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A Reluctant Sorority
“The bravest most magnificent women I have ever met . . .
The First Ladies of America!”
—President Nixon’s toast to POW
wives and mothers , May 24, 1973

As early as March 1964, even before active combat units were deployed to
Vietnam, American servicemen were taken prisoner by the North Vietnamese.
For years, with little or no information about their husband’s status, wives waited
at home in silence, following the US government’s orders to “Keep Quiet”.
They decided to take matters into their own hands, organizing privately, until
challenging the Johnson administration’s stance — and finding allies in President
Nixon, his administration, Congress, and others.
On May 28, 1970, under the leadership of Sybil Stockdale, the National
League of Families of American Prisoners and Missing in Southeast Asia was
incorporated in Washington, DC.
Sybil, along with Jane Denton, Phyllis Galanti, Louise Mulligan, Helene Knapp,
and hundreds of other wives, were already the POW and MIAs most fervent
advocates.

Clipping from The Fuji Flyer, November 6, 1970. Dole Archives

They would go to extraordinary lengths to facilitate their husbands’ freedom.

President Nixon meets with POW wives Carole Hansen, Louise Mulligan, Sybil Stockdale, Andrea Rander, and Mary Mearns, December 12, 1969. Courtesy Richard Nixon Presidential Library and Museum

Leading Ladies

Portrait of Jane Denton. Karen Fortier, artist. Courtesy Jerry Denton

Portrait of Phyllis Galanti. Courtesy Jeff Galanti

Jane Denton

Phyllis Galanti

(March 22, 1926 – November 22, 2007)

(January 14, 1941 – April 23, 2014)

Jane was an elegant, Southern belle with a strong
Catholic faith. This intensely patriotic woman with
deep conservative roots became a well-known East
Coast organizer for the League, serving on the
organization’s board. Many East Coast League
wives viewed Jane as the “glue” that held the
women together when the going got tough.

As a young military wife, Phyllis was so terrified of
public speaking that she was unable to use her
French college degree to teach in a classroom.
Ironically, her fluency in French helped her save
her husband’s life when she lobbied Vietnamese
diplomats for American POWs’ release. She
became known throughout her home state of
Virginia as “Fearless Phyllis.” She was elected
Chairwoman of the National League in 1972.

Portrait of Louise Mulligan, 1948. Jim Mulligan commissioned this
portrait of Louise in Italy while on a cruise, just after their marriage.
Courtesy Louise Mulligan

Portrait of Sybil Stockdale, 1980. Margaret Holland Sargent, artist.
Coronado Historical Society, Coronado, CA. Gift of the Stockdale Family

Portrait of Helene Knapp. Courtesy Helene Knapp

Louise Mulligan

Sybil Stockdale

Helene Knapp

(July 1, 1929 – )

(November 25, 1924 – October 10, 2015)

(December 9, 1928 – )

Louise inspired Jane Denton, Phyllis Galanti
and countless other POW/MIA wives on the
East Coast to speak out about their husband’s
captured or missing status. The Joan of Arc figure
of the POW/MIA wife movement, Louise’s stirring
“May Day” speech at the International Appeal
for Justice on May 1,1970, provoked a visceral
reaction among the POW/MIA families in the
Washington, DC audience. She was the Virginia
State Coordinator for the League in 1970.

As the highest-ranking Navy POW wife, Sybil was
automatically in charge of the West Coast Navy
POW/MIA wives according to military protocol. She
founded the League of Wives of American Vietnam
Prisoners of War (later known as the National
League of Families of American Prisoners and
Missing in Southeast Asia). Her tireless, fearless
spirit inspired POW/MIA wives nationwide and set
the tone for the National League. She was the first
of the wives to speak publicly with the media about
her POW husband’s plight.

Helene’s husband, Air Force Colonel Herman
Knapp, was shot down just after he taped and
mailed a loving message to his family at home
saying how much he missed them all. Helene
relocated to Washington DC from Colorado,
bringing her two young children with her, to work
for the National League. Her razor sharp memory
for details and her fundraising ability made her
instrumental in the organization’s success. Helene
was elected Coordinator of the League in 1972.

An Undeclared War has
US combat operations begin in 1965, after
the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution authorized
President Johnson to “take all necessary
measures” to prevent attacks on US forces.
Troop levels escalated exponentially.
However, Americans were largely unaware of
the scale of the conflict until the late 1960s.
They were also unaware of the POW
problem, and, due primarily to President
Johnson’s “Keep Quiet” policy, Congress was
also.

“Many in Congress did not know the
difference between an MIA and a POW.”
							 - Bob Dole, on Congress’s awareness of POW/MIA issues in 1969

Letter plea leaflet, ca. 1970. Courtesy Galanti family

The POW/MIA wives were told that speaking
in public about their husbands could
further endanger them and derail peace
negotiations with the North Vietnamese.
However, this silence also meant that
Congress was uninformed about their
situation.

What is a POW?
Prisoner of War. A detained person as defined
in Articles 4 and 5 of the Geneva Convention
Relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War of
August 12, 1949. In particular, one who, while
engaged in combat under orders of his or her
government, is captured by the armed forces of
the enemy.

What is an MIA?
Missing In Action. The casualty is a hostile
casualty, other than the victim of a terrorist
activity, who is not present at his or her duty
location due to apparent involuntary reasons
and whose location is unknown.
In violation of the 1949 Geneva Convention,
POWs were being tortured, starved, beaten,
interrogated and forced to repeat Communist
propaganda statements in written confessions
and sometimes in televised interviews. The wives
and families of these men were told by President
Lyndon B. Johnson’s administration to “Keep
Quiet” for fear of derailing peace negotiations
with the North Vietnamese. This proved to be
a dangerous policy. The wives realized long
before their government did that the only way to
free the men was to speak out publicly, to tell the
world the truth.

The Geneva Conventions are international treaties that seek to limit barbarous acts in war. The third Convention applies to prisoners of war.
The terms of the 1949 Geneva Conventions were accepted by the Democratic Republic of North Vietnam in 1957. Dole Archives

Consequences for POWs
POWs were being tortured, starved,
beaten, interrogated and forced to repeat
Communist propaganda statements in
written confessions and filmed interviews
– conditions that would violate the 1949
Geneva Conventions.
For their part, the North Vietnamese
claimed that because war in Vietnam had
never been officially declared, the Geneva
Conventions did not apply.
The wives and their families suffered too. In
addition to years of emotional distress and
social isolation, they received little or no
official information about their husbands;
their military benefits were reduced or
they were denied access to them; and their
ability to manage their own affairs were
impeded by expired power-of-attorneys
and other legal impediments common to
women at the time.

President Dwight Eisenhower introduced the Code of Conduct in 1955, partially in response to the experiences of Korean War POWs. The code
was based on traditions dating back to the American Revolution, and it gave prisoners a command structure to follow, even when they were
trapped within prison walls. Courtesy Heath Hardage Lee

Prisoners were held in the North,
such as the Hoa Lo or “Hanoi
Hilton”, as well as in South Vietnam.
Images like these were not widely
seen until after the wives went
public, beginning in 1968, and were
mostly broadly disseminated during
and after 1970.

Informational pamphlet published by the
National League. Dole Archives

1965

July 18 Navy Commander Jeremiah Denton shot down

1966

March 20 Navy Captain James Mulligan shot down

Sept 9 Navy Commander James Stockdale shot down

June 17 Navy Lt. Commander Paul Galanti shot down
October 7 The first San Diego Area POW/MIA Wives
meeting at 547 A Avenue in Coronado, California, around
Sybil Stockdale’s massive dining room table.

1967

Stockdale home, 547 A Avenue, Coronado, California.
Courtesy Kristine Bartley

At the urging of Naval Intelligence Officer Bob Boroughs, Sybil and her Navy POW/MIA wife
colleagues create a formal POW/MIA awareness group called the League of Wives of American
Vietnam Prisoners of War.
October East Coast POW/MIA wives, including early leaders Louise Mulligan, Jane Denton and
Phyllis Galanti begin to organize out of the Virginia Beach area, joining the efforts of the West Coast
League wives. POW/MIA wives on both coasts join forces under Sybil Stockdale’s leadership.
April 24 Air Force Colonel Herman Knapp shot down
Air Force wives from the Interior West (led by
MIA wife Helene Knapp) and elsewhere in the
Midwest begin joining the POW/MIA cause.

1968

October 27 Sybil’s interview in the San
Diego Union Tribune is the first published
article about the POW/MIA situation in
Vietnam.
San Diego wives went public with their stories in The San Diego
Union June 4, 1969. Courtesy Debby Burns Henry

(L-R:) Secy. Dean Rusk, President Lyndon B. Johnson, Secy. Robert McNamara meet in the Cabinet Room at the White House, February 1968. Courtesy Lyndon B. Johnson Library

Sybil Stockdale, President Nixon, Phyllis Galanti, and National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger, May 15, 1971. Washington, D.C. Courtesy Richard Nixon Presidential Library and Museum

1969

January President Nixon is inaugurated.
The League of Wives of American POWs
in North Vietnam is launched by West
Coast POW wives under Sybil Stockdale’s
leadership.
The East Coast POW/MIA Wives also begin
to “Go Public” about their husbands’ plight
with President Nixon’s encouragement.
May 19 Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird
hosts a live, televised “Go Public” press
conference to expose the North Vietnamese
violations of the Geneva Conventions
regarding American POWs and MIAs.
June 8 Nixon announces the withdrawal of
Louise Mulligan took her story to the Ledger-Star in Norfolk, VA on
August 4, 1970. Courtesy Louise Mulligan
25,000 American troops from Vietnam,
beginning his process of “Vietnamization.”
This strategy allowed for gradual withdrawal of American troops and the simultaneous training of
South Vietnamese soldiers to take over the war.
December Ross Perot and his POW/MIA awareness group “United We Stand” begins flying POW
and MIA wives and families to France to confront the North Vietnamese at their embassy in Paris. He
also attempts to fly gifts and medical supplies to the POWs.

1970

February After a disappointing showing of POW/MIA support at Constitution Hall in DC, Senator
Robert J. Dole is appalled by the lack of support for American prisoners in Vietnam. He calls Sybil
Stockdale for help. Together, they vow to “Fill the Hall” with at least 1,000 supporters by May.
May 1 International Appeal for Justice event, hosted by Senator Dole, opens the National League
Conference. Louise Mulligan gives her famous “May Day” speech. Sybil Stockdale and Bob Dole do
fill the hall with 3,800 POW/MIA supporters.
May 2 First National League Conference held in DC following the International Appeal for Justice
event. Sybil Stockdale, founder of the National League of Families of American Prisoners and Missing
in Southeast Asia becomes the organization’s first National Coordinator.
May 28 The National League of Families of American Prisoners and Missing in Southeast Asia is
incorporated in Washington, DC.

Six Stages of Being a
POW Wife — by Sybil Stockdale

SHOCK
CONFUSION
ASSESSMENT
LEARNING
PLANNING
ACTION

“We never presented
ourselves as hawks or doves.
We were very mindful of our
husband’s positions and our
husband’s dignity.”
		 - Kathleen Johnson Frisbie in a 2017 interview,
		 on the National League’s nonpartisan stance

Excerpts from official National League documents, 1970. Dole Archives

Military wives become
humanitarian activists
The League of Wives of American
Vietnam Prisoners of War, known among
the members as “The San Diego League”,
was conceivedat Sybil Stockdale’s dining
room table at 547 A Avenue in Coronado,
CA., in October of 1966.
Thirteen area POW and MIA wives
came together to meet about their
missing spouses. By the fall of 1967, the
organization was established and quickly
gained membership.
By May of 1970, this regional
organization had evolved into the
National League of Families of American
Prisoners and Missing in Southeast Asia
and was incorporated in Washington, DC,
as a nonpartisan nonprofit.

POW wife Marlene McGrath at a meeting lead by Sybil Stockdale.
Courtesy Debby Burns Henry

Under President Nixon, this humanitarian
group became a powerful lobby to bring
the American POWs in Vietnam home and
to account for all MIAs.

West Coast POW wives
meet Bob Hope. (rightleft) Debby Burns, Jenny
Connell, and Sharon
Abbott. Courtesy Debby
Burns Henry

The Choice to
Challenge Conventions
The expectations for military wives were like those for women in broader
society in the post-war period. They were expected to be excellent wives,
mothers, cooks, and hostesses, and most women still followed a domestic
model where home and family were paramount.
However, the role of a military wife was steeped in a formal tradition that
punished breaks in protocol. Outspoken or opinionated wives were often
viewed as a liability. Wives and husbands often saw each other as an
inseparable unit when it came to their “joint” military career. “Bad” behavior
from a wife reflected upon her husband and could kill his chances for
advancement.
The pride and cohesiveness these wives felt regarding their military status
bonded them strongly together as a unit, but this distinction also made them
feel like outsiders in civilian society. LBJ’s “Keep Quiet” policy separated the
women still further from their civilian peers.

Jerry and Jane Denton, right, with friends Ralph and
Doris Beatty in Villefranche-Sur-Mer, France. 1954.
Courtesy Doris Beatty

When tensions began to rise in the Gulf of Tonkin in August of 1964, Sybil
expressed her dismay, noting:

“Being a navy wife was a hell of a way to live. Every
night I dropped into bed exhausted by tension. Even
in a crowd I felt lonely and different.” - In Love and War
The women’s frustration with the Johnson administration’s line on POWs and
MIAs, and concern for their husbands reached a breaking point, and by 1968
they began to speak out and increasingly pressure the government to do the
same. By doing so, they changed what it meant to be a supportive military wife.

Telegrams, along with visits from their local military staff,
confirmed their husband’s missing or prisoner status.
Courtesy Denton family

“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.”
Paul and Phyllis Galanti.
Courtesy Judi Clifford and
Connie Richeson

Jim and Sybil Stockdale as a
young couple with children Jim
and newborn Sid, ca. 1954.
Courtesy Stockdale family

— Nancy Shea, in The Navy Wife, 1965

Keeping Quiet, Going Public
“Night — dark, dark, dark night with the Johnson administration —
Bright sunny days in the Nixon administration.”

— Sybil Stockdale, in a 2000 oral history interview

Under President Johnson’s “Keep Quiet” policy, men’s
wives and families were advised to say nothing to
anyone except close family about their husbands’
POW or MIA status. Naval intelligence officer
Commander Robert S. Boroughs, known as “Uncle
Bob” to many of the POW/MIA, secretly worked with
many of the women to code letters to their imprisoned
husbands. He also asked some of the wives to wear
wiretaps to collect information on the home front.

Antiwar activists Cora Weiss, David Dellinger and the Rev. William Sloane Coffin Jr. tell the press that they will escort
three American POWs from North Vietnam on September 7, 1972. The North Vietnamese announced the handover
of these POWs to COLIFAM a few days earlier. NYP Archives via Getty Images

Unforseen Alliances
Once significant bombing of North Vietnam began in 1965, the anti-war/peace
movement began to take shape nationally. Left-leaning intellectuals, veterans of
the American civil rights movement, students on college campuses and former
Vietnam veterans’ groups who opposed the war organized demonstrations across
the country.
Despite their conservative stance on the war, and resentment of anti-war rhetoric,
the women of the League increasingly intersected with antiwar activists as
information from the government regarding their husband’s fates became scarce.

Naval portrait of Robert S. Boroughs,
ca. 1960. Photograph. Courtesy Bob
Boroughs Jr.

In 1969, Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird and
Assistant Secretary of Defense Richard Capen urged
the new Nixon administration to drop the “Keep
Quiet” ban and allow the POW/MIA families to
speak out with the American government’s support.
On May 19 of that year, Laird and Capen held a
live, televised press conference in Washington DC.
They announced to the world what the government
had known for years regarding the POWs: they
were being tortured, denied medical care, mail, and
sufficient food. Worst of all, the North Vietnamese
refused to identify the names of all the men they held
prisoner.
This press conference opened the door for more
women to come forward with their stories and
organize formally on a national level. The Nixon
administration was careful to support the League’s
initiatives, while recognizing the importance of their
independence.

By the late 1960s, much of the information obtained about the POWs from Hanoi
came from antiwar groups like Cora Weiss and David Dellinger’s COLIFAM
(Committee of Liaison with Families) whose publicly declared purpose was the
exchange of mail between the POWs and their families.
Many POW and MIA wives felt that relying on the antiwar/peace organizations to
obtain information and letters was comparable to “making a deal with the devil.”
But it was a bargain many were willing to make after years of hearing little from
their own government.

Assistant Secretary Capen
leads a press conference
in May 1969. Courtesy
Richard Capen

“Help, Please Help!”

Commanders Digest, May 23, 1970. Department of
Defense, Washington, D.C. Dole Archives

— Louise Mulligan, in her
May Day speech, May 1, 1970

Senator Dole speaks at the May Day rally. Courtesy Louise Mulligan

“Bob Dole was there from the beginning.
We never could have succeeded without
him. He has never given up on the cause.”
—Dick Capen, Assistant Secretary of Defense

May Day Appeal for International Justice
Freshman senator from Kansas Bob Dole was one of the women’s few
advocates in the beginning of their Washington awareness campaign. He
delivered congressional support and recognition for the POW/MIA cause.
After an initial public rally yielded a disappointing turnout — only 300
attended and most were POW family members — Senator Dole, Sybil
Stockdale and Louise Mulligan worked together to fill the DAR Constitution
Hall to capacity. This time, they hoped for thousands of attendees, not
hundreds. The effort succeeded when, on May 1, 1970, POW wife Louise
Mulligan delivered an emotional speech to a hall filled with 3,800 supporters.

A Time of Unrest
On April 30, 1970, President Nixon made a televised address to the nation
announcing his decision to cross the Cambodia border to fight the North
Vietnamese. Reaction from the antiwar movement was swift; many college
students organized massive demonstrations. Tragedy ensued at Kent State
University: on May 4, four unarmed students were shot and killed by the Ohio
National Guard during an antiwar demonstration. Ten days later, two unarmed
students were also killed by city and state police at an antiwar rally at Jackson
State University in Mississippi.

Poster promoting the Appeal for International Justice event. Dole Archives

Allies &
Sybil Stockdale, Phyllis Galanti, and Helene Knapp all traveled to Europe to
promote the League and POW MIA awareness. They hoped to confront North
Vietnamese diplomats in Paris and Sweden at their consulates to demand the
American POWs’ release and to obtain official lists of the prisoners and missing.
Phyllis, Sybil, Assistant Secretary Capen and Senator Dole were among those
who raised the possibility of interning the POWs in the neutral country of Sweden.

“She was controlling them
and the situation. I don’t
know how she knew to do
that, but she did!”
—Judi Clifford, Phyllis Galanti’s best friend and
companion on her March 1971 trip to Sweden

Kathleen “Bonnie” Johnson, of Salina,
Kansas, traveled with her children on
the “Spirit of Christmas” 21-hour roundtrip to Paris. Alongside 91 other children
and 57 other wives, the family appealed
to the North Vietnamese delegation for
information about their husbands and
fathers before returning immediately
to the US. The following year, Kathleen
became a founding member of the
National League’s Board of Directors.
Newspaper clipping from the San Diego
Union, December 27, 1969. Courtesy
Kathleen Johnson Frisbie

Newspaper clipping. “Trip Was A Success,” Advertiser and News, August 18, 1971. Courtesy Helene Knapp

Sweden’s prime minister, Olaf Palme, ultimately declined to intern the American
POWs, fearing negative reaction from Hanoi. But thanks to Phyllis’s efforts
in Stockholm, and other League efforts in Paris and Geneva, the world was
watching the POW/MIA situation.

The POW Issue Becomes Political
The National League began to fracture into splinter groups as peace talks
between the United States and North Vietnam continued into 1972. Groups
like POW/MIA Families for Immediate Release, led by former League member
Valerie Kushner, decided to take a more political stance to further their goals.

Swedish newspaper clipping,
”Allt jag begär ar att fa
återförenas med min man (All
I ask is to be reunited with
my husband).” March 1971.
Courtesy Judi Clifford and
Connie Richeson

International Action
Telegraph and letter-writing campaigns were tools to
demonstrate support for the POW/MIA issue through
sheer volume. Led by Sybil, the POW/MIA families
deluged the new Nixon administration with telegrams in
a “Telegraph In,” demanding that Nixon make the POW/
MIAs a top priority, while the “Write Hanoi” campaign
led by Phyllis Galanti and the American Red Cross sent
truckloads of letters to the North Vietnamese government.

Ross Perot formed a close alliance with the POW/
MIA wives, flying them to Paris to confront the North
Vietnamese, paying for national ad campaigns and
exhibits to pressure the Hanoi government on the
POW issue, and speaking about the POW/MIAs
across the country. Ross Perot and Phyllis Galanti
featured on the cover of This Week in Richmond, ca.
1971. Courtesy Judi Clifford and Connie Richeson

In December 1970, Colorado Springs Vice-Mayor Larry Ochs, Russell, Kansas
native and friend of the Dole family, traveled to Paris on behalf of area POW/MIA
wives and families. Their delegation delivered 125,000 letters of support for the
POWs to the North Vietnamese embassy. Ochs was a supporter of the POW/
MIA cause throughout the war. Photos by Judy Jenner, of the Colorado Springs
Sun newspaper. Courtesy Helene Knapp

Trucks were filled with
letters as a result of the
‘Write Hanoi’ campaign.
Courtesy Judi Clifford and
Connie Richeson

The “Christmas Bombing” of
Hanoi in December 1972 and
the subsequent signing of the
Paris Peace Accords on January
27, 1973 brought an end to
US combat in Vietnam. The US,
North Vietnam, South Vietnam
and the Viet Cong signed the
Paris treaty, which included
provisions that all prisoners of
war be released and returned
home and that all missing
soldiers were to be accounted
for by the North Vietnamese to
the fullest extent possible.

Many Returned Home,
After the Paris Peace Accords, Operation Homecoming brought 591
American POWs home between February 12 and April 4, 1973. Most POW
wives left the National League immediately, leaving the MIA wives to continue
their efforts to ensure accounting for their missing husbands. The North
Vietnamese refused to provide the fullest possible accounting for missing
Americans despite their agreement to do so in the Paris Peace Accords.

The Virginian-Pilot, scrapbook
excerpt. Courtesy Merriann
(Boroughs) Lynch

Newspaper clipping. “Moment of
Truth,” Washington Post, ca. 1973.
Dole Archives

Senator Bob Dole, left, and returned POW
Air Force pilot James Latham and his wife,
Sue. Dole Archives

On May 24, 1973, President and Mrs. Nixon gave their now-famous
POW Welcome Home Dinner at the White House. It is still the largest
state dinner ever hosted by the White House. President Nixon’s official
toast honored not the POWs or the MIAs but their wives and families.
Courtesy Richard Nixon Presidential Library and Museum

Many More Still Wait
The Search for MIAs
Agencies still exist to serve the families of those Missing in Action in Vietnam,
including the US government’s Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agency’s (DPAA). The
DPAA continues to search for the remaining 1,617 military personnel still missing in
Vietnam, as well as those missing from all other American wars.
Today, the National League of POW/MIA Families sole mission is to obtain the fullest
possible accounting for the missing and repatriation of all recoverable remains of
those who died serving our nation during the Vietnam War. MIA sister Ann MillsGriffiths was the Executive Director of the League from 1978-2011 and continues to
serve today as the League’s CEO.

Christmas seal, ca. 1971. Organized by
Helene Knapp in Colorado Springs, sales
of seals went to the National League.
Courtesy Helene Knapp

Major Bruce Johnson served at Fort Riley,
Kansas before his tour of duty in Vietnam.
Reported MIA on June 10, 1965, Major
Johnson remains one of the longest MIAs on
record. Courtesy Kathleen Johnson Frisbie

Senator Dole pledged his unwavering support for the MIAs after the Vietnam War
ended. Dole Archives

Colonel Knapp in uniform (left) and Herman and
Helene Knapp on their wedding day, June 1952.
Courtesy Helene Knapp

“More than 1300 men are still missing, still unaccounted for.
My husband, Colonel Herman L. Knapp, is one of these men.”
				

— Helene Knapp, testifying before Congress on May 30, 1973,

				

regarding Americans Missing in Action in Southeast Asia.
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