held them hostage. Captive to a war without end, these men and
their families became stand-ins for the countless Americans who had lost
faith in the war but could not escape it. Nixon mobilized this constituency
at his peril.

ALL OUR SONS IN VIETNAM ARE POWS

“The truth of the matter is that all our sons in Vietnam are pows,”
pow mother Jane Dudley wrote in an Another Mother for Peace pamphlet
put out in February 1971. Accusing the White House of using Pows “to cre-
ate public sympathy so that it can justify continuing this horrible, unpopu-
lar war,” Dudley sought to turn the tables. “There can only be an ‘exchange
of prisoners’ when a war ends!” Until then, “we cannot for one moment
forget the danger and deprivation which the rest of our 337,900 sons in
Vietnam face daily”’**> Her antiwar argument showed the plasticity of pow/
MIa politics. By collapsing debate over the war into concern for pows and
their families, Go Public encouraged emotional attachments to strikingly
homogenous pro-military men and women whom Nixon believed he could
count on to support the war. At the same time, this identification with fam-
ilies who could only be reunited at war’s end intensified impatience with
Nixon’s slow-motion withdrawal.
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Despite Dudley’s suggestions to the contrary, Pows and M1as were far
different from most men who fought in Indochina. In a war fought dis-
proportionately by very young, poorly educated, working-class conscripts
who skulked through the jungle with little sense of purpose, pows and
MIas were “proud, patriotic, and largely white career military officers” who
soared through the air.’** With no fixed battle lines and few protracted bat-
tles, the ground war produced relatively few unrecovered casualties since
dead and wounded soldiers were usually recovered. Pilots shot down over
enemy territory were harder to retrieve and captured in larger numbers.'**
At war’s end, 84 percent of American Pows were airmen.'*® With such a
large number of pilots, 88 percent of returned pows were officers, as were
three-quarters of M1as."*® The army was the only service where officers did
not dominate its prisoner ranks."’

The top-heavy nature of the pow/M14 population made it a near perfect
inversion of the Vietnam-era military. While “non-white, working-class,
less-well-educated men were far more likely to serve and see combat” in
Vietnam, the opposite was true of those likely to become prisoners. Only
sixteen black Pows returned at the end of the conflict, despite the fact that
African Americans represented nearly 14 percent of the war’s casualties.'*®
The number of black repatriates was low in part because the NLF released
black prisoners to show “solidarity and support for the just struggle of U.S.
Negroes.”'*® But beyond that, there were few black prisoners because there
were few black pilots —so few that navy lieutenant Porter Halyburton was
initially “suspicious” of his black cellmate, air force major Fred Cherry,
because he “did not know that the Air Force had black pilots.”*¢°

Overwhelmingly white, most pows also possessed college degrees when
just 13 percent of Vietnam veterans exiting the armed forces between 1966
and 1971 had attended college and a mere 7 percent graduated.'® Prisoners
were also older than most troops. Seventeen had served in World War II
and thirty had fought in Korea.'s> Navy prisoners averaged thirty years of
age at the time of capture.’®® After spending four to six years in prison on
average, depending on branch of service, the pows left Vietnam far older
than most men who served year-long tours in the field.'** Most had already
settled into family life: 64 percent were married and there were more than
1,000 children of pows in 1972, with the war’s third highest annual rate of
capture still ahead.'®> Collectively, their ranks looked less like the Oakland
Induction Center that funneled so many young infantrymen into Vietnam
than a class reunion at the military service academies so many had at-
tended.

The class consciousness of the prisoners and the missing is hard to
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measure, but the pay and allowances for a married captain with three
children was $13,000 in 1966 and reached $22,300 by 1970, more than
double the national median family income.’*® pow/mM1a deposits in the
Uniformed Services Savings Deposit Program grew so large that Congress
waived the $10,000 limit for these men. With a 10 percent annual rate of
return, these accounts averaged almost $20,000 apiece by 1972, with the
largest valued at $120,000. The waiver was one of many financial rewards
given pows and Mias in the Nixon years. Congress doubled compensa-
tion for internment under the War Claims Act to five dollars per day on
top of base pay and hazardous duty pay, terminated limits on the accrual
of leave, extended flight pay and incentive pay for one year after repatria-
tion, and exempted all income received while in Pow or M1a status from
federal income taxes. Given their skills and prolonged captivity or violent
deaths, these men were hardly overcompensated. But as some in the Pen-
tagon grumbled, their pay and benefits exceeded that of “at least two larger
groups whose sacrifices were far greater, those who were killed and those
who were maimed.” %’

The prisoners and the missing were the military’s best, carefully chosen
for the most demanding and glamorous work it had to offer. They could
have been cast by Hollywood, so perfectly did they embody the warrior
ideal. Shortly before he was shot down, air force colonel Robinson “Robbie”
Risner appeared on the cover of Time “as the classic example of the kind
of dedicated military professional who was leading the American effort in
Vietnam.”'%® Strangely, those words became more true over the seven years
he spent in Hanoi, as pows became central to the American war effort
and Risner became one of their celebrated leaders. In fact, the war’s ex-
traordinary length contributed to the prisoners’ mystique. Since men shot
down over South Vietnam and Laos were easier to recover than those lost
over North Vietnam, most pows and M1as were shot down before the 1968
bombing halt over North Vietnam.'®® This prolonged their captivity and
produced unusually distinguished prisoners, as the war’s early shootdowns
included many senior officers seeking combat experience to propel them
up the ranks after a decade-long hiatus since Korea. Twenty-four achieved
flag rank before retiring. Eight received the Congressional Medal of Honor.
And one, Colonel George “Bud” Day, counts himself among the most highly
decorated officers in the twentieth century.'”® After working with these
men and their families over two decades, Frank Sieverts called them “the
top levels of their culture and society. They had about them an air of invul-
nerability, of almost magic.”'”* As a similar sense of national invulnerability
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disappeared in Vietnam, these Cold War icons were reminders of all that
was lost.

As much as who they were, it was their role in the war that distin-
guished downed pilots. If the war’s critics reserved their harshest scorn
for the volunteers who fought the air war, most Americans saw them as
more comfortably removed from the war’s moral ambiguities since the
devastating effects of aerial bombardment were seldom reported by the
American press.””? The more illogical and ineffective the war of attrition
on the ground became, the more attractive air war appeared, producing
fewer American casualties, fewer documented atrocities, and fewer com-
plaints from the field. The career professionals who carried it out were un-
likely to risk their advancement with dissent. Instead, they were likely to
celebrate their skills and exaggerate their success. Once shot down, pilots
became even more sympathetic. For some they were victims of the enemy,
for others victims of government policy, for others victims of antiwar activ-

ists, but always victims.'”*

The pow hero could have it both ways,” literary
critic Elliot Gruner argued; “he could prosecute the war as daredevil pilot
at the same time that he could transfer any deep responsibility for his ac-
tivities to the political superstructure he served.”*”*

Who the prisoners were shaped how Americans responded to them.
Their middle-class respectability allowed Middle Americans to share the
conceit “that all our sons in Vietnam are pows” even though few white
middle-class men fought there, while their stoic suffering rallied the work-
ing Americans who supplied the bulk of U.S. forces in Vietnam to their
side. As the army disintegrated into chaos and veterans grew alienated
from the mainstream, Pows were obedient ciphers.’”® In place of a plural-
istic society divided by war, they and their relatives substituted seemingly
tight-knit families. As Christian Appy and David Farber have observed, the
families of those fighting in Vietnam were unlikely to protest the war or
condone those who did. By encouraging familiarity with captive and miss-
ing Americans, Nixon supporters sought to foster a similar silence across
society. Yet, Appy and Farber also suggest, support for the war was lowest
among those who sacrificed the most in Vietnam."”® If pows and their fami-
lies were more familiar than soldiers and veterans, their unending sacrifice
was only more disturbing as a result. By asking Americans to imagine “that
all our sons in Vietnam are pows,” Nixon’s critics invited those comfortably
removed from the war to feel its ongoing burdens.

In either case, the moral authority of the family was essential to the
desired identification, making the League of Families, not Nixon, the
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central player in debates about the prisoners. Americans were only dimly
aware of the sociological characteristics of the pow population. The fact
that most captives were pilots was widely reported, but the ramifications
were unclear to most civilians. What everyone understood, though —what
every news story and speech made clear —was that these were family men.
And it was their families, particularly their wives, who were the focus and
agents of public concern.

POW/MIA wives were as distinctive as their husbands. Helpmeets of the
aviator corps, they represented a High Cold War feminine ideal. Attending
her first League meeting in 1969, Barbara Mullen recalled that “we were
identical except for size and hair color: A-line dresses, just short enough
but not mini, closed-toed shoes, and hair in various stages of teased and
sprayed perfection.”*”” Asked to describe them, one man compared them to
another staple of jet set sex appeal, calling them “pretty —like airline stew-
ardesses.” With most in their mid-twenties to mid-thirties, these women
cut striking figures in a national debate over the war dominated by wealthy,
powerful men and college-age youths. Unlike other participants in that de-
bate, they were middle-class women whose arguments hinged on personal
experience rather than political theory. “Bright, attractive, with that clean
tanned outdoor look of so many young American women,” they appealed
to the broad middle in a polarized political culture. “Slender, gracious and
attractive,” the pow/M1A wives around Oceana Naval Base “have children
and live in tasteful homes with well-manicured lawns,” Judy Klemesrud
reported for the New York Times, but behind closed doors they were “going
through a personal kind of hell, an agony that only those in the same situa-
tions can really understand.”*”®

The spectacle of these beautiful young women living in a state of sus-
pended animation, often with children in tow, gave the wives unmistakable
pathos. Some writers went out of their way to infantilize these accom-
plished, worldly women, seeking out atypical young wives like Patty Zu-
hoski who “probably didn’t even realize there was a Viet Nam War” when
she married in 1967. Only twenty years old at the time, Zuhoski spent just
ten days with her husband before he deployed, soon after which he was
shot down. Unable to hold down her job, she returned to live with her par-
ents, where she did “volunteer Red Cross work, audited college courses,
played bridge, read a good deal.” Though her circumstances were unusual,
her lonely isolation became the emotional archetype associated with the
wives. “What am I supposed to do?” she asked Time. “I can’t go out and
date. But I can only put up with these wives once or twice a week. . . . It’s
a very lonely existence. Youre married but youre not married. You're not
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divorced or widowed. Where does that put you?” This lament came up
again and again. “It’s hard,” Eileen Cormier told Life; “we’re not divorced,
not widowed, and we’re not really married either.” Limbo was a common
trope, lending its name to a serial novel about pow wives that ran in Mc-
Call’s before becoming a B-movie of the same name. Married for two weeks
when her husband left for Vietnam, Limbo’s protagonist endured six years
before she saw him again. “The lack of definition is what bothered her the
most . . . she was neither wife nor widow . . . nothing to look forward to,
nor anything to mourn . . . and no end to this emotional wasteland was in
sight”17®

The nightmare of war without end gave these stories resonance. Just
as Pow wives wed themselves to war in marrying their husbands, Ameri-
cans felt trapped in a commitment they had not anticipated and could not
honorably escape. This view ignored U.S. responsibility for the war and
obscured American aggression —Americans may have been misled about
the war in Vietnam, but by the time pows dominated public discourse only
the willfully ignorant could persist in the idea that they were its passive vic-
tims. “There’s a good deal of sentiment and dreamy invention attached to
the American prisoners of war,” Grace Paley wrote in a 1972 opinion piece
for the New York Times. “Politicians and newsmen often talk as though these
pilots had been kidnapped from a farm in Iowa or out of a canoe paddling
the waterways of Minnesota. In reality, they were fliers shot down out of
the North Vietnamese sky where they had no business to be; out of that
blueness they were dumping death.” Politicians, reporters, and their audi-
ences romanticized prisoners because they typically encountered them
through their families, whose memories gravitated toward Iowa farms and
Minnesota waterways. Knowing this, Paley ended her article by recounting
a conversation with an m1a wife: “I told her about the villagers living in
wet dark tunnels for years, shattered by pellets—seared by napalm —1I told
her only what my own eyes had seen, the miles of maniac craters.” “Oh,
Mrs. Paley,” exclaimed the unnamed woman. “My husband wouldnt do
that!”180

Critics like Paley charged such women and their supporters with ignor-
ing war’s realities in favor of fantasies. Yet not all wives were blind to the
war’s brutality and not all who reported on them emphasized innocence.
The same story that profiled Patty Zuhoski also featured Lynn Glenn, who
acknowledged that her husband may have “bombed schools, maimed
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women, killed children” “I was a twenty-year-old teeny-bopper,” Glenn
said of the woman she was when her husband went to war. Five years later,

her poem “War Waste” made clear that she had changed. “Where are the
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big brave warriors now?” it asked. “His silver, supersonic soarer. His bomb-
blowing, truck-finding Sea-swooping carrier, Where is it? Him, the edu-
cated engineer, architect, Geologist, economist, turned Bon vivant aviator,
Where is he? . . . He was proud. Mom, apple pie and the red, white and blue
were with him. Now he is in a cell. He wears pajamas, sleeps on amat . . .
and waits.” Such jaundiced depictions were rare among pow families, but
so were ringing endorsements of the war. War-weariness was more com-
mon. “I never knew what war was,” Zuhoski told Time. “I know now.”8!
Like most Americans, the families shared the antiwar movement’s
doubts about the war. But like most Americans, they distrusted the move-
ment’s motives. Stockdale “felt strongly that these antiwar activists were
spreading enemy propaganda in the United States.” coLIAFAM made a
“pretense of being helpful,” but in her view its members “serve[d] Hanoi’s
If they hadn’t kept shouting in the media that the
poor innocent North Vietnamese were the victims of United States imperi-

” «

propaganda purposes.

alists, our own population would have been more inclined to support our
forces” More than anything, this reversal of their preferred victimology
convinced League leaders that war protestors were disloyal. Seeing them-
selves “as living, breathing proof that the North Vietnamese are inhumane
barbarians rather than the warmhearted, innocent loving humanitarians
some of the press preferred to believe,” few could fathom how “anyone
with a sense of honor” could sympathize with the enemy.'*?

This is not to say that antiwar activists antagonized the families. There
were those like Paley who insisted that “the man in the sky is a killer”
and instances when wives were told “your husband is a murderer!” but
the movement took pains to show concern for pows and their families,
and its members did more than most Americans, including those in the
Nixon administration, to improve their lot."®* Suggestions to the contrary
were meant to alienate the war’s vocal opponents from the millions who
quietly agreed with them.'®* But women whose interests and identities
were densely interwoven with the military establishment found it difficult
to separate criticism of the war from criticism of its warriors.

Paula Woods illustrates how heavily some were invested in military
power. Writing to an Nsc staffer on “Mrs. Brian D. Woods” stationery,
she confessed that if she “demonstrate[d] against our country . . . Brian
would divorce me.”'® She might also have been disowned by her father
and father-in-law, both retired admirals.’®¢ Such military ties were com-
mon in the shadow of World War II. “America in the fifties was a strangely
militarized land,” Tom Engelhardt recalled of his boyhood trips to West
Point with his veteran father.'®” For League women it remained so well

GO PUBLIC



afterward. When Patty Zuhoski returned to her girlhood home, “talks with
her father, a retired Air Force colonel, and a friend who had been a World
War II p.ow., at least reduced the unknown terrors.”®8 Stockdale called
on her best friend, Doyen Salsig, whose father was an admiral and hus-

band a captain, for advice and support.*®®

My husband is a career officer,”
Kathleen Risner told reporters. “I don’t think he’'d like me to feel very anti-
this or anti-that, and until he comes back and tells me it wasn’t worth it,
I'm not going to let myself feel that way.”**° “The men are still up for pro-
motion while they’re prisoners, and we live off their rank in a lot of ways,”
another wife confessed. “There’s a temptation to politick for promotion by
trying to please the Pentagon.”**!

However much their ties to the military left the League disinclined to
side with antiwar activists, though, those ties did not guarantee perpetual
support for the war. As she listened to Nixon explain how “he would try to
separate the prisoner issue out from the war” in December 1969, Stockdale
thought to herself that “that didn’t make any sense to me. How could you
separate one from the other when one was an integral part of the other?”*?
Stockdale wrote to Nixon’s military aide in January that “just because pub-
licly we, the wives and families, still say that we think our government is
doing everything possible to help our men, we do NoT really believe this
is the case.” “Time is running out for our patience. . . . Seeing another year
come up on that calendar and being trapped in this untenable situation
tests a person’s loyalty beyond the limits of endurance.” “It seems perfectly
reasonable to me and many others,” she closed, to expect “everyone out
and properly accounted for by Christmas.” Here was the authentic voice
of the silent majority—silent not in support of the war but in terror “at
the alternatives I am being forced to consider.”'** Having declared these
women the leaders of this vaporous constituency, Nixon could ill afford

their defection.

HANOI MAY USE PRISONERS TO SQUEEZE US

“The pw situation is not good,” Frank Sieverts confessed in a June
1970 memo to Elliot Richardson. “There are virtually no signs of progress
toward the release of our pw’s” and “even the superficials are wearing thin.”
To get things moving he suggested tying troop withdrawals to prisoner re-
leases, despite “concern on Kissinger’s staff that Hanoi may use prisoners

» «

explicitly to try to squeeze a timetable out of us” “Such a possibility is
always there,” Sieverts conceded, “but we might as well capitalize onit. . . .

If nothing else, this will ease the feelings of the families, many of whom see
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our gradual troop withdrawals and Vietnamization as an eroding process
in which the prisoners are the forgotten factor.”***

Pinned between the League’s impatience and stasis at the bargaining
table, his superiors preferred to play for time. In August Nixon dispatched
astronaut Frank Borman on a twelve-nation tour as a presidential emissary
on prisoners of war. Borman returned to report no “major breakthroughs
or significant change in the position of the North Vietnamese Govern-
ment.” ' The breakthrough came two weeks later when prG Foreign Min-
ister Madam Nguyen Thi Binh put forth an eight-point plan at the Paris
talks that offered to “engage at once in discussions” concerning the re-
lease of American Pows in return for a pledge to withdraw all U.S. forces
from Vietnam by 30 June 1971 and the formation of a neutral coalition
government in Saigon. The first time the other side had proposed nego-
tiating over Pows prior to war’s end, the proposal seemed like a serious
concession.'?® In fact, it was the beginning of the squeeze Kissinger feared.
Rather than concede to the groundswell of support for pows, Binh used it
to force Nixon from Vietnam. By making him choose between rows and
South Vietnamese leader Nguyen Van Thieu, party strategists exposed “an
uncomfortable contradiction in the Nixon camp.” “If Nixon refused to re-
spond,” Robert Brigham has written, “doves in the United States Congress
and antiwar forces would make it difficult for Washington to manage the
domestic crisis.”*”

Nixon was less worried about doves than hawks. “I came into office
without the support of all the people who oppose me today,” he told his
staff, “and I can get reelected without their support.”'?® “We’ve got the Left
where we want it,” he told Kissinger. “All they’ve got to argue for is a bug-
out.” For Nixon, the danger of Binh’s plan came from the right —“when the
Right starts wanting to get out, for whatever reason, that’s our problem.”*?
With a prisoner release on the table, pow families might break with the
White House, taking millions of Nixon voters with them. To dramatize
the threat, a letter from Mrs. T. E. Collins III in Mississippi landed on the
president’s desk days after Binh’s proposal: “I can no longer remain silent

. . while you and our leaders in Washington play God and politics with
the life of my wonderful husband and hundreds of other brave Americans
rotting in enemy ‘hell-holes.”” This woman was no member of the antiwar
left. “These primitive and barbaric people understand only one thing—
FORCE!” she said of the Vietnamese. But that expression of hatred for the
enemy was buried in four pages of vitriol directed at Nixon. “T am all out
of answers, Mr. President,” but “I am now through with flag waving!” “My
voice is small crying out in the darkness of my distress, but I tell you it
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will soon be joined by others in their plight, and rest assured we will be
heard.”2%°

To forestall such defections from the silent majority, Nixon offered his
own five-point plan in October, proposing “the immediate and uncondi-
tional release of all prisoners of war held by both sides” along with 