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The League Of Wives

Memorial
Project

A Coronado Legacy of Courage and Commitment
By Brad Willis, Coronado Public Library Volunteer
It started in mid-1960s
Coronado, at a dining room
table in an historic craftsman
cottage on “A” Avenue. A
small group of military spouses,
living in a culture and time
when women's voices were
often muted. Military protocol
guided them on proper
etiquette, hosting parties and
navigating the social intricacies
of receptions and receiving lines
while being advised to keep
their opinions to themselves.
But this was different. Their
husbands were prisoners of
war in Vietnam. Were they
being tortured? Would they be
executed or die from hunger
or lack of medical care? What
was the U.S. State Department
doing to secure their release?

They felt they were getting
nowhere with the government
so, despite the protocol
warnings, they courageously
chose to stand up, speak out,
demand answers and take
action. They would become

known as the League of Wives,
and later as the National
League of Families... and these
heroic women would change
the course of history in the
midst of one of our nation’s
most turbulent eras.

Sybil and Jim Stockdale together as a young married couple in the 1960s
and their Coronado home where the League of Wives was born.
(Courtesy of the Stockdale Family Collection)
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James Stockdale as Fighter Pilot photographed well before his capture as a prisoner of war.
(Courtesy of the Stockdale Family Collection)

The League was born in

American, beating him, tearing

in action (MIA) during the

the home of Sybil and Jim

his clothing off, breaking his leg

Vietnam War. These wives

Stockdale, a naval aviator

and paralyzing one of his arms

could no longer stand by or

who flew nearly two hundred

in the frenzy.

stay the course. They had to

combat missions over

As a prisoner of war, Jim

speak out on behalf of the men

Vietnam. On September 9,

Stockdale became the highest-

they loved. In October 1967,

1965, the pilot catapulted his

ranking American captured

with a meager nineteen dollars

A-4 Skyhawk off the flight

during the conflict. He endured

in their Naval Air Station

deck of the USS Oriskany

years of torture and long

(NAS) bank account, they

aircraft carrier. Approaching

periods of solitary confinement.

launched the League of Wives.

his target, his plane was hit

Sybil, meanwhile, was home

hard by anti-aircraft fire and

in Coronado raising four boys,

the “women keep quiet” rule

became disabled. He ejected

wondering if her children

and began speaking out about

from the cockpit, breaking a

would ever see their father

the violations of the Geneva

bone in his back. Parachuting

again. A similar situation faced

Conventions of War. She

down, he watched his plane

her friends Jenny Connell,

knew that illegal atrocities

slam into a rice paddy and

Shirley Stark, Sherry Martin,

were taking place in northern

explode. Jim landed in enemy

Pat Mearns and Chloe Moore.

Vietnamese prison camps.

territory, a small Vietnamese

Their husbands were among

This news spread like wildfire

village. Immediately after

the hundreds of U.S. soldiers

among POW/MIA wives.

touching down, an angry

who were deemed prisoners

Military spouses across the

crowd descended upon the

of war (POWs) or missing

country threw off their invisible
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One year later, Sybil broke

Sybil with former US President
Gerald Ford.

Sybil with former US President
Richard Nixon.

League volunteers Phyllis Galanti and her friends Connie Richeson,
Judi Clifford, and office manager Gwen Mansini worked tirelessly
at the office to publicize the plight of the prisoners and missing.
(Courtesy of the Virginia Historical Society)

letter writing campaigns.
Stalking the halls of Congress.
Testifying before government

chains and went public,

their husbands and demanding

committees. Attending meetings

decrying the human rights

their release. It took years.

at the White House. Flying to

abuses being inflicted upon

Countless interviews. Endless

the Paris Peace Talks. They
persisted against all odds, all
the while continuing to raise
and nurture their children.
Ultimately, grit, chutzpah and
steely determination paid off.
The League of Wives helped
facilitate the release of 591
American prisoners of war,
including Jim Stockdale, who
was reunited with his family in
February 1973.
NAS Coronado is the
birthplace of Naval Aviation.

Phyllis Galanti, nicknamed “Fearless Phyllis,” gives a speech to the
combined houses of the Virginia General Assembly in Richmond on
February 9, 1971. (Courtesy of the Virginia Historical Society)

As a community, we remember
the many fighter pilots shot
down during the Vietnam War,
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who lost their lives or spent years
in captivity. Lesser known are
the remarkable women of The
League of Wives. They were
truly home-front heroines and
patriots of the highest order. In
the fall of 2019, the Coronado
Historical Association hosted a
League of Wives traveling exhibit
curated by author Heath Lee.
As I prepared to produce an
informational video about this
event, I read Heath’s book, The
League of Wives, The Untold
Story of the Women Who Took
On the U.S. Government to Bring
Their Husbands Home. I was
immediately transfixed.

League Women in front of Museum- 2019.
(Photo by Brad Willis)-- women in order L-R: Pat Mearns,
Patsy Crayton, Debbie Henry, Jenny Connell Robertson, Marie Estocin.

I had already traveled to
Hanoi in 1992 as a foreign
correspondent for NBC News.
Senators John McCain and
John Kerry were in Vietnam,
serving on the U.S. Senate Select
Committee on POW/MIA
16
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Affairs. They faced the daunting

scene was rich with dichotomy:

task of normalizing diplomatic

while an elderly Vietnamese

relations with Vietnam. One

peasant silently harvested floating

morning, we shot a piece for

watercress on a placid lake, the

the Nightly News with Tom

wreckage of a B-52 bomber

Brokaw near Huu Tiep Lake,

jutted out from the water, a stark

on the outskirts of Hanoi. The

monument to the War.
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by a League of Wives memorial,
serving as a reminder that the
movement began here in our
small town. The trailblazing
footsteps of courageous women
are there for them to follow, each
in their own unique way.
It will take time to get this
done. There will be some
Willis at Huu Tiep Lake, Hanoi,
Vietnam. NBC News foreign
correspondent Brad Willis, 1992.
(Photo courtesy of Brad Willis)

obstacles to overcome. In the
end, its purpose is to remember
the commitment and courage of
Sybil and her friends, to inspire

During my research for the

and energize future generations

Hanoi trip, I never once came
across anything about the League

of Wives. The Coronado Public

of Wives. When I shared this

Library Board of Trustees and

with Heath Lee, she was far from

Library Director Shaun Briley are

surprised. “It’s why the subtitle

in unanimous support and would

of my book is The Untold Story

like to have it placed on library

of the Women Who Took On
The U.S. Government to Bring
Their Husbands Home,” she
noted with an ironic laugh.
Heath tells the story brilliantly,
and her book is currently
under contract with Reese
Witherspoon’s Hello Sunshine
production company to be made
into a feature film with Sony
3000 pictures.
This compelling story

grounds, should that be an
approved site. Exactly what the
memorial might look like, and
where it might be placed, is yet
to be determined and will require
input and collaboration with a

of strong women along the
way.
• A long-time Coronado
resident, Brad Willis is a
retired network news foreign
correspondent who covered wars
and conflicts in Afghanistan,
Iraq, Kuwait, Central America
and Africa. He currently
produces community-oriented
videos and serves as Coronado
Commissioner of Public Art.

host of citizens and agencies.
Coronado is the birthplace
of The League of Wives. A
memorial would serve to remind
us of this essential chapter of

prompted a group of local Navy

our community’s rich history.

spouses, educators, community

It would honor the courage

leaders and long-time residents

and determination of these

to form The League of Wives

remarkable women, speak

Memorial Project. The group is

to the importance of military

dedicated to creating a memorial

spouses, and inspire us all.

statue in Coronado to honor

Future generations of Coronado

Sybil Stockdale and the League

women will surely be touched

We have created an online
petition to demonstrate
support for this memorial
project. Hundreds have
signed and we invite you to
join us.
ipetitions.com/petition/
leagueofwives
Please visit our Facebook
page at
facebook.com/
Leagueofwivesmemorial
Please visit our website at
leagueofwives.com
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