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John McCain: War Hero or Something Less?
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Two time Medal of Honor recipient Marine Major General Smedley Butler once said “war is a
racket.” He might have added that while enriching the few it  victimizes and degrades
everyone else who is caught up in the meat grinder, soldiers as well as civilians.

Consider how accounts of soldiers who are captured and subsequently turn on their own
country are as old as warfare. American soldiers taken prisoner are only supposed to
provide their names, ranks, and serial numbers to their captors though in practice many find
themselves agreeing with their interrogators or even signing confessions to avoid abuse or
obtain better conditions in their prisons. A number of American prisoners were described as
having been “brainwashed” during the Korean War, the expression initially suggesting that
they had been subject to psychological conditioning and indoctrination that made them
question their loyalties and which subsequently produced episodes of aberrant behavior.

In some cases the psychological conditioning was combined with physical torture, but in
most cases not. In nearly all cases the victims later recanted the confessions they provided
to their captors, were despondent over what they had done and said while under North
Korean and Chinese control, and sometimes had difficulty in readjusting to life in the United
States.

 Vietnam also produced its own crop of American prisoners of war, numbering perhaps as
many as 2,000 when the Paris peace talks started in 1973. One of them was John McCain,
now a reliably hawkish Senator from Arizona who has recently visited Syria in an attempt to
jump start a new war in the Middle East. While it is well known that McCain was a captive of
the North Vietnamese for more than five years after his plane was shot down while bombing
a power plant, considerably less well known is his behavior while a prisoner of war in Hanoi
which has long been the object of some speculation due to allegations of possible
cooperation with his captors.

McCain, who was saved from drowning by a Vietnamese civilian and was treated at a Hanoi
hospital for his wounds, was the son of the Admiral commanding the Pacific Fleet, so he was
what might be referred to as a high value captive for the North Vietnamese regime. As such
he received considerable attention from his captors, was referred to by his fellow prisoners
as the “Crown Prince,” and was, by some accounts, handled with kid gloves. And his
connections may have ensured that he would receive additional high value treatment from
the Pentagon upon his return to the U.S., he being awarded an astonishing Silver Star,
Legion of Merit, Distinguished Flying Cross, Bronze Star and a Purple Heart for his 22
missions spent bombing mostly civilian targets in North Vietnam.

 McCain’s own tale of his torture and the confession he recorded for the North Vietnamese
comes largely from his book Faith of  My Fathers,  in which he describes his shame at

https://www.globalresearch.ca/author/philip-giraldi
http://antiwar.com
https://www.globalresearch.ca/region/usa
https://www.globalresearch.ca/theme/us-nato-war-agenda
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/War_Is_a_Racket
http://www.informationclearinghouse.info/article4377.htm
http://www.informationclearinghouse.info/article4377.htm
http://www.koreacoldwar.org/reports/21gis.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mind_control
http://news.yahoo.com/senator-mccain-met-rebels-syria-monday-spokesman-183001895.html
http://www.theamericanconservative.com/articles/mccain-and-the-pow-cover-up/
http://www.counterpunch.org/2008/06/13/mcnasty/
http://www.amazon.com/Faith-My-Fathers-Family-Memoir/dp/B005IUVZJW/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1364305647&sr=1-1&keywords=faith+of+my+fathers


| 2

cooperating with the enemy. But some of McCain’s fellow prisoners, who were tortured and
did not collaborate, have challenged his narrative, expressing their belief that McCain was
not physically abused at all and that he was well treated. Others who were also in the prison
camp dispute that claim. But by McCain’s own account he may have begun cooperating with
the North Vietnamese within three days of his capture and was fully on board within two
weeks,  providing  specific  intelligence  on  his  aircraft  carrier,  its  aircraft,  and  the  support
vessels  attached  to  it,  information  that  was  later  featured  in  North  Vietnamese  radio
broadcasts. One account that appeared on a wire service entitled “PW Songbird is Pilot Son
of  Admiral”  reported  that  McCain  may  have  gone  beyond  an  acceptable  level  of
collaboration  in  assisting  the  psychological  warfare  offensives  aimed  at  American
servicemen: “The broadcast was beamed to American servicemen in South Vietnam as a
part of a propaganda series attempting to counter charges by U.S. Defense Secretary Melvin
Laird that American prisoners are being mistreated in North Vietnam.”

Douglas Valentine, in a 2008 article in Counterpunch, describes how “On one occasion,
General Vo Nguyen Giap, the top Vietnamese commander and a nationalist celebrity of the
time, personally interviewed McCain. His compliance during this command performance was
a moment of affirmation for the Vietnamese. His Vietnamese handlers thereafter used him
regularly as prop at meetings with foreign delegations.”

It has also been claimed by retired Army Colonel Earl Hopper, admittedly without any
corroborating evidence apart from what might be contained in inaccessible Pentagon files,
that “McCain told his North Vietnamese captors, highly classified information, the most
important of which was the package routes, which were routes used to bomb North
Vietnam. He gave in detail the altitude they were flying, the direction, if they made a turn…
he gave them what primary targets the United States was interested in…the information
McCain provided allowed the North Vietnamese to adjust their air-defenses. As result…the
US lost sixty percent more aircraft and in 1968 [and] called off the bombing of North
Vietnam, because of the information McCain had given to them.”

 If McCain indeed collaborated beyond the point that might have been understandable for
any  prisoner  seeking  to  ameliorate  his  confinement  it  would  be  an  intriguing  tale,
particularly  if  it  could  be  plausibly  demonstrated  that  it  might  have  influenced  his
subsequent  behavior  as  a  senator  cheerleading for  the Pentagon while  simultaneously
covering up some of the more disgraceful by products of Vietnam.

Pulitzer Prize winning journalist Sydney Schanberg, who was intrigued by the Vietnam POW
issue, began pursuing the McCain story in the late 1980s. Schanberg, a former senior editor
at the New York Times, is best known for his coverage of the war in Vietnam and his book
The Killing Fields about Cambodia, which was made into an Oscar winning movie. Schanberg
was unable to find a mainstream paper or magazine interested in the story but he
eventually completed a feature article on the Senator and the prisoners in Vietnam entitled
“McCain and the POW Cover Up,” which first appeared on the website of The Nation Institute
in September 18, 2008. The article was later replayed by The American Conservative in its
July 2010 edition, together with critical commentary.

 Schanberg makes two key points: first that a number of American prisoners of war were left
behind in Indochina in 1973 with the connivance of top levels in the U.S. government and
second that John McCain has worked assiduously to obstruct any efforts to open Pentagon
files and follow up on leads to determine the status of the POWs and the “missing in action.”
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Admittedly, the prisoner of war issue is considerably more complicated than Schanberg
represents it to be with many of the sightings and other evidence subject to challenge while
his assumption that the Vietnamese were interested in exchanging their remaining prisoners
for U.S. financial assistance is also somewhat speculative. But it appears undeniable based
on the statements of senior U.S. government officials cited in the article and accompanying
commentary that at least some prisoners were left behind with the full knowledge of and
even enablement by the White House and Congress. Numerous elected and appointed
officials subsequently lied to cover up their mendacity. It was a national disgrace,
compounded through the fully documented case Schanberg makes for subsequent
obstructionism by McCain and a number of other Senators who followed his lead, including
current Secretary of State John Kerry, to impede any serious search for the missing in action
and POWs.

 One might reasonably infer that McCain’s cover up of Vietnam era POW sightings could well
have been driven by fear that some released prisoners might have unpleasant things to say
about his activities while at  Hoa Lo prison.  But as the war is  now long over and any
remaining  prisoners  are  surely  dead,  none  of  this  would  matter  a  great  deal  today
realistically speaking except to the remaining POW families. But the past does shape the
present and character surely does matter, particularly if one wants to become president and
have the authority to send American soldiers to their deaths in support of questionable
interventionist policies that might be rooted in a psychological need to fix what went wrong
in Vietnam.

Though no longer a presidential  candidate, John McCain is still  a powerful voice in the
Senate consistently advocating policies calling for the United States to use military force
around the world. He is a reliable hawk who contrary to all  the evidence continues to
embrace the Iraq fiasco as if it were an American triumph and who is now the most active
senator agitating for direct U.S. military action against Syria and Iran. His recent visit to
Syria to demonstrate support for the rebels is, in fact, a violation of the Logan Act which
forbids the conduct of foreign policy by anyone outside the executive branch of government.

More troubling perhaps, McCain has consistently and irrationally advocated an undeviating
hard line against Russia, the only country with the military capability to confront and destroy
much of the United States through its nuclear armed ballistic missile forces. McCain
supports untouchable defense budgets, American Exceptionalism, and a proactive
“defense” policy that is a holdover from the George W. Bush years. He constantly flouts his
patriotism and war record, which have become essential parts of his political persona, and
he might well be reasonably described as the leading advocate of militarism in the United
States Senate.

 Much of McCain’s chauvinistic bluster might indeed be explained by guilt over his long ago
confession to the North Vietnamese, a failing for which he might be making atonement
through doubling down to demonstrate his unwavering support of the military. And there is
also a darker side to him, possibly fed by guilt, evident in his frequently observed volcanic
temper, which has been sometimes been directed against families of former prisoners who
have raised the POW issue. It has been plausibly described as the side of a man who is not
at peace with himself.

So who is the real John McCain? A credible case has been made that McCain may have
crossed the line and collaborated extensively while a prisoner in North Vietnam. His
subsequent actions to block any inquiry into the status of possible POWs have also been
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examined in some detail and quite reasonably questioned. Many journalists and former
government officials have long been aware of McCain’s possible misrepresentation of his
deportment in Hanoi even if the story has not exactly made the front pages.

The Pentagon reportedly  has  recordings  of  McCain’s  radio  broadcasts,  which  could  be
released if the Senator allows the Department of Defense to do so. And there would also
been  an  intensive  intelligence  debriefing  after  the  return  to  the  United  States,  an
unredacted version of which has never been produced. If the recordings were truly limited
to an under duress script fabricated to satisfy McCain’s tormentors, as he states in his book,
they would only have reinforced the image of war hero, so it raises the question of why that
was  not  done  in  2008 or  when McCain  made his  first  run  for  the  presidency  in  2000.  The
president  of  the  United  States  has  his  finger  on  the  nuclear  trigger,  surely  making  his
mental state and possible betrayal of his comrades while in military service legitimate lines
of inquiry. The documents relating to McCain in the Pentagon archives would reveal one way
or the other at least some of the truth about the man.

There are a number of possible reasons for the unwillingness within the media and among
the public to seek the truth about John McCain, also noted most recently in the broader
reluctance to confront the legacy of the war against Iraq on the tenth anniversary of the
invasion.

No one likes to reopen old wounds, particularly since both Vietnam and Iraq were wars
fought on lies and both are now widely viewed as major policy disasters. And in post-9/11
America, government secrecy has created a situation in which information can easily be
managed to both protect and benefit those in the White House and in Congress while
embedded journalists increasingly become part of the story as they integrate seamlessly
with policy makers. This groupthink is largely driven by the intangible beltway consensus
about the underlying American myth of “we are the good guys” that the public is inclined to
support in an age when the country is falsely and deliberately perceived as drowning in a
sea of terrorists and ungrateful foreigners.

Confidence  in  America’s  public  institutions  can  be  criticized  but  must  not  be  seriously
damaged so there is a well understood line that must not be crossed. If one were to read
about a war hero Senator who turns out to be considerably less than that and who did his
best to block the return of American prisoners it would undermine confidence in government
and just might call into question the legitimacy of America’s wars since 1945. But it is
perhaps not too late to take another look at McCain and the post-Vietnam POW issue while
many  veterans  of  that  conflict  are  still  alive.  It  might  also  help  to  discredit  the  Senate’s
leading warmonger. Either way, it would be a reckoning that is long since overdue.
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