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T IS NOT CONSPfRACY THE0RY; 
not .paranoid myth, not Rambo fantasy. 
It is' only hard evidence of a nation~1 
disgrace: Am",ican prisonm wm 11ft behind 

t~, end of thl Vielllam War. They were 
abandoned because six presidents and official 
Washington could not admit their guilty secret. They 
were forgotten because the press and most Americans 
turned away from all things that reminded them of 
Vietnam. 

In 1973, after the peace accords, Hanoi returned 591 
American prisoner; and said these were all the prisoner; 
they had. Yet more than 2,200 American military men 
are still missing and unaccounted for from the Vietnam 
War. Half or more of those men are known to be dead, 
though their remains have never been recovered. 

But, then, there are the others. The Defense Intel· 
ligence Agency (D.J.A.) has received more than 1,600 
firsthand sightings of live American prisoner; and near· 
ly 14,000 secondhand reportS. After reviewing them all, 
the D.I.A. concluded that they "do not constitute evi­
dence" that men were still alive. 
~ Here are some $tories, many previously untold, about 
the prisoner; who did not come home from Vietnam. 
All of them are accounts of how Washington, in its 
deep shame at having for;aken these men in its haste to 
get Out of that draini~g war, has ignored, withheld, dis-
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torted, and destroyed e~idence of their existence. 
These 'accounts are based on government intelligence 
documents, on sources closely involved with the mate· 
rial, and on other cbncrete evidence uncovered during 
two years of reporting. Sadly for this nation's history, 
they are but a small sampling of a mouneain or evi­
dence. 

Only nine prisoner; were returned from Laos at the end 
of the Vietnam War. This startled the expertS in U.s. 
military inte!ligence. because their close!y he!d lists 
showed more than 300 men miSSing in that Hanoi­
dominated country. More telling stili, their field reports 
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indicated that most of the men were probably still alive. 
In the late 1970s and early 1980s. years after the war was 

over. numerous radio messages about Amecican prisoners 
'.4ere intercepted from Laos. a country bordering on and 

. essentiallv controlled by Vietnam. Tne messages. which were 
exchanges between Laotian military units. spoke clearly 
about American prisoners being transierred from prison to 

cepts were simply purged from u.s. government iiles. pre­
sumably to keep the bungling irom ever being discovered by 
outsiders. One of these documents is a paoer ccoy oi one oi 
the radio intercepts about prisoners being moved within Laos. 
On it. the N.S.A. chiei in Southeast Asia. John O·Deli. had wnt­
ten, "Purge ... files of any traffic on this suajec::' 

prison or from orison to labor camp inside Laos. Over the years. scores of what appear to be distress signals 
Those transmissions were picked up by Thai Signal person- were detected by the C.LA:s satellite sys.em. The signals 

nel and passed to the National Security Agency (N.S.A.), the WE!re in the form of markings on the grounc in Vietnam 
Centrallmeiligence Agency (C.I.A.). and the Pentagon's D.I.A. and Laos-the very markings that American oiims had t:een 
Some of the reports were backed up byHUMINT~'1uman specifically trained to use in their pre-ViEHnam survival 
intelligence. meaning live sightings by witnesses on the courses. Some symbols consisted of certain letters. like X or 
ground. who reported these same prisoner movements. K. drawn in a special way. Other markings were the secret 

Incredibly, all three U.S. intelligence agencies refused to and individual four·digit authenticator numbers given to many 
judge these reeorts as reliable. Their reason: The intercepts. of the pilots who new over Vietnam. And. at times. men 11ave 
were made by a "third party"-f1amely, Tnailand-and under simpiy carved out their own names. 
the ground rules laid down ay .. ___________ .;._______ aut time ana again, when 

the American intelligence these numbers or letters or 
community. third-party infor· T\VO SEN[\TORS "BELIE\TE names have snown up on the 
mation can never be regareed THAT LIVE-SIGHTING satellite digital imagery, the 
as valid on its own. But this Pentagon. backed by t~e 
response. a catch-22 if ever REPORTS ... ARE EVIDENCE C.I.A. insisted outof hand that 
one existed, catiad common TH.AT PO" 'S 'l-I_.AY H.A' \Tr humans hac not made ttlese 
sense, because these Thai \tv l.V f L markings. What were they, 

. signal units had been trained SURVIVED TO THE PRESENT." then? Nothinc but shadows 
by none other than the and vegetation, 'said the gOY' ; 

National Security Agency, the emment, and normal conlours : 
U.S. intelligence organization like rice-paddy walls. Whether' 
responsible for monitoring the satellite picked up.lettars 
"signals" transmissions around Ol numbers or names. the cis-
the warld. And the reason the missive answer was always 
N.S.A. had trained and was the same. Officials of the 
using the Tnais was that aiter Defense Intelligence Agency 
the fall of Saigon in 1975. the would say, in what seemed an 
agency largely cismantled its automatic response. ·Shadows 
own "collection" network in and vegetation. Shadows and 
Southeast Asia. vegetation: 

Here. from the files of the After hearing this reirain for. 
C.LA .. is an example of one of months. one Senate investiga-
those radio inter~epts. sup- tor, Bob Taylor. a highly re-
ported three cays later by an garded inteiligence analyst 
independent source on the whO had examlnea the pnoto 
ground. The radio message. evidence. finally commentec. 
picked up on Ihe morning of in sardonic dissent. "If grass 
December 27, 1980. said. can spell out peopie's names 
"Refer 10 Ihe Politbureau and a secret. four.aigit cede. 
Ministry of Defense that then I have a newfound 
because U.S. and Tnai prison- respect for grass: 
ers have been identified by Thais. Politbureau orders they be Some striking details of the D.I.A:s nay-saying posture were 
removed from Attopeu Province [in Southern LaosJ. Aircraft contained in the report issued last year by the committee on 
will pick up paWs at the (Attopeu] airfield on 28 December at which Taylor served. the Senate Select Committee on 
1230 hours." Then. on December 30. came this message from POW/MIA Affairs. The material got into the report. however. 
the C.LA. station in Bangkok to the C.I.A. director's office in nelt because of the committee but largely in spite of it"';·aiter 
Langley, Virginia: "Met with and laced source from Vientiane. heavy resistance. editing, and other machinations by the 
The paws. half Thais and half European. are now in the valley panel's Pentagon~eaning m~ 
in permanent location (a prison camp .at Nhommarath in Sometimes the D.I.A. uses its fancy word for the distress 
Central. Laosj. They were transierred from Attopeu to work in symeals it rejects: anomalies. The D.I.A. men explain with 
various places .... paws were iormerly kept in caves and are straight faces that a "photo anomaly- is sometning YOLi see 
very thin. carK, and starving." bw really Isn't there. Independent exper:s in Ima<;ery analysis 

Now, consicer the insanity of Wasnlngton's Circular argu- celOSider thiS a bad joke. saying thatwnen you see sometnlng· 
ment. American listening posts were gone. and thus the Thais on a phOto or on digital imagery, irs usually real. 
were essentiat 10 mOnltonng the radio tratiic about paWs. Yet. To date. no MIA family has ever ceen notified 'cy the 
by Wasnlng1Cn's definition. the Thai reeons were invalid with- Pentagon about any of Ihese groune marxlngs. many of 
out U.S. c::;rrc::crarlon. Sut the Unltea States no longer had whlc~ correiateC to the name or c:StfeSS :er.ers cr seC:'9t ~.:ur .. 
any means ot c::rroooratlon. ine resuit was unbelievable: letter code ot a oarticuiar mIssing man. ihe ?c:ntagcn says 
With the exceotlon of one Cotched cross-borcer foray In 1981, that Since the markings In its OOlnion ',vere'ancmalies' ana 
using Lao mercenartes recruited in Thailand. no seflous nm man-maae. to inform families about tnern 'NCUla onlY suO-
eHorts were maae to pursue these reoorts. ject them to neecless. additional anguJSf1. 

Sometimes. cocuments show, the failure went beyona lack But the governmenrs own SUMVaJ excerts are livid over the 
of eHort ana oecame just plain cover-up. Documents remevea D.I.A:s parroted "shaaows ana vegetatlcn ana contours' ;;ne. 
from tne National Archives snow that some of the raOio Inter- In firm recurtal. the men at J.s.s.A. (tne Air Forces surJlval-
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last year,! 0 pro f 
went into sudden 

Unfortunatel 
1,789,347 

What agony, missing the thrill of victory becaatu~s:e:~.j l~'j &~~ 
The cause of this unfortunate event is called ", . 

fully drained, the more it "remembers" it's taking 
capacity. 

If you want to be sure you're not cue 
Lenmar. The original memory free battery. A 
Plus, it's 100% compatible with your 

Battery from 
charge every time, any time. 

For fresh power you can 
And catch all the action without 
FREE VIDEO TAPE 

training unit. officially titled Joint Services 
Survival, EvaSion, ReSistance, and Es· 
cape Agency) kept explaining that using 
vegetation and patural formations to 
construct distress markings was exactly 
what their agency had trained pilots to 
do in captivity-so as to be less obvious 
and avoid detection by their jailers. 

Then there are the distress signals 
that were never even found. Almost all 
the signals we know about-roughly 
100 or so-were discovered in the last 
few years. meaning that this can be only 
a fraction of the likely total. The astonish· 
ing reason for this is that, although the 
United States regularly flew lOW-level 
reconnaissance planes and spy satel· 

. lites over Indochina from the end of the 
war onward. it was not until the 1990s 
that the intelligence agencies began to 
look for distress symbols an the volumi­
nous photos and cigltal imagery they 
collected. Incredibly. they had no 
instructions to ao so. 

The Senate report said. "The Com­
mittee was rather surprised to nnd that 
neither D.I.A or C.I.A imagery analysts 
were familiar with Vietnam OliO! distress 
symools. or haa a reaUirement to look 
for possible symbolS. ptlor to the 
Committees InaulrY. This was confirmed 
under oath by Imagery anaiysts from 
both agenCies." 

Further an. the report grew even 
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more damning: 'Another indicator that 
D.I.A. has done little .to address the 
possibility of distress symbols apoear· 
ing on photography is its inaoility to 
account for the Army·s. Navy·s. or 
Marine Corps' pilot authenticator num· 
bers. J.S.S.A. still pmserves those for 
the Air Force. As recorded in the hear· 
ing of October 15 [19921. D.I.A does 
nat know what happened to the num­
bers. This is a significant failure .... It 
supports the theory that O.I.A. has 
never taken the possibility of symbols 
seriously .... 

'In theory. theremre. if a POW still liv­
ing in captivity were 10 attempt to com­
municate by ground signal. smuggling 
out a note. or by whatever means possi­
ble. and he used his personal authenti­
cator number to confirm his identity. the 
U.S. government would be unable to 
provide such confirmation if his numcer 
haopened to be among those numeers 
D.I.A cannot locate: 

These revealing passages. cowever. 
belied the true nature of the Senate com­
mittee. It was Comll'aIed by a fac~on led 
by its cnairman, ~,e cnansmatlc Jonn 
Kerry of Massacnusetts. ThiS grouo 
wanted to aopear iO be proeing :~e pns­
aner Issue energertcaJly. bur. in fact .• hey 
never rOCkee oific:al WaShlngrons boat. 
nor did they lay ooen the 20 years of 
secrec'/ ana untruthS. Thus. in ther nnal 

--T 

report. issued in January 1993. altel 
more than a year in operation. the can· 
clusions as to men left behind werE 
watered down and muddied to the pOinl 
of meaninglessness. 

And although a skilled and tenacious 
staff 01 committee investigators haC 
managed to weave into the 1.223-page 
document sizable c~unks of potent data 
that went a good distance toward expos· 
ing tile POW story, some of the material 
never made it into the report. Signifi­
cantly, the staff made the loi/owing find· 
ing. using intelligence reports that cov­
ered sightings only through 1989: "There 
can be no doubt that POWs were alive 
... as late as 1989: This staff document 
was never released. . 

Two senators. 80b Smith and Charles 
Gressley. refused to go along with the 
majority nnding in the linal reollrt that 
said there was ·no comcelling eVlcence 
thaI proves that any ,;mencan remains 
alive in caotivicy in Southeast ASIa.' out 
their dissent was re!egatea :a a tiny feot­
note. The fOOO1ote sata the [Wo COUld not 
acceot thiS ;inoing'~ecausa they 
believe that !ive-slgnting :eocrts and 
other sources of inreJlic:;enca are evi­
dence that pews mav nave survlvec to 
the present." . 

(AskeC for comment. Kerry can­
tenoee. 'No eVlcence of a cover-uo nas 
ever been suostannatec. Ana all 12 sen-
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d.~UI::i, Iflcluolng 1:)00 ~(mm. unanimOUSlY 
agreed to the committee's conclusion 
that there was no conspiracy:) 

The lrustrations faced by those on the 
committee who were determined to get 
at the truth are crystallized in the tale of 
the International Security Affairs docu­
ments. The following account is taken 
from memos .. letters, and other docu­
ments obtained by this reporter. 

In July 1992, eight months into its 
investigation, the Senate committee was 
granted c',earance by a Deputy As­
sistant Secretary of Defense, Alan Ptak, 
to examine and copy certain key POW 
files from a branch of the Deiense 
Secretary's office known as Inter· 
national Security Affairs (I.S.A.). On July 
10, committee staffers headed for the 
Pentagon's Central Documentation 
Office (C.D.O.) in Clarendon, Virginia, 
where the tiles had been shifted, 
because this was the office designated 
to process all the committee's requests 
for information. The stonewalling began 
instantly upon their arrival at C.o.O. 

Chuck Wells, a middle-level Pentagon 
manager, met the committee aides in 
the lobby and told them that it was the 
contention of I.SA that the committee 
had seen all its files. The staffers told 
him this wasn't true. noting specifically 
that they had yet to see a single WAR. 
(Weekly ACtivity Report) or SECDEi' 
Breakfast Item. These are pivotal docu· 

menls. ~reaJ<rast Items. r()r example. are 
minutes of then weekly one-on-one 
meetings of the Secretary of Defense 
anctthe Secretary of State. at which the 
two "'en would discuss sensitive. top­
priority foreign-affairs matters in an 
informal and very canoid setting. The 
committee staffers knew that POW 
issues had been discussed at some of 
these meetings and ir, the Weekly 
Activity Reports. 

Wells kept stalling thElm. saying he 
would try to call I.S.A. again. Finally. 
aiter three hours. sruck 'In an out-of-the­
way room. "He told us flatly there would 
be no files made available:' 

Another staffer. in his record of this 
encounter. wrote. 'Our access ." re­
milJns stonewalled: 

Returning to Capitol Hill. the staffers 
kept pushing. They got committee coun­
sel 8ill Codinha to call Alan Ptak. who 
repeated that they had full access. as 
had been stated in a letter to the com­
mittee from trle Defense Secretary him­
self. Pta~ said the problem must lie at 
the Central Documentation Office. To 
the staffers it sounded as if the finger­
pointing was a smoke screen for the 
likelihOOd that everyone was in on the 
stonewall. since it made no sense that a 
lowly Pentagon document office would 
defy a clearance granted by the De­
fense Secretary. 

Also obstructing these staffers was 
the fact that some of the top committee. 

"Thanks for the story, Dad. but now that 
I'm 25 years old. hOw aeaut snowing me 1M pictures?" 
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people-including the cClT"mittee chair­
man. Senator Kerry, and his chief coun­
sel and old friend. Bill Codinha-seemed 
to have an inapproprialeiy cozy relation­
ship with the Defense Department. 

For one thing. Coainha and Ptak 
maintained unusually close ties 
throughout the investigation. (Staffers 
noticed that the Pentagon always 
seemed to know the committee's next 
move.IBur more important. Kerry. in his 
public remarks over time. had made 
clear that his interest was in ending the 
embargo against Vietnam and bringing 
about improved relations. And he also 
arranged committee hearings and 
meetings in a manne!" that made the 
Pentagon a virrual panner in the com­
mittee's inquiry instead of being a suo· 
jecr of the probe. 

As one S"~er wrote. fn a memo pre­
served from the pericc. "Speaking for 
the other investigators. I can say we are 
sick and tired oi this investigation being 
controlled by those we are supposedly 
investigating ." 

(Kerry disputes all ~'lis. When asked 
to comment for this article. he said his 
"only interest in lifting the embargo was 
to improve access' to POW/MIA inior­
mation. And he says that "the committee 
was dependent on the Pentagon to 
obtain much of its infcrmalion. but the 
relationship was in no way a partner­
ship.The committee fuiIy investigated ail 
allegations of Pentagon cover-up and 
maifeasance:) 

Tellingly though. the committee 
staffers came across transcripts of 
electronic messages irom within the 
Pentagon that confirmed whar they 
already suspected: Tne purcose of the 
stalling was to allow u'le Pentagon to 
go through the requesteq files and 
sanitize them-that is. ;ake out all the 
sensitive papers. One such internal 
message said. "Purpose here is to give 
Ptak/RosS time to review the roughly 25 
percent of ... material [the committee I 
has not seen: (Edward Ross was 
Ptak's deputy and. ironiCilJIy. was later 
promoted to chief at the Pentagon's 
POW/MIA office.) 

The days turned into montl1s. and still 
no dOClJlT.l8f1ts. On Sectember 8. 1992. 
Senator Bob Smith of New Hamoshire. 
who has led the fight in Congress 
against the cover-up. san! off a strong 
and detailed "eyes-only· letter to 
Defense Secretary Ric."3rC! Cheney. 111 it 
he CIted the document s;enewalling cy 
the above offiCialS ana said. 'Cne can 
only presume therr reason 'Nas to gam 
time to screen the remaining ,Ies fer 
certain documents th~/, accarentty. cid 
not wish \he commJttee ~a see.' Smrtn 
called it "a seriOUS breac.~· of Cheneys 
Slat80 full-access COIIO"I ana cemanoed 
thaI sometl1lng oe done. 

Cheney forwarded :ne lerter to me 
I.S.A. office. thus givIng :he job of 
explaining away the S!CI1e'llalling to the 
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very office resoonsible for it. The LS.A. 
chief, Assistant Secretary of Defense 
Ja!1)es Lilley, assigned his deputy, Ptal<. 
to draft a resconse to Smith. According 
to a confidential source, Ptak consulted 
his friend. committee counsel Codinha. 
and a September 28 letter to the sena­
tor was produced over Lilley's signa­
ture. (Codinha denies that his relation­
ship with Ptak was a close one and 
says there was "nothing untoward" or 
"inappropriate" about it. He also says 
that he has no memory of the Lilley let­
ter. As for Ptal<, at press time he had not 
responded to requests for comment.) 
The letter said that the whole mess was 
"the result of a misunderstanding. Com­
mittee staff members were notified 
quickly that the remaining ... policy files 
were available for review, and commit· 
tee investigators subsequently re­
viewed the files in their complete, unal­
tered state." 

All this was patently false. And 
ridiculous. The I.S.A. had essentially 
cleared itself. "We never did sae that 
25 percent of the files: a committee 
investigator said· afterward. "They 
shoved files at us and said it was 
everything, but it was stuff we had 
already seen. It was outrageous. We 
never did get to see a single Weekly 
Activity Report or Breakfast Item: 

He went on: "They were afraid of what 
we would find in those files, and thars 
why they cleaned them out. And 

\ 
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Cheney's commitment was only on 
paper. They were obstructing the inves­
tigation. pure and simple: (SenalOr 
Kerry, in. his comment. said, "The De­
fense POW/MIA office has documented 
that it responded fully and accurately to 
all of the more than 400 requests for 
documents made by committee mem­
bers and their staff:) 

Then there are the instances when 
vital documents have not only been 
withheld, but actually destmyed. 

One such case involvec\ certain let" 
ters that had emerged from Laos in the 
late 1980s and reached the Department 
of Defense at about the sanle time. They 
were reportedly written by three miSSing 
airmen-John Robertson, Larry Ste­
vens, and Albro Lundy. 

The letters drew particular attention at 
·the Pentagon because they appeared 
to be written in code. According to doc" 
uments, including memoirs written by 
former paws, a number of the airmen 
who ~ew combat in Vietnam had been 
trained in speCial coding methods as a 
survival technique, should they be cap· 
tured. The purpose, for example, was to 
get messages out to the Pentagon 
through their families by writing letters in 
language that was coded but would 
seem harmless to their captors and 
would therefore be passed on. 

Documents in the National Archives 
show that Lundy was one of the airmen 
trained in this technique. Like all others 
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with this training, one 01 his miSSions 
upon capMe was to teach the COding 
system to as many other pnsoners as 
possible. 

Something else was imponant about 
those trained in the cocing, who num· 
bered perhaps a couple hundred men. 
The Pentagon kept a separate file on 
each 01 them, contalmng that man's per­
sonal coding details. Each file also held 
special biograpnlcal ana personal inior· 
mation that would be known only to that 
man and those closes[ to him. These 
private facts were to be coded into any 
letters or messages the men sent out. to 
establish their authentlc:ty. 

When the Robertson, Stevens, and 
Lundy leners came in, as revealeo in 
archival records. they were given to the 
special Pentagon unit trained to deci· 
pher codes and other 'authentication·' 
techniques the missing men might use. 
Upon examining the leners, the experts 
in this unit concluded that they con­
tained sig.1s of special coding. Th'lY 
said they had found a number of ·s:rik­
ing correlations· consistent with a con­
clusion that the letters were likely t~le 
work 01 American paWs. But the only 
way to decode the messages was to 
have access to those soecial files-arld 
the files were held by the D.I.A. 

The special Pentagon unit requested 
Lundy's file. since he was the only one of 
the three trained in these procedures 
and could have trained the other two. 
The answer came back that Lundy's file 
had been destroyed. The unit could pro­
ceed no further. With this. the D.I.A. not 
only chose to ignore the unit's prelimi­
nary findings, but arbi[rarlly deeided the 
letters were iraudulent. 

However, accoraing to archival docu­
ments, staffers on the Senate POW 
committee learned of this and began 
asking questions of the Pentagon. Why, 
they asked, had Lundy's file been 
purged? The Pentagon replied that a 
number of those folders had been 
destroyed one by one over the course Pi 
the Vietnam War, as airmen perioaically 
were declared K.I.A./B.N.R.-Killed in . 
action/Body not recovered. One reason 
the Pentagon gave for thiS action was [0 

clear some space in its overourdened 
file system. The whole SlOry was a ' 
cation, start to finish. 

The committee slafiers, digging. 
deeper, ciscoverec that o,e ntes had not 
been destroyed one :y one. but all at 
the same ame. ;l.na thiS aurge oc=urred 
not during the war cu[:n 1975. 1#0 years 
alter the Amencan ,.miitary role had 
enoeo 'Mlr. the ?ans ::eaca accoros. 
was bUlisnl!. They ces.ayec (hem allan 
one aav: said one source. 

The Starters also cerermlneo that 
Pentagon s stOrY-'M[ me only I 
CestrOyeO 'Nere those of men wno 
been Oec:arec Killec :n actlon/Boay 
recovereO-did not SlaM UO 
examlnaoon. A numcer 01 men wno 
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been written off in that category were. to 
the Pentagon's surprise. among those 
prisoners returned in 1973. Their files 
had not only not been destroyed before 

. 1973. but they are still kept by the 
Pentagon. Also. the files of men who 
were known definitively to have died in 
captivity were never destroyed. Their 
files. too. still exist. 

Thus. astonishingly. the only ffles the 
Pentagon destroyed were those of men 
who were still missing in action and 
unaccounted for after 1973-and thus 
could have been some of the men held 
back by Hanoi. men who could possibly 
be prisoners to this day. 

Unless the Pentagon was trying to 
hide its dishonor over leaving men 
behind. why would it destroy the files of 
men still unaccounted for and preserve 
files oi men who have returned? Re­
member. the sale reason such records 
were maintained in the first place was 
to help verity the existence of prisoners 
and get them back. 
. 'The destruction of those files was 

devastating," said a source, 
'because it wiped out any 
ability to confirm the authen­
ticity oi any coded letters or 
messages that might have 
come out since 1973 or might 
come out in the Mure: 

In short. ii a POW tried to 
signal his existence now, 
using such coded mes­
sages, it would be useless. 

What could explain this 
shameful pattern Pi behav­
ior, scanning six presidencies, break­
ing taith with ~hose who went to battle 
believing their eountry would do 
everything tor them it they were taken 
prisoner? 

For the answers one has to go back 
21 years. to the days when President 
Richard Nixon, desperate to get out of 
Vietnam and besieged by the expand­
ing Watergate scandal, instructed 
Henry Kissinger, his national security 
adviser and cnief negotiator with North 
Vietnam at the Paris peace talks, to do 
whatever was necessary to end the 
longest war in our history. 

Thus, on January 27. 1973, the 
United States and North Vietnam 
Signed the peace agreement. And. on 
that day, the NOrth Vietnamese gave 
the United States thel( list oi Amencan 
pnsoners. It shOwed only 591 men-a 
figure far below wnat U.S. intelligence 
had exoected. But wnat could be 
done? The agreement had been 
signed, ana neither the Amencan pub­
lic nor Congress, weary to the bone 
with this war. would countenance a 
resumotion at the connie:. 

Two montos after the Signing, Hanoi 
releasee the last of the 591 men and 
Presrdent Richard Nixon went on nanon­
al teleVISion and said. "All of our 

American POWs are on their way home." 
It is now unshakably clear, from a 

mas's of evidence. that Nixon knew this 
was ~ot true. Several of his key ap­
pointees-notably, Defense Sec­
retaries Melvin laird. EIIi()t Richardson, 
and James Schlesinger-lestified under 
oath at Senate hearings that they were 
convinced by the intelligence data 
before them that a number of men were 
not returned. That intelligence. and a 
Ilood of data since unearthed, shows 
that the number was in the hundreds. 

Schlesinger. when he testified. was 
asked why Nixon would have accepted 
this. He replied. 'One must assume that 
we had concluded that the bargaining 
pOSition of the United States ... was 
quite weak. We were anxious to get our 
troops out and we were not going to roil 
the waters ... '-

Then he was asked 'a very simple 
question. In yeur view, did we leave men 
behind?" 

'I think that, as of now: replied the for­
mer defense secretary and C.l.A. chief, 

'that I can ccme to no other conclusion. 
senator .... Some were lett behind." 

The intelligence data also makes 
clear that Hanoi's motive for holding 
back prisoners was ransom. The North 
Vietnamese kept them as pawns to 
extract from Washington the repara­
tions money they believed they had 
been promised by Nixon and KiSSinger. 
Indeed, a letter from Nixon to Hanoi's 
Prime Minister, Ph am Van Dong, 
pledged $3.25 billion over five years in 
"reconstruction' aid plus another "one 
to 1.5 billion dollars ... on food and 
other commodity needs." Though that 
letter was written on Fetlruary 1, 1973. 
just days after the peace accords were 
concluded. it was kept ~i9Cret for more 
than four years. 

30th Nixon and Kissinger have since 
said that the aid was never given 
because HanOI ccnsiste!1tly VIOlated the 
ceace agreement. Kissinger also said. 
'n hiS testimony before the Senate POW 
cOmmittee In 1992. !l'at "it had been our 
constant pOSition that we would never 
gIVe aio to ransom our pnsoners.~ 

Creeible repons rave surfaced over 
the years of Vietnamese overtures to 
WashingtOn through thl(a countries. 
affenng to retum live pnsoners lor that 
same $4 billion. The overtures. accora-

ing to the reports. were either reiected 
or fell apart in negotiations. Official 
Washington retuses to provide details. 

One such offer was aoparently made 
in the early days of the Reagan adminis­
tration in 1981. A Treasury Deoartment 
agent. John Syphrit. was on Secret 
Service duty then in the White House. 
where he overheard a conversation 
about a proposal from Hanoi to turn 
over a number of live POWs ;er $4 bil­
lion. Four people were involved in that 
conversation-President Reagan, Vice­
President BUSh, C.IA director William 
Casey, and national security adviser 
Richard Allen. 

Reportedly, they had iust emerged. 
with others. from a meeting on national 
securicy issues in the Oval Office, where 
the ransom offer had apparently come 
up. and the tour stepped acress the "ail 
into the Roosevelt Room to discuss it 
turther. Syphrit and a colleague were in 
the room, installing some tachnical 
equipment. They could hear the ens;.;­
ing discussion. 

Apparently, the president 
and his men believed the 
Hanoi oHer to be genuine. It' 
was reponedly conveyed by 
the North Vietnamese 
through a Canadian diplo­
mat. Several at Reagan's 
advisers opposed the idea at 
paying for priseners, calling it 
blackmail. Casey was hold­
ing seme kind of message in 
his hand and reterring to it as 
he spoke. asking for instruc­
tions on how to preceed. He 

was cool to the offer. Sush called it a 
'lost cause: Allen. however, urged that 
it be pursued. Reagan then tOld Casey 
and Allen to look into it turther. 

It seems the nay-sayers prevailed, 
because no evidence has ever sur­
faced that the otfer was seriously 
explored. 

Syphrit, however, was a veteran of 
the Vietnam War. He could not rest 
holding a secret that could shatter the 
claim made by both Hanoi and 
Washington-that all the prisoners 
were returned in 1973. So he told 
Senator Smith, and in 1992 the Senate 
POW committee contacted him. 

Syphrit. no longer a Secret Service 
agent but still WOrKing for the Treasury 
Decartment in another caoacity, :oid 
them he was wliling :0 testliy. He sald .. 
thougn. that the ccmmittee would have 
to suoooena him. cecause he feared 
reorisal from Treasury if he came for~ 

ware IJoluntariiy. The subooena was 
iSSUed. ImmeciatelY, the White House 
ana ireasury cegan lobbYing strenu­
ously agalnst allOWing Sypnnt :0 tesnty, 
argumg tnat tnlS WOUld VIOlate tne iT\Jst 
between tne Secret SeMce and :nose It 
protects. 

Twice Sypnrtt. :"lOW stationed in 
Chicago. travelea to Wasnington, 

--T--·----
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committee put him off, stili undecided as 
to what to do. Finally, a vote was set on 
wh.ether to call him to testify. It was 
. seven to four-against. Once again the 
committee had decided to sweep cru­
cial information under its rug. 

But the committee did take testimo­
ny from one of the participants in the 
ransom discussion witnessed by 
Syphri!. It was Richard Allen, national . 
security adviser. 

In lengthy, closed-door testimony 
under oath to committee investigators 
on June 23, 1992, he generally con­
firmed Hanoi's 1981 offer, but he 
seemed hesitant about giving details. 
His testimony has never been released, 
but San Diego Union-Tribune reporter 
Robert Caldwell obtained the section 

. relating to the offer and wrote about it 
Allen was asked by a committee 

staffer, "Soon after taking oHice, did the 
Reagan administration become in­
volved in an offer made by the Viet­
namese government for the return of 
live prisoners of war, if you can recall?" 

He responded, "This $4 billion figure 
sticks in my mind, and I remember writ­
ing something-I don't know whether it 
was during a meeting with the president 
or to him-saying that it would be worth 
the 'presidents going along and let's 
have the negotiation ... : 

Then he was asked, "00 you recall 
whether the $4 billion was for live 

M.IIJt:lu ... a •• 1-I.I.;)V11t:C,:): IV Wi" ...... lit:: It;:· 

plied, "Y.s, I do. If it was S4 billion, it was 
indeed for live prisoners." (Some 
sourCllS say the number of men was 56 
or 57.) • 

Allen told the committee tha!. based 
on "waves of information: both he and 
Reagan believed in 1981 that American 
servicemen were still being held in 
Indochina. Asked how many he be­
lieved were there, he said, "Dozens, 
hundreds: 

Unfortunately and mysteriously, near­
ly a month after giving his deposition­
and two weeks aiter his testimony con­
firming the ransom offer had been 
revealed in lne Washington iimes­
Allen wrote a strange letter to the com, 
mittee, recanting what he had said 
about the 1981 offer. This retraction, 
however, unlike his testimony, was not 
given under oath. In the letter, he said 
his memory had played tricks on him. 
Yes, he had heard something about 
such an offer, but it had come years 
later from POW activists, who asked him 
about it at a meeting with tlim in 1986, 
when he was no longer in ~jovernment. 
"It appears there never was a 1981 
meeting about the return of POW/MIAs 
for $4 billion: he wrote. 

The committee, in its final report, 
echoed Allen's recantation. saying that 
the inquiry into the Syphrit matter "failed 
to disclose any evidence of this offer: In 
fact. it went further and said that it 

"It's not exacdy a diploma. It's a noranzed teS!/momal of my 
haVing studied Penthouse's 'Forum' lor 25 years.' 

72 PENTHOUSE 
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Vietnam or Laos had ever offered. in 
1981 or at any time, live prisoners for 
money. This was rather surprising in 
view of the statement made at a com­
mittee hearing by its vice-chairman, 
Senator Smith, a dissenter who had 
fought hard for more aggressive investi­
gation. Smith said that the committee 
had received "information that. on at 
least four occasions, the Vietnamese 
reportedly indicated to the United 
States, througn third parties and third 
countries, that there were live American 
servicemen in Vietnam and Laos who 
could be returned througn negotiations 
with the United States." 

The senator even cited the dates ()f 
the reporteo overtures-January 1971'; 
January 1981; late 1984-early 1985; 
and 1989-90. Smith's revelations came 
on December 1, 1992, about a month 
before the committee was to shLit 
down. Yet this hardly persuaded the 
members to seek an extension of the 
panel's life. 

The preparation of the final report 
was in full swing; there would be no fur­
ther inquiry. Tne report sought to depict 
the committee's investigation of the 
1981 ransom report as exhaustive. Tne 
reality was otherwise. For instance. a 
staff memo states that the C.I.A. and 
the National Security Council did not 
allow the committee staff to review "the 
most sensitive files, where this type of 
offer might be recorded: 

Moreover. of the iour participants in 
the White House meeting that Syphrit 
said he witnessed. only Allen had been 
deposed . 

Reagan, now an ex;president, re­
fused to answer any questions on any 
subject: the committee did r~t contest 
his refusal. SUSh,;!,hO was now presi­
dent and whose marks were allover this 
issue from hiS days as C.I.A. chief in the 
1970s, was never even approached. 
The committee cited "unique concerns 
about Executive Privilege: Ana Casey 
was dead. 

Even though he never testified. farmer 
Secret Service agent Syphrit was 
harassed and as a result left the 
Treasury Deoartment some months ago. 
after 2S years of government service. 

As the years passed, the original 
human failure-<eaving men benind in 
the nuSh to get out-was comcounced 
by human weakness, as one acministra­
tion after another saw [M overwnelmlng 
evidence yet dio almost notnlng. They 
either felt powerless to make the 
Vietnamese give the onsoners cack or 
refused on onnClole to pay ransom 
(thOugh the FrenCh ,"ao cone so. suc­
casstully. after their '/ietnam war). 
Frozen in a cosrure ot :nacncn, U.s. offi~ 
cials aoparently conCluCed that telling 
[he truth acout the pews 'NOUld not onlY 
be admitting a national scancal. out 

C:NnNUEO ON P4Ge :os 
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would spark a hostage crisis of major 
proportions, one that Washington did 
not know how to solve. So they obfus­
cated and lied. And with each new dis­
closure of prisoner evidence. the lies 
had to multiply and swell. Were the truth 
told, too many Washington careers 
would be destroyed, too many powerful 
people burned. 

Since the end of the war. Viemam has 
turned over nearly 300 sets of remains 
that have been identified as Americans, 
yet the Pentagon has never determined 
a Single one of these men to have died 
after the war's end. But whether it be 
hard intelligence or sheer improbability, 
nothing cracks the Pentagons mask of 
deniai-r1ot the radio intercepts, not the 
live sightings, not the satellite phOtos of 
ground markings. Nothing. 

However, one piece of evidence did 
throw the government's debunking 
machine into a frenzy-a top-secret 
Soviet intelligence document that 
emerged two years ago irem Moscow's 
military archives. It was a Russian trans­
lation of what was described as a senior 
North Vietnamese general's report to 
the Hanoi politburo. Brought to light by 
a Harvard researcher. Stephen MOrris, ~ 

said that as of September 1972, just four 
months before the signing of the peace 
accords, Hanoi was holding twice as 
mallY prisoners as it would hand over to 
the United States. 

The rep on said: "1,205 American 
prisoners of war (are] located in the 
prisons of North Vietnam-this is a big 
number. Officially, until now, we pub­
ished a list of only 368 prisoners of war 
[the number Hanoi was then admitting 
at the Paris talks]. The rest we have not 
revealed: 

It went on: 'The government of the 
U.S.A. knows this well, but it does not 
know the exact number of prisoners of 
war and can only make guesses based 
on ~ losses. That is why we are keep­
ing the number of prisoners of war 
secret. in accordance with the (Hanoi] 
politburo's instructions." 

Predictably, Vietnam, after two 
decades of publicly denying it had held 
back any prisoners, angrily called the 
document a fabrication. But Washing­
ton, too, became apoplectic. Though 
forced to acknowledgEl that the report 
was an authentic Soviet document, the 
Pentagon nonetheless insisted that it "is 
replete with errors, omissions, and pro­
paganda that seriously damage its 
credibility: 

Specifically, the Pentagon said the 
1.205 figure had to be in emar because 

'. ~ 

this would mean that 600 additional 
POWs existed and such a conclusion 
was 'inconsistent with our own 
accounting: 

But why inconsistent? When Hanoi 
released the 591 men in 1973, the 
Pentagon itself said there were still 
1,328 Americans missing in action and 
unaccounted for. If half or less were 
alive, the 1,205-prisoner document 
seems anything but farietc.~ed. 

Besides, what motive could Soviet 
military intelligence have had for putting 
a phony report in ~ files in 19721 Were 
they thinking ahead with the notion of 
embarrassing their Vietnamese allies 20 
years down the road? It makes no 
sense. 

Moreover, oL'1er recently declassified 
U.S. intelligence reports reveal imer­
views with North Vietnamese defectors 
who gave information about unreturned 
prisoners that closely resembles that 
contained in the Soviet document. 
These defectors were reaarded as reli­
able by their American interrogators. 

One of them, Le Dinh, had worked in 
Hanoi's military-intelligence apparatus 
for four years, and had seen and met 
with u.s. POWs. He was interviewed in 
Paris in 1979 and 1980 by Pentagon 
intelligence officials. Their report quotes 
him as saying that Vietnam had 
'retained a 'straregic asset' of over roo 

FORt-\!:R ?ET ESTELL.E. W\1'1"E.Nft...U~R CStsBR~ .. iES TrlE 
2SfH ,6.,t-lt-t\\I~,\R~ IN 'rIER O'.NN o.U\~ LI'T1U, wAy, 
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u.s. to pay reparations: 
This directly paralleled the Soviet 

"' ,205'· document, which said that only 
. same of the prisoners would be 

returned "at this time: The others, it 
said, would nat be freed until Washing­
ton made political concessions and 
granted economic aid. "Nixon must 
compensate North Vietnam for those 
enormous lasses which the destructive 
war caused: it said, adding, "These are 
the principles on the basis of which we 
are able to resolve the question of the 
American prisoners of war: 

Another very significant aspect of 
bath these reports was the assertion 
that H~noi had established a caven 
secondary network of prison camps, 
where unacknowledged prisoners were 
held. The Pentagon has always insisted 
there was only one prison system, a rel­
atively small number of facilities where 
the 591 returned prisoners were last 
held. It has vehemently rejected the 
possibility that a ·second-tier" system 
existed, where ather prisoners could 
have been hidden. 

Here, tao, the evidence clearly chal­
lenges the Pentagon's position. Newly 
declassiiied reports, from bath the 
Central Intelligence Agency and the 
Pentagon's Defense Intelligence Agency, 
record eyewitness sightings at live 
American POWs being held between 
1976 and 1980 in at least five prison 
camps in North Vietnam from which no 
POWs ever returned. The Vietnamese 
witnesses aiso reported that they saw 81 
graves clustered around the five camps, 
and they drew diagrams at the burial 
sites. They· said t~ese Americans had 
died of aisease, malnutrition, and rigor­
ous labor conditions, and some of the 
sources said they actually witnessed 
burials. The sources were deemed cred­
ible by the intelligence investigators. 
Same were given polygraph testS: they 
passed. There is no natation in any at 
these reports at a saurce who failed a 
polygraeh. The five camps in these 
reports (not the only carnps named in 
"second-tier" evidence) were Quyet 
TIen, Thanh Phong, Yen Sai, Ha Son 
Sinh, and Tan Lap-Phu Tho. 

Here are excerpts fr"m reports on the 
Quyet TIen carnp, near Vietnam's north­
ern border with China: "Source [a 
Vietnamese who was interned there] 
claims to have observed 50 or more 
American prisoners. These pnsoners 
were brought to Quyet TIen as a group 
in late 1973-early 1974 and were still 
there when source was moved to anoth­
er carne in mid-1977. 

·Source ... claims to have observed 
[prisoners] from a distance of 30 to SO 
meters an a cally basis. Source was IOld 
they were Americans but had no con­
tact ... Source claims anOther pnsoner 
told him at aS5lsong in me bunai ot 12 
Americans scmetime in 1976 ..•. 

----------

WATCH OUT FOR THESE Mm. They've 
caught bigger fiSh, Faced meaner foes. Handled 
cougher situations than most. 

They're Tennessee whiskeymen, trading scories in 
Jack Daniel's old office here at the di.still.ery. That's 
Bull Waggoner on the right, going on about the 
trophy bass he caught last spring. (We're 
still crying co account for itS existence.) 
Some tall tales will fill this room before 
everyone's through, But when these 
men talk of how faithful we are co 
Jack Daniel's whiskey-making 
ways, there's no exaggeration_ 

SMOOTH SIPPIN' 
TENNESSEE WHISKEY 

~~ ~. ~l" u:aMllly '10l\.17li 186M 0I'IICIIl • Oistdeo ... 8atUta trw 
JKI o...CtsuIIry, L.erII Moaow. P'roonemr. Rouat t. ~~ ~ 3611. iellll!SStl J7lS~ 

p'JJCt.dm tAt NatJDItdt Rquurn;H~ PIaas 0, rN: VruudSwaCuttmmcnr. 
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- _.,. -"'1_ .... "'wl .<;1.. ",II , cnans. It was the opinion at the examin- North Vietnamese chose to reveal them. evidence as 'raw files: The Ariza ers that there was no deception in the And thus. the 591 retumed POWs. who Republican. a cosponsor of the emb answers to questions concerning his • were held in a small number at prisons in go-lifting resolution. said there coule 'observations of prisoners he was told Hanoi and itS environs. would have been have been a secondary prison syst! were Americans: deliberately walled off from the others 'because we would have known ace Another intelligence report on Ouyet and kept in the dark. it' But that's exacUy wnat these cce nen. from a Vietnamese source who I asked the Pentagon about these ments show: That at some POint at was part of a circus group sent in to prisons. Major Steve Utile. the spokes- the war. we did know about it entertain the cadre at thiS remote camp. man on POW/MIA aiiairs. called back a In the Senate debate itself, MeGa said that :while at the reception hall. week later to say that all five prison sites like Kerry. provided no factS of his 0\ source and the group were thanked by had been visited and investigated. (My but simply launched into a diversions a cadre for coming to periorm and told own Pentagon sourc:es told me that only tirade against 'the professional malce not to communicate with 'puppet troops one of the s~es had been visited by a tents. conspiracy mongers. con amS' from Saigon and u.s. pilots ... : Source Pentagon team. a visit that had taken and dime-store Rambos whO attend tl' claimed she ... observed a small grouo place only recently. and only after issue ... : of male Caucasian prisoners (six to Senator Bob Smrth had gone there.) The Kerry-McCain resolution .cass, seven) who were dressed in light-blue If indeed these prison sites had been easily. 62 to 38. and though it was no hosprtal-type pajamas and also striped- visited. there would have to be field binding on the president. rt gave nim. type pajamas .... Source heard from the reports on those investigations. To con- McCains words. 'political cover.' ",Vith camp commander ... that the Cauca- firm Major Uttle's response. I asked him days. Clinton had ended the 19-yea sians were U.S. pilots and were being for those field reports. Five days later, he old embargo against trading wil held at Ouyet TIen because it was a responded by intorming me that I would Vietnam. Four months later, in May. tr special camp." have to submit a request under the two countries announced they wei The reports on the other camps are Freedom 01 Information Act. I did so on es'tablishing diplomatic missions equally telling. A former inmate at the March 10. At this writing. in June. I have each other's cap~al. ~'1e last step befol 
Thanh Phong camp told r~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ anexchangeolambassadol 
American investigators that and rull recognition . "the American prisoners who But lifting embargoes an were on work detail were not calling intelligence report allowed to go further than 'raw files' cannot erase th 100 meters from their enclo- tangible evidence. In orcer t sures. Source said that a knock down intelligenc lanmer. Hoan. had shown him reportS suell as tnose aoov the site of a cemetery for on the prisons. you have t American prisoners of war. produce further hard infOI Hoan (told source) there mation demonstrating cor were 40 bodies in the ceme- vincingly why the earlie tery. Source said ... he could reportS were not c:-edible. N. see the mounds of about 30 such further reports nav, 

,. 
graves. Source said that from October yet to receive a single document been pIOIIided. 1979 througn I\i:Jvember 1980. he saw The Pentagon's conduct. on prisons the funerals at !en American prisoners as on every other POW issue. has long at war: been protected by most at the Wash-One intelligence document tells at an inglon establishment On the evening at event in 1978: "Viet female refugee. lor- January 26 of this year. 800 Smith rose mer schoolteacher who was coooera- to the Senate Roar to oppose a resolu­tive. in good health. and mentally ·alert. non sponSOred by Senator Kerry calling observed 15 to 20 Americans at location on President Clinton to lift the U.s. trade approximately 10 to 15 kilometers west embargo against Vietnam "expeditious­of Am Thuon railroad so.ation ... under Iy.' Smith had introduced a different res­guard. on a work detail. Nearest olution. one that would have required American said. 'We are Americans. you the president. beiare ending the embar­ladies go back to Saigon and tell about go. to certify that Vietnam had provided it: American spoke in fluent Viet- "tile fullest possible unilateral resolution . namese: The interviewer wrote that he at all cases' at missing men. 
'believes that (the) report is credible." Smith tried that night to present new And in 1982, a source told of 20 POW and tangible POW evidence-in partie­gnaves at Ha Son Binn prison. where. in ular. the documents on the secondary 1979. he "and three other persons had prison system-Out he was continuous­buried an American pilot" whO had died Iy interrupted and badgered by Kerry of malena. and his allies. Kerry sneered at the Desprta this evidence. and muCI1 addi- reports on Quyet TIen ana tile tour other tional data. the Pentagon has persisteo camps. calling them "a lot at allega­in denying the existence at a separate nons' that Smith had "thrown out" to the prison system. The reason given: The Senate. Without offering a single fact in POWs wno were returned said they knew reduttal. the Massacnusens senator dis-! nothing about POWs in other camps. Sut missed the documents as "scme old i this is hollow reasomng. if Hanoi nad a reoorts tat<en out at context cr some-I separate system. as all these reoorts thing .. , out n is not real eVloence: i indicate. its very pureose and design One at Kerry's fellOW aebun~ers. 

There's a myth in WaShingtOn mat virtu 
ally all the governments POW cocu 
ments have been deciassiiied and arl 
available to the public. 9ush, in 1992 
issued the first declassification airac 
live. Clinton, after taking office in 1993 
said he had speeded up 8USh's execu 
tive order. and last November. or 
Veterans Day. he announced the 
precess completed. 

Wonderful. iry finding any at the 
C.I.A·s key operational files on paws ir 
the Nalional Archives or the Ubrary 01 
Congress. iry finding satellrte image/) 
at PCW di&ress Signals. Where are the 
miSSing memos and cables on the 
Vietnamese Idl1SOfT1 offers? The trut!1 's 
that the most significant ffies. from the 
highest levels of govemment and the 
intelligence community. were nOl cov­
ered by the 8usn and C~nton sx9C'..mve 
oreers and rem9Jn unoer 100l< ana key. 

(Not that dec:assltying files necessar­
ily onngs them D lignt The P~agon. 
for examole. says It sent stacrcs at 
declaSSified Nanonal Sec-.;nty Agency 
dCcuments <0 ;r.e U~rar! at Ccngress. 
But here is now one researcl1er. .~oger 
Hall. cescnbeo :he SllUaDon in a ieaer 
to The Wastun<;tCn iimes: ' ... :l1e mate­I 

would be to keea rt secret in Orderto hiae Senator Jonn McCaln. in a radio ap-
I 112 . PENTHOUSE 
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;;;'~iy~is i; d;~~t;;;;-;'; 'fi,;d;;;g 'ia~lt 'with An episoc1e occurred very recently 
tI;1e source. Rarely has there been any that is all too typical of the trials to which 
effective, active follow-through on any of our government has subjected these 

rial has been deliberately mislabeled the sightings .... The sad fact is that... a families. In April 1993. the wife and two 
and scattered into different categories. cover-up may be in progress. The entire daughters of Henry "Mick" Serex. an Air 
Those who wish access to these docu- charade does not appear to be an han- Force major whose radar-jamming com­
ments are thwarted by the deliberate est effort and may never have been: munications plane was downed over 
and malicious concealment of inrorma- Finally, Peck Said. "From what I have the Demilitarized Zone in 1972. learned 
tion. There is no way for any average witnessed. it appears that any soldier that a satelltte photo taken less than a 

. citizen-or expert-doing research on lei! in Vietnam. even inadvertently, was, year earlier-on June 5. 1992-showed 
the POW/MIA issue to find this particu- in fact. abandoned years ago. and that what appeared to be the letters S IE R IE X 
lar material:) the farce that is being played is no more drawn into a field next to a prison in 

And then there are the Nixon tapes. than political legerdemain done with Nor1l1 Vietnam, not iar from Haiphong. 
Nixon reiused. when the Senate POW 'smoke and mirrors' to stall the issue The Serexes did not get this news 
committee asked him. to produce the until it dies a natural death~" from the Pentagon {which, in 20 years. 
tapes from 1973 (yes. that's right, the Why has there been no wide and sus- had told them almost nothing about their 
Watergate tapes from the Oval Office) tained public outcry over this national father except that he had been declared 
that are believed to contain his conver- scandal? The answer is simplicfiy itseif. Killed in action/80dy not recovered). 
sations with 8rent Scowcroi! and others When the war ended. almost everyone They learned it instead when the photo 
on the tactics of how to present the in America wanted to forget Vietnarn, was mentioned an a television talk show 
prisoner story to the public. One can erase it. bury it They still do. The sol- by an MIA activist 
understand how the late president and diers who came home were reviled as Confused .and distressed, the 
his adVisers feared being accused of baby killers. We shunned them be- Serexes began pressing the Pentagon 
dishonor had they told us the awful real- cause, as a culture, we have been for more information. It tcok months ef 
ity: That in 1973 they felt compelled by imbued with the notion that winning is pleading and arguing-and the inter-

the circumstances to accept rllllllilillll~iii~i~ vention of Senator Smith-
the peace accords even before the Pentagon reluc· 
though many of our prisoners tantly agreed to give the 
were still captive. 8ut that family a briefing on the phote 
was 21 years ago-and still in Washington. 
we are denied tine tnuth. Tne briefing took place in 

Over time tinere have been January of this year at the 
Pentagon offiCers. some even C.LA:s photo lab, which is 
in key posts, who tried to tell shared by the Pentagon. 
the tnuth. Their reportS round Filled with nervous anticipa· 
the Defense Intelligence tion. the Serexes Hew in frorr 
Agency to be permeated by a the West Coa~nly to be 
"mind-set to debunk: And the latest family to teel mis· 
when' the reportS leaked out. led and bamboozled by the 
tine debunking machine would shift into the only thing. Indeed, we have never debunking machine. 
high gear ence again. Sometimes these been taught how to cope with losing Specificaiiy, for nine hours over twe 
officers were defamed as maicontems anything, let alone a war. There was no days, about 15 DJ.A officials filled thE 
or worse. constituency for the tnuth, no powerful room and, as one. told the family mem-

One of those reports was done in lobby to stir Congress. MIA families bers that tine images they thought the\ 
1986 by Eugene Tighe, whO was don't command many votes. were seeing on a print made from the 
assigned to review the work of the The press participated in this nationai electronic imagery were neither man 
D.I.A. A retired Air Force Ueutenant amnesia. Newspapers and television made nor etters spelUng out the namE 
General, TIghe had been a director of networkS and radio stations had sent 'Serex" in capitals on the ground 
tine DJA ailer tine Vietnam War. legions of reporters to Vietnam to cover Instead. tine officiais said, these image: 

His report said, "D.LA. holds informa- the war and chase down Pentagon and were "a coniiguratlon" and "changes ir 
tion that establishes the streng possibili- White House untnuths. Yet ailerward, to texture" that disappeared when "en 
ty. of American prisoners being held in my knowledge, not one major print or hanced" on the ccmputer screen. Wha 
Laos and Vietnam: TIghe Clted "a large broadcast organization ever assigned they saw were "anomaiies: they wen 
volume of evidence: an investigative team or any significant told. 

His original language; which was resources to find out what happened to The Serexes went home feeling empr 
toned down by the Pentagon, had been the missing men. to find out if the and emotionaily used. The !rum, the' 
even stronger, but regardless, TIghe Pentagon and Whrte House were lying. believed, had been withheld from tinem. 
had concluded that men remained alive Worse Still. to hide its delinquency, the One of tine deugnters, Jennifer Sere> 
as prisoners in 1986. The Pemagon and mainstream press, tor the last two Helwig, a Sacramerno, Califomia. molt' 
its ailies immediately launched a smear decaoes, has by and large bought tine er of three whO also worKs, has contir 
campaign against this highly regarced government line that no evidence exiSlS ued to struggle with the Pentagor 
intelligence officer {who died eariier tIlis of men lei! behind. futilely, for more information. It has lal 
year at 721. Officiais began whiSPering Over the years, no one has suffered her drained. 
to reoorters that TIgne was 'not too more irom this policy of deceit and Her voice falters and chokes in th 
bright." suggesting senility. CQver"Jo than the famliies at me miSS- mldOle of a conversation. "I'm on :11 

In early 1991. Colonel Millard Peck ing men. The consistent manner ,n verge at tears ail me time now. I car 
reSigned in disgust atter only eignt whiCh the parentS, WIves. ana children help it" she says. ;::ushing thewores eu 
months as the head at the Pentagon's of the MIAs have been manrpulated 'E'Ien when I'm cClng housewOrK, I fe. 
POW/MIA otiice. In a aevastaung ana denied intormanon by tIl9lr govern- guilty mat I'm not wor1<ing on m.s. Tni 
departure statement. he said. "The ment has lei! a great many at thenn not Shouldn·t be haocening. I cien·t co an~ 
mind-Sat to 'decunl<' is alive and well. It only oltter and angry, but. in some ihing to deserve U'IIS:' O+-x 
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