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THE LEAGUE OF WIVES


PROLOGUE

PRESIDENT FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT surveyed the flat, sandy fields of North Island, on the Coronado peninsula, with an acquisitive eye. FDR, a former assistant secretary of the Navy, saw enormous potential in these jackrabbit-infested plains. Within a few weeks of his visit, the president issued an executive order clearing Coronado of its longtime Army presence and claiming the entire area for a new naval base. With war in the Pacific raging, the island would become a recognized cog in the military’s success during World War II.”1

Naval Amphibious Base Coronado was constructed on this barren spot in 1944, and Coronado was now the Navy’s training base, its social center, and its incubator for outstanding pilots and their families. They flocked to the peninsula like migrating swallows, seeking out nesting grounds.

With its Spanish-themed architecture, swaying palm trees, and beautiful stretches of beach, Coronado must have seemed like an exotic Shangri-la to its new inhabitants. As the Navy’s dominance grew, so did the tight-knit Navy community, which had its own unique rules and regulations. These rules created a military caste system whereby an officer’s rank translated directly to his wife and family’s status in this community. The commanding officer and his wife were at the top of the military heap. The men and women knew their place within the system and obeyed orders, both at work and at play. The crisp military element soon formed an essential part of the peninsula’s cultural fabric.

In contrast to the rigid Navy presence, well-heeled jet-setters seeking Coronado’s restorative climate made the town a destination for them: movie stars, politicians, even European royalty. Hollywood icons Jimmy Stewart, Clark Gable, and Katharine Hepburn flocked to the luxurious, red-turreted Hotel del Coronado to see and be seen. Or not . . . “Black eyes became all the rage there” when the hotel became the retreat of choice for Hollywood actresses recovering from face-lifts.2 The classic comedy Some Like It Hot, starring Marilyn Monroe, Tony Curtis, and Jack Lemmon, was filmed at the hotel in 1958, enhancing the establishment’s already glamorous reputation.3

“The Del,” as the hotel came to be known to locals, boasted its own resident ghost, as well as gigantic crown-shaped light fixtures designed by Wizard of Oz author L. Frank Baum, a frequent visitor to Coronado and the hotel in the 1920s.4 The formerly sleepy oceanfront town became a sun-drenched version of the Emerald City, with the Del as its palace and naval aviators crossing its skies in their F-8 fighter jets. By the early 1960s, Coronado had plenty of Munchkins, too.

Children ran rampant day and night all over A Avenue, where naval commander James Bond Stockdale, his wife, Sybil, and their four sons—Jim Jr., Sid, Stanford, and Taylor—lived. There were at least fifty-six kids living on the Stockdales’ block when the boys were small. One family that lived close by had twelve children. Their mother made daily grocery store runs to feed her brood and had a drinking fountain installed in their home.5

The bridge across San Diego Bay that would connect the peninsula of Coronado to the city of San Diego in 1969 was not yet built.6 Consequently, there was almost no traffic for mothers to worry about. The children were out day and night skateboarding, popping “wheelies” on their bikes, playing Frisbee, and happily avoiding adult supervision. The older kids surfed at Coronado Beach, where the Navy SEALs began doing training exercises in 1962.7 Coronado in this era was straight out of a Beach Boys song: a small, idyllic Southern California town that looked like a Hollywood film set.

No one yet knew that the biggest drama the island peninsula would see would not be of the cinematic variety. Instead it would be born of the unexpected consequences of the Vietnam War—a conflict that would bring death to the island and wreak havoc on the lives of the town’s high-flying Coronado Navy pilots, their wives, and their children.

During the lengthy Vietnam conflict (1965–1973) and even earlier, the Communist North Vietnamese would capture hundreds of American military pilots from Coronado and from all across the country. These men would become prisoners of war (POWs) for years or, even worse, would disappear forever as missing in action (MIA). Their wives, who worked tirelessly to save them, were told by their own government to “keep quiet” and to stay in the shadows, out of the media spotlight, until their government could bring the men home.

After years of silence, the ladies decided this approach simply would not do.

Over time, these military wives would take matters into their own hands, forever changing the course of their husbands’ fates and American military culture. The story of these largely unknown heroines begins here in Coronado, with a reluctant sorority of women who would become more powerful and influential than they could ever have imagined.


One

THE RIGHT WIFE

IN THE 1960S, NAVY fighter pilots had a 23 percent likelihood of dying in an aircraft accident over a twenty-year career—not including combat deaths.1 In order to survive in this line of work, a man had to possess an enormous ego—one that rivaled those of heads of state or Hollywood film stars. Confidence, a steady hand, and the idea that you could never, ever be shot down were requirements for anyone in this dangerous business. If you thought for more than two seconds about what you were doing, you would most likely end up dead—and kill everyone else on the plane with you.

A 1975 study in Aviation, Space, and Environmental Medicine on “the outstanding jet pilot” found that many successful pilots were firstborn children with a close relationship with their father, “reinforcing ‘positive male identification.’” Another finding from the same study noted that “21 of the first 23 astronauts who went on space flights were first born. The pilots were self-confident, showed a great desire for challenge and success and were non-introspective.”2 In author Tom Wolfe’s famous words, these men were made of “the right stuff.”

The right stuff extended beyond the professional into the personal; a pilot had to enjoy parties, since his time on earth might be short. He had to be able to hold his liquor (lots of it) at night, and then get up at the crack of dawn and climb into the cockpit before his morning coffee.

Finally, a pilot needed the right wife: attractive, kind, a model mother, and an excellent cook. Her job was to be sure he could do his job. The military cranked out training manuals for her that were every bit as rigorous as his. Each branch of the service put officers’ wives through their own kind of basic training, advising the young women who married into the military on everything from their wedding-night lingerie to “Conversational Taboos at Social Gatherings.” Women were judged on their abilities in the domestic sphere above all, and were given advice from senior wives, such as “The food you serve and the way you serve it are just as revealing as the kind of person you are as the house which is your background and the clothes you wear. It is fun to dream up new color combinations in both decorations and in foods.”3

The Navy Wife was a government-approved guide to the rules of naval etiquette and hierarchy. A wife’s status mirrored her husband’s rank. Everything she did or said would reflect on him and could affect his career. More than one social faux pas in their byzantine world of calling cards, shrimp forks, and proper thank-you notes might result in a young officer getting “passed over” for a promotion. More serious offenses could even end in exile at some desolate military outpost. Most military wives realized that their “best interest (promotion, advancement, success in any form) was accomplished by playing within the rules.” In this way, the wives were empowered to play a significant role in their husbands’ careers, and thus in their own lives and those of their families.4

Customs from Victorian times still prevailed in the Navy and other service branches. The tradition of formal calls upon senior servicemen by junior officers and their wives was standard. Both the officer and his wife had their own calling cards, which had to be presented during “calling hours” at the home of the senior officer. Cards were typically left on a silver tray placed in the household just for this purpose. “A man leaves a card for each adult in the house . . . a woman never calls on a man, you leave cards only for the adult women of the household.”5

Young Navy wives were cautioned, “Wives influence their husbands in many ways, and the excellence of a man’s performance of duty has a direct relationship to the happiness and stability of his home life.”6 Army wives were cautioned, in their own The Army Wife protocol manual, not to be “a stone around his neck.”7

The Air Force Wife manual laid out perhaps the most potent psychological message to young military wives: without a tranquil home life, disaster was just around the corner. A pilot’s blood—and the blood of his colleagues—might just end up on his wife’s hands. “It is said that domestic troubles have killed more aviators than motor failures, high-tension wires and low ceilings, so as an Air Force wife your responsibility is great and your job is of big proportions if you live up to the finest traditions of this Service.”8

These military messages of exacting protocol created a powerful bond among the pilots’ wives. While their husbands risked death in distant lands, their wives developed a code of support of their own that was reinforced in a positive manner by the military. These women were encouraged to cultivate “a kind of empathy unknown to civilian wives—an identification, a pride . . . in your husband’s role.”9 Until the Vietnam War, however, many of these wives would have no idea how critical this support for one another would become.

If the Navy could have selected two people to represent the Ideal Fighter Pilot and the Ideal Fighter Pilot’s Wife, Jim and Sybil Stockdale would have won the titles.

Commander James Bond Stockdale was born on December 23, 1923, in Abingdon, Illinois. He was the product of a solid midwestern upbringing, featuring football and the family farm. But from childhood on, Jim hungered for life beyond his small town. The tales that his father, Vernon, told about his life as a naval chief petty officer inspired his son to follow in his footsteps and soar even higher.

When Jim was seven, Vernon, who later became an executive in a china company, took him cross-country to the Naval Academy to see the midshipmen on parade. The pageantry made a deep impression on the boy, and from then on he dreamed of attending the academy. As an adult, Jim remembered, “From the time of my first memories, there had been no question about it: I would be going to Annapolis to make a career in the navy dad loved so much.”10

After an illustrious high school career both on and off the football field, Jim was accepted into the Naval Academy class of 1947. There he would meet his lifelong friend, Alabama native Jeremiah Denton. Years later, Jim and Jerry would work together under incredible circumstances.11

Like her husband, Sybil Bailey had been raised in a rural setting, growing up in a white clapboard house on her family’s prosperous dairy farm in New Haven, Connecticut. But Sybil’s parents valued culture and the finer things, too. As a young girl, Sybil was obsessed with dance and adored her tap and ballet lessons. “If I’d had long legs and a liberated mother, I think I might have become a Rockette.”12 The Baileys made enough money to acquire a Victorian cottage in nearby Sunset Beach, where Sybil spent many summers fishing, sailing, and daydreaming about boys.

“My favorite fantasy was that I was really a royal princess, and that a handsome prince had already been chosen as my future husband.” Although Sybil was privileged enough that she assumed she would always have help in her married home, her mother insisted that she needed to learn to cook—just in case. Sybil just laughed. Leave that to the servants, she thought.13

Very much against her will, Sybil was sent off to boarding school for her junior year in high school. To her mother’s delight, she was accepted the next year into exclusive Mount Holyoke College, in South Hadley, Massachusetts, one of the “Seven Sisters” schools, the female counterparts to the Ivy League. While attending Mount Holyoke, Sybil would have often heard founder Mary Lyon’s admonition to students: “Go where no one else will go, do what no one else will do.” One day she would become one of the school’s distinguished alumnae, but as a student, she majored in Cute Boys 101. Even so, she did well in her classes, pursuing a double major in history and religion.14

During her sophomore year, Sybil met the perfect roommate. Tall, blond, and stunning, Bebe Woolfolk was a native of Richmond, Virginia. She and Sybil found that they had many interests in common. Bebe recalled Sybil as a very determined person who “liked to run the show,” and they would share many road trips in Sybil’s beat-up convertible—as well as double dates—in college and beyond. After graduating from Mount Holyoke in January of 1946, the two young women shared an apartment in Richmond.

The former Southern Civil War capital was now awash with good-looking single men coming home from World War II. The fuel shortages that had put an end to road trips to male colleges during the war were gone, and the lack of eligible young men had now turned into a deluge of them. So many men, so little time, Bebe laughed as she recalled the era years later.15

They became teachers at the all-female St. Catherine’s School, in West End, Richmond. Founded by notable educator Virginia Randolph Ellett in 1890, the school boasted Colonial Revival architecture, ivy-covered walls, and graceful brick arcades: an appropriate setting for the two recent Mount Holyoke graduates. Sybil taught modern dance and medieval history while Bebe taught typing. They also drove day students to and from school, monitored study hall, and chaperoned boarding students.

Jobs did not keep Sybil and Bebe from their primary objective: having fun while pursuing their respective “Mrs.” degrees. “None of this slowed down my social life in the least,” Sybil recalled. “Richmond is a social city, and Bebe introduced me to most of the young men returning home from World War II.”16

The handsome prince Sybil had dreamed about during her girlhood was about to arrive, right on time.

On Easter weekend 1946, Sybil and Bebe went to Annapolis at the invitation of their teacher friend Anne Rogers. Anne was engaged to a student at the Naval Academy. She arranged blind dates for Sybil and Bebe, and the young women were giddy over the prospect of meeting dashing naval midshipmen.

In Sybil’s version of the story, she and Bebe paired off by height with two young midshipmen: the taller, blond-headed Marvin Scoggins and the shorter, dark-haired Jim Stockdale. Bebe was very tall, and she towered over Jim, necessitating the pairing with Sybil. Bebe’s tale is slightly different: “Sybil stepped right up to Jim! She knew!”17 The newly minted couple found much to admire in each other—both were practical, driven, and organized.

It was a whirlwind courtship, and by March of 1947 Sybil and Jim were engaged, effectively putting an end to Sybil’s teaching career. “I forgot not only classes, but chapel services I was supposed to conduct, and faculty meetings I was required to attend.” Now, instead of preparing assignments for her students, Sybil had her nose in The Navy Wife.18 Little did she know how much her life would deviate from this military protocol playbook as the years passed.

For now, she was just a romantic-minded young woman swept off her feet by blue-eyed James Bond Stockdale, an officer and a gentleman in a starched white Navy dress uniform. The couple married in Sybil’s hometown, at the North Branford Congregational Church, on June 28, 1947.19 The next day, the newlyweds flew to Key West so Jim could attend sonar school. Sybil’s career as a Navy wife began with military precision—and no delays for a honeymoon.

Over the course of the 1950s, life in the Navy meant moves to Pensacola, Florida; Norfolk, Virginia; Patuxent, Maryland; and Los Altos, California (in what is now Silicon Valley). Sybil slid right into her new role as a wife, mother, and hostess. The relatively peaceful and prosperous fifties made for a fortunate time to gain her footing as a Navy wife.20

It was an era when filling that role still had a sepia-toned glow. “The world of a 1950s’ officer’s military wife was, outwardly seen, one of relative privilege: lovely brunches, civilized teas, over-the-top parties, proper hats, white gloves, silver tea services.”21 Women like Sybil and her peers also had the luxury of helping their husbands build their military careers without the life-and-death worries of wartime. Midcentury wives tended to have a heightened devotion to protocol and the rituals of military life, and this fixation would both help and hinder the way they dealt with what came their way.

For now, there was no reason to question this system and the Navy life that had been so good to her, Jim, and what would soon be the couple’s four boys: Jim Jr. was born in 1950, Sid in 1954, Stanford in 1959, and baby Taylor in 1962. By the early sixties, Jim was the Navy commander, air group (CAG) of Screaming Eagles Fighter Squadron 51, and Sybil reigned in Coronado as the highest-ranking officer’s wife. She was almost forty and had grown proficient at the military game. She knew from experience that “sociability was a professional requirement and practical necessity, as every officer’s wife understood. It not only ameliorated the hardships of frequent moves, extended deployments, and imminent dangers that went with military life, it was essential to the business of advancing careers.”22

Despite casting everything aside to become Mrs. CAG Stockdale, Sybil’s sharp intelligence and natural love for education compelled her to do more. After she earned a master’s degree from Stanford University in 1959, Jim followed suit, earning his own master’s from Stanford in 1962. He became intensely interested in the Greek Stoics and their philosophy, studies that would later sustain him and even perhaps save his life.

In 1962, the couple moved to Coronado, where Jim was assigned to a fighter squadron in San Diego. While he was deployed in April of 1964, Sybil bought a charming Tudor cottage at 547 A Avenue that reminded her of her childhood home. Family life was heaven. The beach, the sunny and temperate weather, and the warm camaraderie among the Navy families made for smooth sailing.

Jim and Sybil had arrived. She liked to imagine that Peter Pan was watching their happy family life through the English windows of their snug new home. She felt protected, safe, and content.23

Inevitably, Jim’s next deployment arrived. To his chagrin, he had just missed action in the Korean War. This time, he was determined not to miss out on the action bubbling up in Southeast Asia. He was a fighter pilot, and warfare was what he was trained for.

In the weeks prior to his 1964 departure for Vietnam, Jim headed to the San Diego mountains for Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape (SERE) school. All officers assigned to combat zones went through this program, created in 1962 by American prisoners from the Korean War.24 The tenets of the course were based on the U.S. military’s Code of Conduct, especially Article 3, which provided the SERE acronym and applied especially to prisoners of war: “If I am captured I will continue to resist by all means available. I will make every effort to escape. I will accept neither parole nor special favors from the enemy.” The men were all trained to live—and die if necessary—by this Code.25

The men were sent deep into the mountains northeast of San Diego to play a 1960s military version of The Hunger Games. The lessons were top secret. SERE was known to provide “a grim crash course in what to expect as a downed pilot in hostile territory.”26

In the unlikely scenario that any of them were captured (most pilots found this idea laughable; a good aviator would never get shot down), the course taught the trainees coping strategies. They learned how to outsmart, outwit, and outlast the enemy. Korean War vets serving as trainers advised the SERE newbies that if the men could resist their jailers for just a few months, they would be home free. The enemy would eventually give up when they saw how tough American military men were.

Jim returned home, dusty and physically and mentally worn out from his SERE training. Despite his exhaustion, he may have secretly chuckled to himself at the thought that, compared with what Sybil was doing at home, managing four active, rambunctious boys, SERE school might have been the easier assignment.27

As CAG of the VF-51 Screaming Eagles, based out of Naval Air Station Miramar, north of San Diego, Jim decided the time had come for a “traditional (a little wild) old time aviator” party.28 He and Sybil planned the be-all, end-all bash for his men at 547 A Avenue in December of 1964, celebrating their return from a Gulf of Tonkin deployment on the USS Ticonderoga. Their next deployment, on the USS Oriskany (dubbed by Navy men “the Big Risk”), was not far off: they would leave for Asia again in April of 1965.

The Stockdales rolled up the rugs, hired a local rock band, threw their French doors open to the outside, and set up a well-stocked bar for their guests. G&Ts (a Sybil favorite), manhattans, sidecars, and Harvey Wallbangers flowed freely.

That evening, the Screaming Eagle pilots drove up in Corvettes, sporting trim flight suits and accompanied by their pedal-pusher-clad wives and girlfriends. Here on the West Coast, things were much more casual than on the stuffy East Coast, even in military circles. The band played surf music and hits from 1964: Jan and Dean and the Beach Boys.29 A Beatle wig made the rounds, passing from one pilot’s head to another as the party gained momentum. Sybil ended up in the middle of the crowd, dancing with a six-foot-three pilot named Bud Collicott, who sported the Beatle wig.

Bud later carried Sid, the second Stockdale son, on his shoulders, giving the boy a bird’s-eye view of the scene. Sid remembered the night vividly, recalling a roomful of “pilots at the top of their game having a good party before they deployed.”30 His older brother, Jim, said, “I think they were all completely sure they were invincible . . . It was as close as Mom and Dad ever came to hosting a blowout.”31

These pilots were surfing the wave of military life with ease, riding high thanks to frequent parties, copious amounts of alcohol, and their own naturally high levels of testosterone. They tended to overlook any clouds on the horizon and considered themselves immune from mortal ills like the death and destruction of war.

Later, however, they would find themselves feeling like a squadron of Icaruses flying too close to the sun.


Two

IT CAN’T HAPPEN TO US . . .

ON THE NIGHT OF Saturday, July 17, 1965, thirty-nine-year-old military wife and mother Jane Denton sat in the darkness with her three youngest children, Mike, Madeleine, and Mary Beth, at the Virginia Beach Drive-In Theater. The family had just arrived to see Mary Poppins, the Disney blockbuster that was sweeping the nation. The 1950s-era drive-in was just a few miles from the beach, attracting moviegoers from many Navy families who lived and worked around Naval Air Station Oceana as well as the summer tourist crowd.1 Jane’s job description was essentially the same as that of her fictional counterpart on the screen that night: like Mary Poppins, she was on duty twenty-four hours a day while her Navy pilot husband, Commander Jeremiah “Jerry” Denton, was away on a nine-month deployment to Vietnam.

The young members of the “M Society” (composed of Mike, Madeleine, and Mary Beth, with “Mom” Jane being the “founding” member) were thrilled to have some time alone with their busy mother who was consumed with the household duties of managing her small army of seven children. The four older children, Jerry III, Don, Jim, and Billy, were constantly busy with sports and school activities. Jane was a pretty brunette with milky skin and luminous brown eyes. But she often felt older than her years trying to manage her boisterous brood alone.

Jane kept telling herself that the war in Southeast Asia would soon be over and that Jerry would be back home with the family by Christmas. But something deep within her was fearful for their future. Tonight, in the darkness of the theater, her inner radar picked up signals that something was wrong. She went from feeling unsettled one minute to experiencing a gut punch of panic the next. A terrible sense of foreboding engulfed her. She remembered that “a strange feeling of dread and fear came over me and I lost my composure and confidence for the first time since Jerry left. I panicked and wept in the dark there. Was this a premonition? It was between 10 and 11 PM when this took place and the feeling persisted after the tears stopped.”2

Jane was a seasoned military wife used to being alone for months at a time while her husband was deployed. She was not prone to hysterics and had proven her mettle, making numerous moves at home and abroad for her husband’s career. She was now happily settled in the big white house at 3125 Watergate Lane in Virginia Beach. But her instinct told her that her settled Navy family home life was about to change drastically.

The next day, her intuition proved to be spot-on.

Jane had woken up early that Sunday morning, written Jerry a letter, and taken all seven children to Mass. She was a fervent Catholic, and her religion gave her solace, comfort, and a place where (thank you, God) the children had to be quiet, if only for that one hour on Sundays. The family had just returned home when the doorbell rang.

“Mom! Someone’s here to see you!” yelled her son Billy. Jane’s heart stopped. She took a deep breath and rushed down the stairs. Standing before her were Captain Stuart “Stu” Nelson and his pretty blond wife, Barbara. What Nelson told her next was the news she had been dreading: Jerry had been shot down during the bombing of the port facility of Thanh Hóa, in North Vietnam. The “good” news was that he had been spotted ejecting from his plane with his parachute and had made it safely to shore. Now the search was on, but a rescue scenario did not seem likely.3 Jane was in shock upon receiving the news. As the hours passed, she began to tap into her deep Catholic faith to keep herself calm.4

After falling from the humid tropical skies over Vietnam, forty-one-year-old Navy pilot Jeremiah “Jerry” Denton was enraged.

Jerry and his bombardier and friend Lieutenant William “Bill” Tschudy were shot down by enemy fire, ejecting successfully from their A-6 Intruder aircraft. Jerry emerged, wet and dripping, on a riverbank to find himself surrounded by North Vietnamese soldiers who gestured at him menacingly with rifles and machetes. His fighter pilot mentality kicked in instantly: “Dazed and bleeding as I was, my principal emotion was fury. I was mad as hell at being shot down, and even angrier at being captured.”5

Bill had parachuted down perfectly from the aircraft. He remembered it being “very quiet on the way down; I didn’t hear a thing for a good while. The noise increased the closer I got to the ground.” The American pilot landed on his feet in a village hamlet, surrounded by palm trees. He was rushed by villagers, who immediately stripped him of all of his clothes but his underwear. They forced Bill to walk barefoot for about a mile, to a small enclosure. Inside, he was shocked to see Jerry Denton sitting in a motorcycle sidecar. His leg was injured and propped up.

Bill recalled Jerry saying, “How are you?” Bill blurted out the first thing that came into his mind: “I’m sore!” He hoped later that Jerry did not think he was angry—he just didn’t know what else to say.

That night, both men were taken in separate trucks to Hanoi. Jerry later said he heard Bill making noises that night. Bill could not see or hear Jerry. They would not meet again until 1973.6

Back in Virginia Beach, Jane’s support crew quickly appeared. Her dear friend from college, Kitty Clark, flew down immediately. Local Navy wives and neighbors mobilized to help with childcare and meals. Both Jane’s and Jerry’s families in Mobile, Alabama, were notified. As after a funeral, a whirl of casseroles, phone calls, letters, and telegrams overwhelmed the newly minted MIA wife. Perhaps due to her proximity to Oceana naval base, everyone seemed to know the situation—and Jane’s predicament. Jerry was one of the early shoot-downs, and the protocol for handling these situations quietly didn’t seem to be in place—yet—in Virginia Beach.

On Monday, July 19, the scenario became even more surreal when two letters that Jerry had posted before he was shot down arrived. Jane wrote in her diary: “Had two letters from Jerry today—wonderful, comforting ones. During last night I realized in my heart that Jerry was not going to be picked up and prepared myself for the news that the search had been cancelled. Tonight Captain Nelson brought that news and details of the flight. God helps me to bear what seemed unbearable. My sister arrived tonight. Our children are wonderful and strong. The younger ones (Mal & Mike) are with friends (Carvers).”

The next day, July 20, would have been Jerry’s change-of-command day. Another letter from the lost pilot arrived at the Dentons’ Watergate Lane home. Jane remembered the phone ringing constantly and insistently, demanding her attention. Casseroles continued to flood the household until there was no more room in her refrigerator to hold them all. Jane fervently wished she could send Jerry that food—food she and her children neither needed nor wanted. Instead she arranged a special Mass for Jerry. And they all continued to pray. The next few days passed in a blur, in the same manner. Jane recalled, “I went through the motions. God helped me maintain calm for the most part.”

An official telegram arrived, special delivery, on July 23, confirming the news. Though Jerry had been sighted landing in a small village area, he had been declared missing in action. “It is with utmost regret I must inform you that the report further states that the extensive search by the Navy and Air Force has failed to locate any trace of your husband since 18 July 1965.”7

The same day she received the telegram, Jane also saw the first photo of Jerry in captivity. She already saw evidence in the picture of how he was being treated by his captors. She wrote again in her diary: “Jerry’s picture was released by Com. in Tokyo. It was dreadful and I fear that he is being inhumanely treated. God help him. I saw the picture on TV at noon. Later I went to 7–11, bought a paper, kept it folded until I got to church where I sat in the back pew and opened it to see my love’s poor face on the first page. I prayed. I then went by Fr. Summer’s rectory and sought comfort. Then back home to my wonderful family.”8

Though Jerry and Bill had been assigned to work together in Vietnam, their wives had not yet met. There had been a squadron party at the Oceana Officers’ Club before the two men deployed. Both couples had attended the party, but somehow Jane and Janie had missed meeting each other there.

A chic, friendly young woman with a pixie haircut and sparkling blue eyes, Janie Tschudy had been in Northern Michigan visiting her family when the news of the shoot-down hit. She and her son, Michael, had gone to the beach that day with Janie’s niece Casey. It was a windy, overcast day, and Janie had an unsettling feeling that something was off. Nothing she could put her finger on, but she felt her composure slipping, and the three arrived home early from their outing.

“Janie, you need to eat!” her mother exclaimed.

“Mother, I’m not really hungry,” Janie insisted.

“No, you have to eat. I made a pot roast!”

So Janie and Michael dutifully ate. After they finished, Janie’s parents told her the news. Debbie Snead, the wife of Bill’s CO (commanding officer), had called Janie’s father earlier that day to tell him that Bill and Jerry had been shot down and were missing. “That was it. There was no more to go on,” Janie remembered.

A few days later, Janie was on her way back to Virginia Beach with Michael. Her whole world had just fallen completely to pieces. Her instinct had told her something was wrong that day at the beach, but she had no idea of the impact this would have on her life from this day forward. She spent several days with Michael at a friend’s house in Virginia Beach. Then Debbie Snead took her to meet her fellow MIA wife Jane Denton.

There was no awkwardness. The two women talked for hours about their husbands and their mutual predicament. Jane had seven children, Janie just one. Jane was thirty-nine, and Janie was twenty-seven. Jane was a seasoned Navy wife, Janie just a newbie. But these differences, their husbands’ ranks, their places in the military wife hierarchy—it all fell away. Such things were usually a barrier to communication—younger wives were often afraid to talk to higher-ranking officers’ wives—but none of that mattered now. The women became instant friends and confidantes.9

On Friday, an ominous broadcast hit the airwaves from the Communist capital of Hanoi, announcing that two American pilots had been “sent by McNamara [President Lyndon B. Johnson’s secretary of defense] personally, and would be treated as imperialist criminals.”10 Jane and Janie both heard the pronouncement. The two women were so stunned at this point that neither knew quite how to react.

Jane and Janie continued to observe the social graces prescribed during emergencies. They graciously hosted hordes of company and sent thank-you notes for the Jell-O fruit salads, tomato aspic (the children all gagged when confronted with this dish), and Bundt cakes drizzled with frosting.

Southern women like Jane were exceptionally well trained in the exhausting custom of entertaining others during times of mourning. It was just what you did—there were (and still are) whole cookbooks devoted to recipes for the bereaved. Jane and Janie’s situation was like a living death—no one (including their own government) knew exactly what had happened to their men. Everyone assumed the worst. Well-meaning friends continued to flow in. Jane wished everyone would go away and leave her to her own private grief.11

After almost four months apart, Sybil arrived in Tokyo’s Haneda Airport on July 24, 1965, ecstatic to see her husband. Jim was on a nine-month deployment to Japan on the USS Oriskany. Stanford, Sid, Taylor, and Jim Jr. were deposited with their grandparents so the couple could enjoy a romantic reunion. Sybil could not wait to see her husband. This vacation would be a welcome respite from her four rambunctious boys. Sybil adored them, but she had to manage them like a drill sergeant to keep the peace. Being a military wife meant being a single parent for long stretches. Sybil could not imagine being able to maintain her sanity without her work tutoring elementary school children and her local friends.

Within a few days of Sybil’s arrival in Japan, the Stockdales attended a champagne reception at the Atsugi Officers’ Club. A huge ice sculpture of a Navy plane rose above the crowd as the centerpiece. Life on base and within the naval community there seemed idyllic. The couple enjoyed sunset cocktail parties in lovely Japanese gardens, shopping in the upscale Ginza district, massages, and Japanese hot baths together.12 It was truly paradise.

A side trip to the seaside town of Atami provided an unexpected window into Japan and its history. Sybil and Jim’s cook during their stay told them in halting English that her husband had been killed by American bombs in World War II. She mentioned this offhandedly, and seemingly without animosity. The next day, Jim looked out their hotel window and pointed to the hills. “You know, that fellow who speaks English told me there was a Japanese prison camp right there in those hills during the war.” A hotel worker who spoke English had mentioned this to him the previous day. “Kind of gives you an eerie feeling, doesn’t it?”13 Sybil didn’t give this history lesson a second thought. World War II was ages ago. The past was over, and Japan now seemed to embrace the American military men—and their wives. They seemed to welcome their presence and their business on the island.

After their seaside visit to Atami, they decided to journey to the mountains near Hakone. They lodged at the famous Fujiya Hotel. Sybil remembered Jim holding her “with extra gentleness and closeness as we danced to the haunting strains of ‘Beyond the Reef.’ If life could stand still forever, I thought, I’d have it do so now.” All too soon, the Stockdales found their leave together coming to an end.

A few days later, Jim checked in with his fellow officers at the officers’ club. After a few beers with his buddies, they revealed that his Naval Academy classmate Jerry Denton had been shot down and captured just a few days earlier. A melancholy mood descended over the club and the revelry quickly subsided. Denton was an experienced, highly skilled naval aviator. Clearly, it was not just the young, hotshot pilots who were getting shot down.

Before Sybil flew home, Jim bought her a beautiful strand of pale blue baroque pearls as a Christmas gift. The couple agreed that he would bring them home to her at Christmas, when his deployment ended. As Sybil departed for her flight home, the couple said one final “I love you” and walked away from each other. They had mutually agreed not to look back.14

In Virginia Beach, Jane continued to deal with the news of Jerry’s shoot-down. She didn’t wait long—only eight days—to head to Washington to see what else she could learn from the top. Jane was one of the first POW wives to use her D.C. connections to obtain additional information. Her college friend Kitty Clark, who worked at the State Department as a congressional liaison, provided a conduit for Jane to find out more about her missing husband.15 At this point, only a small number of aviators had been shot down, but the numbers would continue to steadily increase as the American bombing campaigns in Vietnam intensified.16

Despite her visit to Washington, Jane was the last person on earth who wanted to “rock the boat” or make any kind of waves in her Navy community. She was a southern lady from a genteel family in Mobile, Alabama, who avoided attention. Jane had been raised with the adage that a lady’s name should appear in print three times only: at birth, marriage, and death.

Jane and Jerry were very much a couple of their era in 1965. They each played their assigned roles just as society expected them to. She had left Mary Washington College, in Fredericksburg, Virginia, two years early to marry Jerry at the U.S. Naval Academy. From this time on, Jane was a devoted, dutiful Navy wife. Her husband gave her high marks for her positive attitude: “From the day I married her,” Jerry once said, “she was an ideal Navy Wife, and was later elected President of many Officers’ Wives Clubs. She put up with many common Navy Wife hardships with a smile and was a tremendous boost to my morale.”17 Jane had played the role of traditional, conservative wife well, pleasing her more dominant husband. But the thought of losing Jerry was enough to set a fire under Jane. She couldn’t just sit there and accept the role of the helpless military wife—she was capable and resourceful. She had to find out what else she could do to get him back home.

On Monday, July 26, Jane drove to Washington with her old friend Doris Beatty. She and Jerry had met Doris and her husband, Navy doctor Ralph Beatty, when the couples were stationed together at Villefranche-sur-Mer, in the South of France. In 1956, Jerry and Ralph joined forces to create the “Haystack concept,” which made aircraft carriers more difficult to find during times of combat. Thanks to Haystack, Jerry and Ralph achieved a measure of fame and respect among their peers. This experience together had created a bond between the men and subsequently between their wives. As a fellow Navy wife, Doris knew better than most the dangers Jerry faced and the fallout Jane was dealing with on the home front.18

Despite the seriousness of the situation, Jane made sure to get her hair done before her meetings at the State Department. Appearances were crucial. Her hairdo was lacquered firmly in place when she arrived for her meetings. More important, she made and organized pages of her notes, preparing her questions in advance.

On Wednesday morning, Jane went to work with Kitty, who had facilitated numerous introductions on her friend’s behalf. Jane was pleased that Ambassador Leonard Unger, the ambassador to Laos, was most considerate and interested in Jerry. She wrote her questions and his answers down in her notebook. She also saw Walter Jenkins at the State Department, an old U.S. Naval War College friend of her husband’s.

The next day, Jane was escorted by Captain Julian Lake to the Pentagon, where she met with Admiral Hare, second in command in the Judge Advocate General’s office. This meeting led to a visit to the Bureau of Naval Personnel (BuPers), where Captain Bob Baldwin had scheduled appointments for Jane. She met with Captain Higgins, Commander Jenkins, and Mr. Miller in the Casualty Assistance office. The men showed her more releases of information concerning Jerry and Bill, answered her questions, and discussed the situation further with Jane. They day was capped off with a short but sympathetic meeting with Vice Admiral Benedict “B. J.” Semmes Jr., the chief of BuPers.

After this exhausting round of interviews at the Pentagon, Jane retreated to the Beattys’ home in Washington. Chaplain Leon S. Darkowski came to the Beattys’ that night to visit with Jane. Coincidentally, that very week, he was escorting a priest from South Vietnam around D.C. “I wonder if we could help your husband through my contact?” suggested Darkowski. Jane’s heart leapt—this might be an additional way to gather information, she thought. However, the Navy quickly discouraged this plan. As Jane later reported in her diary, “The chaplain checked on this idea, and it was decided that such a move might do more harm than good.”19

Jane was determined to follow the U.S. government rules to the letter. She was terrified of deviating from protocol in any way. The priest from South Vietnam represented a tempting opportunity for information gathering, but it was too far off the beaten path for her to risk it.

Jane returned on August 10 for another series of meetings, beginning with one at the American Red Cross headquarters. In foreign wars, the International Red Cross was (and still is) authorized to act as a conduit for communications between prisoners of war and their families back home. The Geneva Conventions of 1949 also defined the rights and privileges of prisoners of war. Jane expected the men’s North Vietnamese jailers to abide by these rules.20 But as Bill Tschudy would explain years later, “the Red Cross was forbidden to set foot in North Vietnam” by the Communists.21 The signs were there, even at this point, that the Red Cross was not making any inroads on behalf of captured Americans.

When Jane met with Samuel Krakow, director of the Office of International Services for the American Red Cross, and Winston Henry, adviser to the vice president on Red Cross matters, she was immediately struck by how ill at ease the two men seemed. She later wrote, “We sat on a sofa, they seemed uncomfortable—for all their impressive titles, they were pretty helpless.” They showed her letters that had been written on behalf of Jerry and Bill to the International Red Cross: predictably, there had been no response from the North Vietnamese.

Jane next met with Henry Hall Wilson, LBJ’s liaison to the House. He was no more helpful than the Red Cross reps and less sympathetic. Wilson warned her, in his condescending manner, “If you try pushing too many buttons, you can mess up the switchboard.” Jane wrote later that he had instructed her to go home to her family and “stop trying to punch buttons myself because the best qualified people would be doing it for me.”22 This bitter pill, meant to tranquilize Jane, only fired her up more. Still, she took Wilson’s dubious advice and left. Jane wasn’t yet sure what rules to follow, and she still felt that Jerry would want her to follow Navy guidelines to the letter. She decided that for now, adhering to military protocol was all she could do to help her captured husband, but she wasn’t going to wait forever.

In 1965, Vietnam was still seen by most Americans as a faraway war in a small country that could not possibly pose a significant threat to the U.S. military. At this point, many pilots going into the conflict saw a Vietnam deployment as an opportunity to try out state-of-the-art F-4 Phantom jets and A-6 Intruders. Some U.S. Navy and Air Force pilots considered their Vietnam tours to be joyrides from which they would emerge triumphant. This assumption would prove tragically incorrect.

By 1966 the number of POWs was increasing due to LBJ’s intensified bombing campaign, Operation Rolling Thunder, which involved constant airstrikes. That year saw 105 officers shot down, and their numbers continued to grow. They joined 102 of their fellow servicemen in captivity, some of whom had been held since 1961 in the filthy Vietnamese prison system.23

Despite this scenario, both Jim Stockdale and Jerry Denton deployed to Vietnam never suspecting the extent to which the country would turn out to be a black hole for pilots, an endless war, and a political quagmire for the United States. Stockdale and many other pilots flew dozens of bombing missions over Vietnam unscathed. Like soldiers in the American Civil War, most American pilots believed this war would be short and over in a matter of months.

Why were American military men sent to this Southeast Asian hinterland to begin with?

This war in Vietnam between the Vietnamese and outside powers wasn’t the first. The French had fought unsuccessfully against a colonial rebellion by the North Vietnamese in what was known as the First Indochina War, losing spectacularly at the Battle of Dien Bien Phu in 1954.

When the French were not able to reestablish control of Vietnam, U.S. president and former general Dwight Eisenhower warned Americans that if North Vietnamese Communist leader Ho Chi Minh and his new regime were allowed to grow unchecked, and if one Southeast Asian country fell to Communism, so might other countries surrounding it. This “domino theory” became the foreign policy base from which the U.S. government would operate for decades to come.24

Despite their awareness of the bloody French defeat in Vietnam, Americans unhesitatingly plunged into the Vietnam abyss for round two. The Vietnam War would prove to be the longest war in American history until the U.S. conflict in Afghanistan began in 2001.25 In September of 1954, the United States and its allies (France, Great Britain, New Zealand, Australia, the Philippines, Thailand, and Pakistan) created SEATO (the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization), joining forces with the Republic of Vietnam (i.e., South Vietnam) against the Communist forces of the North Vietnamese Army (NVA), controlled by Ho Chi Minh, and those of the Viet Cong (VC), based in the South.

U.S. involvement in the region escalated in the 1960s during President John F. Kennedy’s administration. Though the United States had strongly supported South Vietnam’s first president, Ngo Dinh Diem, since his 1955 inauguration, the American government began to recoil from the regime as the political situation in South Vietnam deteriorated. On May 8, 1963, Diem’s soldiers fired on Buddhist protesters at Hue, killing eight people, six of them women. Buddhist monks burned themselves to death in protest. Diem’s minority Catholic regime brutally repressed and openly discriminated against those from the Buddhist majority. After repeated warnings from the U.S. government, JFK, his ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge Jr., and others in the JFK cabinet decided Diem was on his way out. In early November of 1963, the United States facilitated his demise by handing him over to the South Vietnamese military.26

According to historian Luke Nichter, “What we did was to provide important signals to the South Vietnamese, who did want Diem toppled and gone—and some thought killing him was the only way to make sure he stayed gone—as well as different types of logistical support . . . We effectively provided the gun, but they pulled the trigger. We were an accomplice to murder, but not the murderers.”27

Consequently, it was found that JFK himself had “engineered a cover-up [of the Diem coup] and ordered incriminating cables at the State Department, the CIA, and the Defense Department destroyed.”28 When JFK was assassinated that November, his vice president, Lyndon B. Johnson, not only inherited the presidency—he also inherited the problematic Vietnam conflict, with all its bloody, complex diplomatic history.

Former U.S. national security adviser, U.S. Army lieutenant general, and military historian H. R. McMaster claims that LBJ inherited a dysfunctional military structure created by his predecessor. When Kennedy took office in 1961, he dramatically altered President Dwight Eisenhower’s National Security Council (NSC) structure. The result was that the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) had a much diminished voice regarding national security matters in both the Kennedy and Johnson governments.

This would prove to be a fatal flaw in decision-making going forward. “Kennedy’s structural changes,” McMaster wrote, “his practice of consulting frankly with only his closest advisors, and his use of larger forums to validate decisions already made would transcend his own administration, and continue as a prominent feature of Vietnam decision-making under Lyndon Johnson.”29 Both JFK and LBJ were wary of accepting input from the Joint Chiefs due to the failed Bay of Pigs invasion and the narrowly averted nuclear conflict with the Soviet Union during the Cuban Missile Crisis.30

The preeminent issue on the Johnson agenda from 1963 on was the outcome of the 1964 presidential election. What mattered most to Johnson was winning. “He wanted to be viewed as a ‘moderate’ candidate, so he resolved to take only those actions in Vietnam that bolstered his image.”31 Vietnam was an issue to keep under control, off the table and out of the American public’s mind as much as possible.

LBJ’s Republican presidential challenger, Arizona senator Barry Goldwater, repeatedly accused LBJ in the press of not being tough on Communism and being soft on national security issues.32 Johnson’s close advisers, like “Whiz Kids” Robert McNamara, Dean Rusk, and McGeorge Bundy (all holdovers from the Kennedy coterie of intellectuals),33 agreed that their president could not seem weak or indecisive on the Vietnam War issue—not for the sake of American soldiers, but because he needed to keep his poll numbers up.

Johnson’s secretary of defense, McNamara was the former president of the Ford Motor Company and one who, in his own words, came to the Pentagon with “a limited grasp of military affairs and even less grasp of covert operations.”34 A superb number cruncher, McNamara tended to ignore gut feelings, military intelligence, and military experience in favor of pure data. Historian David Halberstam characterized McNamara’s approach to the Vietnam War as “the quantifier trying to quantify the unquantifiable.”35 Human emotions were taken out of McNamara’s equations in favor of a “just the facts” approach. This would prove a fatal mistake.

This lack of interface between civilian and military in Washington extended to and encompassed those on the domestic military front. The wives, mothers, and other family members of lost military men were seen not as bereaved individuals who needed comforting but as the stuff of public relations nightmares, and potential liabilities for the POWs. Janie Tschudy remembered how State Department officials would act when they saw the POW or MIA wives in Washington. “Oh, no, here they come! They did not want us to rock the boat.” At the beginning of the conflict, most American government officials were patronizing, placating, or just plain disinterested in the women’s plight.36

As the POW and MIA wives would soon find out, the government departments they appealed to for help during the Johnson era were suspicious of one another and divided into military and civilian adviser camps. Instead of working together to help the bereaved families, American bureaucrats seemed to be focused on proprietary political wars against one another, making it difficult to obtain information about the missing or imprisoned men. Former deputy assistant secretary of defense Richard Capen remembered, “There was always friction between the State Department and the Defense Department. This got worse under Johnson as the Vietnam War went on.”37

This problem again had its roots in the Kennedy administration. During JFK’s presidential tenure, “a relationship of mutual distrust between senior military officials and civilian officials” had developed.38 Under President Johnson, the divide continued to grow. The two groups and their respective departments began to build their policies in separate silos.39 Many Vietnam POW wives, like Janie Tschudy, would later witness this split firsthand: “The war was run not by the military but by Washington,” noted Janie. “The State Department and elected officials who had to please their constituents.”40

Janie, Jane, and, later, other POW and MIA wives were dropped without warning into the alien landscape of Washington, much as their husbands were in Vietnam. The women had to negotiate a complex and secretive political climate that spoke in what would at first sound like a foreign language to them. Military and government doublespeak filled the women’s ears with reassurances that the government knew exactly what was going on with the men, but at this stage information on the situation was scarce and incomplete. What would later be called “mans-plaining” was almost always how men in power communicated with women. It would not even have been remarked upon or noticed. At the start of their predicament, POW and MIA wives accepted the men’s word—and that of their government—without too many questions.

And most didn’t care enough to do much about the ladies’ plight. As POW wife Debby Burns Henry explained, unless you had a family member who was a POW or MIA and the issue directly affected you, Vietnam was just a faraway war that no one cared to know much about.41 The country preferred to remain in denial and easily could, with the issue being so unpopular and so removed from American daily life.

In addition, the number of POWs captured in Vietnam would ultimately be relatively small compared with those captured in World War II and in the Korean War—and most were officers, not enlisted men. Although there were Army and Marine POWs, most Vietnam War POWs were Navy or Air Force pilots captured after F-4 Phantoms
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