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It has been said that "A hero is someone who has given his or her life to something bigger than oneself."  My friend, Jim Stockdale, embodied those words.  Instead of devoting my monthly column to an issue in the public policy debate, I find it appropriate to use July - the month we mark our nation's independence and our precious freedom - as a fitting time to celebrate the life and legacy of Retired Vice Admiral James "Jim" Stockdale.  As you may know, the former Vietnam Prisoner of War (POW) died recently at age 81.  

Some may think of him as the Vice Presidential candidate to Ross Perot or as the director of the Naval War College.  However, I knew him as a fearless naval officer, a true inspiration and lifelong friend.

A graduate of the U.S. Naval Academy Class of 1947, to me Jim is best remembered for his extraordinary leadership as the senior naval officer of the POWs during Vietnam.  As a commanding officer on a carrier, he was shot down while leading a mission Sept. 9, 1965.  That day started what would become his seven and a half years in what can only be described as hell on earth.  

I had the tremendous honor of serving under him during that time.  In fact, we were cell mates three times.  Twice we shared a two-man cell: the first one 8 ft. x 8 ft., the second 4ft. x 8ft.  So I guess you could say I did get to know him pretty well.  It is from these experiences that I can say Jim Stockdale embodied the words duty, honor and country.  

In addition, in the late 1960s, our captors labeled us both "diehards" and kept us in solitary confinement away from other American "shoot downs" in a place so grim, so isolated and so lonely we named it Alcatraz.  Akin to being held smack-dab in the middle of the Pentagon, with each of us in our own 3ft. x 8ft.cell, we couldn't see each other or talk to one another - or the other 10 Americans.  We called ourselves the Alcatraz Gang.

While the enemy tried to break our spirits, and often our bodies, Jim, the others and I kept in contact through tapping on the adjoining cement walls.  The small sounds carried several cell blocks down.  We'd tap for hours at a time using a special code.  

Jim "told" me way too much information about the navy and their "boats."  I'd teach him about the Thunderbirds or how to do a roll-over while flying 650 mph.  Mostly we "talked" about our families and how much we loved them and what we yearned to do when we returned home. Every night we'd "say" goodnight with "G.B.U." for God bless you.

Now when you're in solitary confinement for 42 months, and this is the only communication you have with fellow Americans, these little taps made all the difference.  To me, the tiny sounds brought messages of hope, encouragement, and prayers.  

It takes a great man to stand strong in the face of months of leg irons, rope torture, constant interrogations, total deprivation, serious beatings and long-term starvation.   The larger-than-life Jim gave our captors hell.  One of my most telling stories about Jim Stockdale goes back to how he earned his Medal of Honor. He deliberately inflicted a near mortal wound to himself to convince his captors of his willingness to give up his life, rather than capitulate, and be used for propaganda against the enemy.  Ultimately he was found and revived by the North Vietnamese who, convinced of his unconquerable spirit, slightly halted their use of excessive harassment and torture of fellow POWs.

The Medal of Honor winner earned 26 combat awards including two Distinguished Flying Crosses, three Distinguished Service Medals, two Purple Hearts and four Silver Star Medals.  That's amazing!

You may wonder, what happened to the Alcatraz Gang?  Of the 12 of us held in that God forsaken place, 11 of us made it home in 1973.  We're still married to the same phenomenal women from before we left for Vietnam.  Those are some of the same great women who helped create the National League of Families - spearheaded by Sybil Stockdale - and the creation of the metal POW bracelets you may have seen or worn. 

In fact, the Alcatraz Gang still tries to get together about once a year and we keep in close contact with phone calls and constant emails.  What started out as some of my darkest days, the Alcatraz Gang has become one of the brightest parts of my life.  Our friendships have endured the test of time and will always bring a smile to my face.  It's sad to think of losing one more.

Jim is survived by his devoted and strong wife, Sybil, and his four sons: James, Sidney, Stanford, and Taylor as well as eight grandchildren.  Later this month Shirley and I will join them in Annapolis, Maryland, to pay tribute to Jim's life of service and legacy of leadership.  While his burial will be a sad time, that day also will be a celebration of sacrifice of liberty. 

Jim, thanks for helping to make this great country the land of the free and the home of the brave. God bless you and I salute you.
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