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Praise for
Captured by Love:

As I’ve written in my Mars Venus books, couples that have attained a higher love 
are able to grow together in passion and love for a lifetime. The riveting stories 
in Captured by Love masterfully reveal that these couples have lived this pro-
cess, and the principles that they learned through such an ordeal as the Vietnam 
War actually brought them closer together. Read this book and be inspired to 
strengthen your relationship, too. 

– John Gray, Relationship Counselor, Lecturer, and Author of Beyond Mars and 
Venus: Relationship Skills for Today’s Complex World

Authors Lee Ellis and Greg Godek skillfully highlight the stories of these he-
roic men and women with empathy and historical context. Through example, 
the reader gains valuable lessons on the power of love and its ability to conquer 
all obstacles—even those of war, torture, and solitary confinement in the Hanoi 
Hilton. 

– Heath Hardage Lee, Author of The League of Wives

Since I founded and publish MOVIEGUIDE®, I am always hesitant to offer to 
review a book, but, that said, I was totally captivated and inspired by Captured 
by Love: Inspiring True Romance Stories from Vietnam POWs, which is one of the 
best books about love, marriage and faith that I have read. 

– Dr. Ted Baehr, Founder and Publisher of MOVIEGUIDE®

There are well over 1,000 books about the Vietnam War, but this is the only one 
that gathers the inspirational and sometimes heartbreaking love stories of 20 
former POWs. In this book you will see that good can come out of war, and you 
will learn that happiness and love can arise out of the most horrifying situations. 
We can all learn from these stories—about love and about life. 

– LeAnn Thieman, Nurse, Author, and Speaker Hall of Fame Inductee; Founder 
and President of SelfCare for Healthcare, and Author of This Must Be My 
Brother
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We love this book. It’s originality and freshness is stimulating and satisfying. 
Any couple reading this will be inspired to overcome all the challenges of their 
relationship for the amazing outcome that awaits them. We recommend it to all 
couples, whether challenged or not.

– Harville Hendrix, Ph.D. and Helen LaKelly Hunt, Ph.D., Coauthors of Getting 
the Love You Want: A Guide for Couples and Making Marriage Simple

Lee Ellis and Greg Godek have woven a moving and heartwarming story that 
shows readers of any age how to ensure that love endures. Given the separation 
they survived during the Vietnam era and the long-lasting marriages they fos-
tered after being reunited, the POWs and wives featured in Captured by Love 
certainly know how to make love last! May we all be so lucky. 

– Alvin Townley, Bestselling New York Times-reviewed Author of Defiant: The 
POWs Who Endured Vietnam’s Most Infamous Prison and the Women Who Fought 
for Them

I am grateful for the vision in creating the Captured by Love that focuses on our 
amazing Vietnam POWs and their personal marital relationships. I believe read-
ers will be moved to tears, laughter, and deep reflection, as well as gain new and 
fresh insight into their own personal relationships. 

– Gen Robin Rand USAF (Ret), Former Commander, Air Force Global Strike 
Command and Commander, Air Forces Strategic - Air, US Strategic Command

While we have been fortunate during our careers to have heard many of the 
stories from our heroic POWs, until this book, we have not heard the brave sto-
ries of their spouses and significant others. As two fighter pilots married for the 
duration of our careers, we appreciated the perspective from both sides. Lee and 
Greg do an incredible job capturing the stresses of combat on both sides of rela-
tionships. A must read for military families!

– Col Kim Campbell USAF (Ret), USAFA (97), Author of Flying in the Face of 
Fear: A Fighter Pilot’s Lessons on Leading with Courage and Col Scott Campbell 
USAF (Ret), USAFA (95), Former 355th Fighter Wing Commander, Both 
Former A-10 Warthog Pilots with Multiple Combat Deployments

What a compelling book—chock-full of romantic love stories. These are real-life 
relationships born out of a torturous crucible of captivity, and each chapter lays 
bare an abiding commitment that is sure to fortify your own relationship.

– Drs. Les & Leslie Parrott, #1 New York Times Bestselling Authors 
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Preface, Part 1
B Y  C O A U T H O R  L E E  E L L I S

Over the years, as I reconnected with my old friends from the North Vietnam 
POW (prisoner of war) camps at reunions and social events, I got to know their 
wives and became enthralled with these couples’ love stories. Their accounts 
seemed more captivating than a Hollywood romance movie. At our 45th reunion 
in 2018, the idea of a book about those love stories began stirring in my head. But 
at the time I was busy working on another book, so I put it on the back burner. 
Then in 2020, it hit me that if anything was going to come of this idea, I shouldn’t 
waste another day. I felt an urgency to get it done ASAP! Why? First, because, as 
one of my favorite singers, Dionne Warwick, proclaimed so beautifully, “What 
the world needs now is love,” and the amazing and inspiring love stories of this 
group reflect this so well. And second, because our storytellers weren’t getting 
any younger. (Our ages range from 79 to 94.) I needed to “get ’er done!” 

You may be thinking, “What do a bunch of elderly couples have to offer younger 
folks?” Apparently a lot—according to the people who reviewed these stories 
early on. We worked with each couple to personally tell their story.

Embedded in these short romance narratives are great examples of how com-
panionship, love, honor, commitment, and deep communication—with a liberal 
dash of humor—can help you survive anything and thrive through most things. 

Many of the POWs have spoken and written about the hardships and suffering 
we endured, about the role of our spiritual faith, and about the great leadership 
and teamwork that enabled us to resist, survive, and return with honor. But no 
one has compiled these fairytale romances which became great love stories that, 
for some, had begun before the war, and for others, began after we came home. 

As Greg and I began collecting these stories, we saw that there was more than 
just romance here. Yes, romance is exciting and essential—and you will read 
some stories here that are almost beyond a romance writer’s imagination. They 
are like diamonds—beautiful and sparkling and attention-grabbing. 

But as the stories came together, it became clear that there was also gold to be 
mined—the principles that lay behind the love stories. In a very basic way, the 
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same principles that helped us endure and return with honor also helped these 
couples expand their romances into love-inspired, long-lasting relationships that 
shine and endure like gold. 

In this book, we share the romance and love stories of couples who have been 
happy together for more than 40 years—and several for more than 60 years. 
Some of these include wives who waited years for their MIA (Missing in Action) 
husbands, and when they did not return, these women met and married a re-
turning POW whose wife had moved on.

Aside from the touching vignettes of romance and love, you will be inspired 
by the example set by POW/MIA wives. They were trailblazers in the emerging 
women’s rights movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s. They stood up and 
led the crusade that changed the policies of the US government and the commu-
nist government of North Vietnam. 

Although the idea for this book had been planted in my mind, it would never 
have come to fruition without the help of one of the foremost experts on love 
relationships, Greg Godek. Romance is his specialty. He can see it, feel it, analyze 
the details, and then write it in a very creative and engaging way. Get ready for 
Gregorian’s beautiful chant. 
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Preface, Part 2
B Y  C O A U T H O R  G R E G  G O D E K

My dad would be baffled—but proud—that I coauthored this book. He was a 
1953 graduate of the US Naval Academy (a classmate of H. Ross Perot, who later 
was a major supporter of our Vietnam POWs), so I grew up in a military family. 
Dad expected me to follow in his footsteps. Alas, his son went to a liberal arts 
college, then later left a solid job with an international advertising agency to 
write a book. Dad thought I was crazy—especially when he learned that it was a 
love advice book. He finally came around when I sold the first million copies of 
1001 Ways to be Romantic.

It was a fun and helpful book, one of 17 that I’ve written, but Captured by Love 
is very different and impactful in a special way. My other books are filled with 
ideas and tips. This book is filled with heart and principles. And we were delight-
ed—but not exactly surprised—that all the principles track very closely with the 
advice and wisdom of some of the best relationship and marriage experts in the 
world. 

My work and passion revolve around love and writing. So, two years ago when 
a mutual friend introduced me to Lee, I was intrigued—puzzled but intrigued. 
What does the Vietnam War have to do with love? Well, I quickly learned that 
behind the battle stories are many truly amazing love stories. And as a so-called 
love expert and writer, I was excited to be a part of a team that would create this 
unique book.

My “experience” with the Vietnam War was minimal. I watched a lot of news 
coverage of the war. However, being younger than college age I never got caught 
up in the protests and demonstrations. I did pay all of $2.50 for the metal POW/
MIA bracelet that so many of us faithfully wore in those years. I graduated from 
high school three months after our POWs returned home. As an accident of 
age, I did have a draft number, but it was more disquieting than worrying. And I 
didn’t know any local soldiers. All of which is to say that my Vietnam experience 
was limited. 

Was it coincidence—or maybe preordained—that I would partner with Lee? I 
don’t know, but I do feel “chosen” and lucky.
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Introduction
B Y  L E E  E L L I S ,  V I E T N A M  P O W  1 9 6 7 - 1 9 7 3

In the mid-sixties, when the American astronauts were beginning to orbit the 
earth, there was a war on the opposite side of the world from the US in a place 
called Vietnam. It was a war to halt the advance of communism…It was a war that 
went awry…It became the most unpopular war in American history…It split the 
American public…It was a war whose memorial is the most powerful and person-
al war memorial in the world. To the generations born after 1960, this war proba-
bly seems like ancient history. Yet, there are practical insights and timeless wisdom 
that have emerged from the experiences of the prisoners of that war. (I’ve writ-
ten two books on leadership lessons from the POW camps.) Then, surprisingly, 
I learned there were also some great lessons about love and successful marriages. 

Captured by Love shares the inspiring romance and love stories of 20 men who 
returned from the Vietnam War after five to eight years as prisoners of war. Can 
you imagine spending that much of your life imprisoned by communists in 
North Vietnam (also referenced as the “V” later in the book)? Can you imagine 
those long years of being isolated from your country, your family, and especially 
your wife and children? Can you imagine being locked up in tiny, dark cells 
infested with rats and mosquitoes? Can you imagine being alone and suffering 
torture and abuse? Can you imagine being in solitary confinement? (For some it 
was for a few days, for some a few months, for a few it was years.) 

And can you imagine being a wife, back home in the US, not knowing if your 
husband was alive or dead, and facing the challenges of family, finances, and 
your future life…especially during the late 1960s, when the feminist movement 
and the anti-war movement were both surging? 

These are the stories of POWs who lived through hell, and not only returned to 
tell the tale but returned to continue, or begin, amazing love stories. How did they 
do it? And how did the women overcome loneliness, uncertainty, and a culture 
that in many ways was unsupportive of “single moms” and independent women. 

This book focuses on the personal stories of a unique group of veterans—stories 
that began in war but end in love. As you read these stories, you will learn about 
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the struggles of the men in the prison camps and the women at home and how 
they both made it through. We hope you will see how all their experiences came 
together to help them learn to courageously adapt and grow in both confidence 
and humility, in character, courage, and commitment, and also to be resilient 
and bounce back from the challenges of life.

Additionally, we hope you will see how the men’s time together in prison pre-
pared the POWs for healthy relationships, and how that enabled them to live 
happily ever after. So, welcome to this journey into their lives—where they were 
captured by love. 

Note: As we worked on this book, we encountered many interesting historical 
insights, but we didn’t want to insert them into the love stories. So, we have cre-
ated a unique format; we have inserted nuggets of history between the chapters. 
They are brief backgrounders that will give you a context of the war, the culture 
and the people involved. Also, on the powromance.com website, we share many 
additional stories and articles about the war, the POWs and the wives. 

The following three short sections will give you some important information 
that will help you understand the context in which our love stories took place.

The War

American involvement began as an effort to prevent the communist takeover 
of South Vietnam. In many ways, it was a parallel to the Korean War, when the 
North invaded the South across the DMZ (Demilitarized Zone). It was also a 
struggle between world powers, pitting democracy against communism. Al-
though, it was being fought on the battlefields of Vietnam, as the North covert-
ly and overtly invaded the South, conceptually, it was a war fought by proxy 
with the US versus Russia and China. American involvement lasted twelve years 
(from 1961 to 1973). 

US involvement began when President Kennedy sent a small number of troops 
to train and support South Vietnam’s forces. In 1965 President Johnson commit-
ted US troops into full combat, and by 1968 there were 536,000 troops involved 
in a war that had stretched into Laos and Cambodia. With the Domino Theory 
in mind, America was fighting to stop the spread of communism as it began to 
roll down through Southeast Asia toward the vital shipping lanes of the Malacca 
and Singapore Straits. 

It was a war begun with the noblest of intentions, but it evolved into a political 
football. It was a war that divided America like nothing before. While several 
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million American soldiers cycled in and out of the war on the other side of the 
world, the folks back home experienced many highs (the Civil Rights movement, 
the expansion of women’s rights, and the first manned moon landing), and also 
many lows (the assassinations of Martin Luther King, Jr. and Bobby Kennedy, 
the contentious peace protests, and race riots). The US culture changed rapidly 
and radically in the 1960s and early 1970s. Political activism roiled the country. 
“Peace, love, and rock and roll” brought popular music, hippies, pot, and other 
drugs to the forefront of the culture. 

The radical anti-war movement made the Vietnam War so unpopular that com-
bat veterans returning home from the war were sometimes cursed and spat on. 
In some places their reception was so hostile that it was dangerous for them to 
wear their uniforms in public. Proof that life is unfair was shown when we POWs 
were welcomed as heroes. After more than a decade of the divisiveness of the 
Vietnam War, Americans needed to celebrate some good news—and as a whole 
the country stood up and gave us what our brother veterans deserved but never 
got—a heartwarming welcome.

Despite the war that we fought with North Vietnam and our general disdain for 
communism, it’s important to state that it did not interfere with our deep caring 
for the Vietnamese people. Many POWs have returned to Vietnam and have 
close relationships with Vietnamese in the North and the South. 

The Men

Never in history had American POWs been locked up for so many years and 
rarely under such horrendous conditions. One thing that worked in our fa-
vor was the fact that the Hanoi POW population consisted mostly of aircrew 
members, and the majority were fighter pilots. This meant that we had all been 
screened by very high standards of mental and physical health. We had been 
through lots of training and were mostly experienced college-educated profes-
sionals with the average age at capture just over 30. Some of our older leaders had 
fought in WWII and Korea!

We fighter pilots tend to be unflappable, believing that nothing will happen to us 
that we can’t handle. And that kind of confidence is very helpful when you are 
operating on the edge of the envelope, flying dangerous aircraft maneuvers and 
missions and getting shot at every day in combat. But at capture, we were facing a 
totally different kind of challenge. It would be a humbling experience that would 
strip away all our rights and privileges and crush our egos.
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The cultural environment of our upbringing was definitely helpful. We grew up 
in the 1930s, 40s, and 50s—times when young people were given big responsi-
bilities at an early age. Most of us had grown up on farms or in families where 
the kids had daily chores. If we wanted a car, we had to earn the money to buy it 
and then maintain it. This environment of responsibility gave us a strong sense 
of self-worth, and a commitment to ownership and accountability. If you add 
to that the confident, competitive, aggressive fighter-pilot mindset, you have a 
unique group engaged in this unusual battle. And in many ways, especially in the 
early years of our captivity, every day was a serious battle for physical, mental, 
and emotional survival.

There were two other crucial issues contributing to our resilience in these harsh 
conditions. First, we had great leaders. They were the first into the fire. They were 
tortured the most, they spent the most time in solitary confinement, and yet they 
consistently bounced back and led with honor through courage and humility. 
We were inspired by their example.

Second, there was also great leadership going on back home—mostly by women. 
As you will soon learn, the wives and family members were courageously bat-
tling on our behalf for humane treatment and a full accounting. Without that 
effort and their worldwide influence, our story of survival, followed by a bright 
future, would never have happened.

What seems almost like a miracle is that most of the POWs, against all odds, 
returned home stronger and more mature than when we left. And the group of 
POWs in this book created “happily ever after” marriages that, so far, have lasted 
between 40 and 65 years. 

The Women

There is no way we could have these romance stories without our women. It 
should be no surprise that a group of confident, front-line warrior men typically 
had a well-trained eye for the ladies. At the same time, you will see that when 
we met the right one—the love of our life—we surrendered and were quickly 
captured by love. So, you may be wondering what kind of women would be cap-
turing these aggressive guys. Let’s take a quick look. 

Many of these wives shared a common theme of adventure and military back-
ground. Back then stewardesses (now flight attendants) were required to be 
young, single, slender and attractive women who were also socially talented. 
The fact that they were connected to aviation and travel gave them front row 
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attention from military men who traveled a lot. Five of our 20 love stories were 
launched by pilots meeting those uniformed beauties. Additionally, eight of the 
couples had a previous family military connection. And some couples met as 
kids in their hometowns or at college. 

Twelve of the wives were very involved in efforts to raise awareness of the POW/
MIA plight both in the US and abroad. Several of the single girls had worn POW/
MIA bracelets—and two of them married “their” POW when they came home!

Fourteen of the 20 wives were waiting for their POW/MIA husbands to come 
home; four of those men did not return. Those four wives found their way into 
our book by meeting and marrying other returning POWs—one of whom was 
her husband’s best friend and had been their next-door neighbor years earlier. 
Two of the single women met the love of their lives through their hairdressers 
within two weeks of our return, and they both married within a few months!

Twelve of those waiting wives had children, raising them without their dads for 
more than five years. And two of them were essentially single moms for eight 
years. One of those two had a one-month-old son, and the other bore her son 
soon after her husband was captured. Both of their sons were eight years old 
when the fathers they had never seen came home. 

The loyalty and courage of these women is almost beyond belief. In the early 
days when women’s liberation was just beginning to stir, these women stood 
up, stepped out, and courageously led a battle that changed the policies of two 
nations at war. 

To wrap up…

Captured by Love brings together many inspiring stories. It also highlights the 
contrasts that were dealt with in their great relationships: War and love…men 
and women…anguish and joy…despair and hope…humiliation and honor…
blunt reality and ideal romance. They are opposites, but they also fit together like 
a hand in a glove, or like two sides of the same coin, or like yin and yang.

My coauthor, Greg, and I are in many ways polar opposites. I am a “good ol’ 
boy” from Georgia; Greg grew up in the suburbs of New York. I am a graduate 
of the military Air War College; Greg is a graduate of the liberal arts Allegheny 
College. I am a concrete, big-picture thinker; Greg is a creative writer. I have a 
master’s degree and more formal education than Greg, but he has sold millions 
more books than I have. I have spoken at the Pentagon and before international 



I n t r o d u c t i o n

6

corporations; Greg has appeared on Oprah and The Today Show. I was a military 
fighter pilot; Greg is a civilian writer. I teach the seven behaviors of the Honor 
Code; Greg teaches 1001 Ways to be Romantic.

And yet we are brothers. We are both deeply spiritual. We are both speakers and 
writers. We are both called to share a message of hope and love with the world. 
We have a synergy that has motivated both of us to write a book together that, 
hopefully, is greater than what either of us could have created alone. And we 
both love our wives very much!

Our wish is that you embrace your differences, especially the seemingly opposite 
ones in your own life and especially in your love relationship. And our hope 
and prayer is that you are inspired to create a “happily ever after” partnership or 
marriage. Remember the words of the Apostle Paul when he said, “Be completely 
humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love” (Ephesians 4:2).
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LOVE IS…MARRYING YOUR COLLEGE SWEETHEART

“He’s handsome and a jet pilot!” exclaimed my sorority sister. 

I was a junior at Washington State University in 1957. I had heard about 
Wes Schierman1 several months before I met him. On the way to a fraternity 
party, I glanced out the car window and a handsome fellow I’d never seen 
before caught my eye. Later that evening I met him. We had a mutual attrac-
tion, and we chatted comfortably. We spent the rest of the evening ignoring 
everyone else while we talked. We were already hitting it off before I learned 
that he was the jet pilot! I was taken with his cute smile, sense of humor, and 
maturity I’d never seen in a college boy. 

We were pinned, engaged, and married within a year!

Yes, it was a whirlwind romance, but I knew we had something special 
from the very beginning. I feel lucky that I fell in love with the man before 
I fell in love with the image of the hotshot jet pilot!

Soon after we married, we bought a home in Spokane, Washington, and 
soon after that our first two children, Sandra and Steve, were born in quick 
succession.   

LOVE IS…FLYING

Back in the 1930s adventurous pilots in biplanes used to barnstorm, per-
forming acrobatic stunts throughout rural America. When they came 
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through St. John, Washington, three-year-old Wes Schierman watched 
them with wonder and exclaimed, “That’s what I want to do!”

And that’s what he did…He joined the Air National Guard at 17. Soon after 
we married, Wes took a job flying for Northwest Airlines; he then jumped 
at the chance to fly fighter jets for the Air Force; then—after an eight-year 
hiatus in a prisoner of war camp in North Vietnam—he wanted to go back 
to Northwest. When he returned, Wes visited with the president of North-
west Airlines, Donald Nyrop, who said, “Welcome back! You can have any 
job you want.” And Wes soon was a Captain, flying airliners internationally 
until he retired.

It didn’t take Wes long to find a new outlet for his love of flying. He took up 
flying Van’s RV-4 homebuilt airplanes. Wes was smitten! Those little planes 
handled like small jets. He and some former military men organized the 
Blackjack Squadron. They taught new pilots 
the fundamentals. And, it wasn’t long until 
they were flying in many air shows, as well 
as flying a 24-ship formation of Van’s RVs 
at the EAA (Experimental Aircraft Associ-
ation) airshow at Oshkosh. They loved the 
fun of dogfights, of course! 

Wes had left his POW life far behind him, but the fighter pilot remained—
and he flew until four months before he passed away. 

I don’t know if it was genetics or Wes’s influence, but we have more than 
our fair share of pilots in our family. Our son, Steve, and our daughter, 
Stacy, are both commercial pilots. (Stacy has never lost the wonder and 
excitement of flying that she experienced as a child. She is so passionate 
about planes that she chose her apartment because it has a view of the Se-
attle-Tacoma International Airport; she’ll often drive to the airport simply 
to watch the planes take off and land.) And our oldest daughter Sandy, as 
well as our grandson Steven, both have their pilot licenses. 

LOVE IS…FAMILY

Wes was the best husband and father I can imagine. Before he went off to 
war, he sat down with me and explained in meticulous detail how to han-

Wes had left his POW 
life far behind him, 
but the fighter pilot 
remained—and he flew 
until four months be-
fore he passed away.
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dle the practical side of running a household, how to handle money mat-
ters—but above all he impressed upon me the importance of taking care of 
myself and the children and not relying upon others. It is important to note 
that Wes did not tell me what to do. He asked me questions; most of them 
began with “What if—?” I would think on my own, and then we would 
discuss each issue. He was not controlling or even managing me; he was 
teaching me how to make my own decisions. This preparation made my 
early adjustment to being an MIA wife much easier than many wives had it. 

Wes was sent to fight in Vietnam early in 1965, and the children and I 
moved to Kadena Air Force Base in Okinawa, Japan, so we could see him 
during his off-duty time. A few months later he was shot down. He then 
spent seven-and-a-half years in captivity. After six months of waiting in 
Okinawa for news about Wes, I flew home to Spokane with the goal of cre-
ating a secure home environment for our children. Wes’s parents met us, 
and the first thing that three-year-old Steve said when he saw his grandfa-
ther was, “You look just like my daddy!” 

I bought a house in Spokane. This helped keep our family close and endure 
the painful uncertainty of not knowing when or if Wes would return. We 
lived there the entire time that he was away, plus six months after his re-
lease. Wes wanted as much stability as possible for the kids, and we were 
successful in creating as much a sense of normalcy as one could have, given 
our circumstances.

Wes always put me and our children first. Upon his return to America 
he said to a reporter, “During my almost seven-and-a-half years in North 
Vietnam my greatest tribulation was that of overcoming my grief at having 
subjected my wife and children to the painful and difficult experience that 
they were to undergo. However, I had great faith and confidence in my 
wife’s ability to overcome these difficulties, and that faith has been reward-
ed by a strength and steadfastness that far exceeded my greatest expec-
tations. Throughout many years of torture, exploitation, deprivation, and 
degradation, my will to live was sustained primarily by this faith and love 
for my family.”
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LOVE IS…WAITING

The uncertainty of Wes’s fate in Vietnam was crazy-making. Even though 
we knew he had ejected and landed safely, the North Vietnamese did not 
release his name, in defiance of the Geneva Conventions.2 So he was list-
ed as MIA. A glimmer of hope finally ap-
peared after several years when Kathy Ris-
ner (wife of POW Robbie Risner, who was 
Wes’s squadron commander) received a let-
ter from him in which he indicated that Wes 
was okay, and that I shouldn’t worry. I hadn’t 
felt so happy in years! However, the Penta-
gon would not allow the change of status. 

So I lived with their decision for a few more years until…nothing changed 
for our POWs. This is when the “War of the Wives” began. 

LOVE IS…TAKING ACTION!

Our government was making no progress in negotiations with the ene-
my, so a group of dedicated wives and families set out to make the public 
aware of the plight of our men. This was quite a big step for many of us 
because most of us were stay-at-home wives and mothers. We were also 
upstanding, patriotic women. We didn’t want to fight our government, but 
we knew we had to change their minds about their policies in dealing with 
the North Vietnamese government. And so I joined the National League 
of POW/MIA Families when it was founded in the fall of 1969. I’m a shy, 
reserved person. But when our fourth Christmas came without Wes, my 
despondency turned into fury, and I began speaking up. I found a confi-
dence I had never felt before. I became one of the spokeswomen who gave 
speeches and interviews. I was also active in the letter writing campaigns 
and selling POW/MIA bracelets to raise awareness.

I was surprised and pleased at the positive responses I got. My next-door 
neighbors, the Monroes, owned a local radio station, and they joined the 
cause—and we really spread the word! Then the Spokane Chamber of 
Commerce decided to send three women on a round-the-world tour to 
help raise awareness around the globe! Some individuals and companies 
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stepped forward to sponsor the tour, but the Spokane leaders wanted to get 
the public involved. So, they created a fundraiser, asking for just one dollar 
per person. And they raised enough money to send three of us on a 32-day, 
13-country tour! 

When Wes returned home, he could hardly believe what I had done. But, 
he was really blown away to hear that I had once spoken to 25,000 people 
at halftime of a football game between the University of Washington and 
Washington State University (my alma mater)! I never pursued this kind of 
opportunity, but people around me jumped on the bandwagon and often 
asked me to speak.

To make a long story short, after several years of hard work by thousands 
of volunteers we finally got US international policy changed. Our officials 
made direct demands on the Vietnamese, and this, along with the pres-
sure of public opinion and the world press, led to better treatment for our 
POWs. 

LOVE IS…KNOWING EACH OTHER

Wes was a romantic. He listened to me, he “got” me, and he often took ac-
tion on it. For example, “our song” was “The Twelfth of Never” by Johnny 
Mathis. Once the singer was on a flight that Wes was piloting. For me Wes 
made an exception to his rule of never intruding on a famous passenger. 
Wes asked him for an autograph to give to me. Not only did he get an auto-
graph, Mr. Mathis smiled, pulled out his paper ticket, and signed it! It holds 
a special place in my heart and in my favorite scrapbook.

For my sixtieth birthday Wes took me to Las Vegas. I’m not exactly a high 
roller, but I confess that I have lost a lot of nickels in those slot machines! 
Wes would sit by me all day and read a paperback book (which he always 
carried with him) while I got my gambling fix! (We found many ways of 
being together even when our interests were different.)

Our anniversaries were always very special to us. More than once Wes 
turned down invitations for events occurring on September 13. One year 
his old squadron on Okinawa asked him to be the guest of honor for Na-
tional POW Day on the base. He politely turned them down because it 
was our anniversary. They suggested that we celebrate there and attend the 
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event as their guests. In addition to showering us with gifts and treating 
us to a romantic dinner at a great restaurant, Wes got to ride in an F-15 
fighter jet. He said it was as close to being treated as royalty as he had ever 
experienced! 

LOVE IS…COMMITMENT

Wes was committed to his family, his country, and to his fellow military 
comrades. When he was shot down, he was not captured immediately. He 
landed on a hill with little cover, and within sight of an enemy encamp-
ment—so he knew he had little time. He made several radio calls to the 
pilots overhead to coordinate a possible rescue attempt, but it was not pos-
sible that far north.  

Wes was aware of and adept at balancing his love of America, his military 
mission, and his family. He once said of his time in captivity, “I vowed that 
if it was humanly possible for me to return to Faye and the kids and still do 
my duty to my country, I would do so. Through my faith in America, in my 
family, and with the grace of God, I have been fortunate enough to have 
endured that trial.”

For years I lay awake for hours at night, worrying about Wes. He had a lot of 
time to worry and think too. But after awhile he turned this into a positive 
thing. He lived in squalid cells with little change or input. But one surprising 
benefit was that it gave him time to think. Lots of time. And he made good 
use of it. Instead of dwelling on all the negatives of his situation, he became 
intensely grateful for all that he did have: He was alive, he had buddies to 
support him, he had God looking out after him, and he had me and the kids 
at home waiting for him.

Wes was a prisoner for seven-and-a-half years minus two weeks. He was 
kept in solitary confinement several times, with one stretch lasting ten-
and-a-half months. He was listed as MIA longer than any other returned 
POW—four years and eight months. It was a horrible limbo in which all 
POW and MIA wives lived. When I finally learned that he was a POW, I ex-
perienced waves of mixed feelings. Mostly I was ecstatic that he was alive! 
But, I also worried about how he was being mistreated. 
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LOVE IS...CAMARADERIE

Wes developed a ghastly allergy to a local tree that affected his breathing. 
His captors ignored his suffering. It was so severe that he had to sit up at 
night in order to breathe. A cellmate and good friend, Mike McGrath, later 
told me that often at night he didn’t think he would see Wes alive the next 
day. All of the POWs took care of each other. They cared for the sick, they 
encouraged the depressed, they taught each other, and they even laughed 
together. These fellows really bonded.

LOVE IS…A LETTER IN THE MAIL

I received my first letter from Wes four years and eight months after he 
was shot down. It would be an understatement to say that I was ecstatic! I 
received 23 letters during his last two-and-a-half years of imprisonment. 
But who’s counting? Me! Each one was a lifeline to the love of my life. They 
were all wonderful…except for one. 

In it Wes suggested that it might be best if I “move on” with my life, since 
the years were stretching on, and the future was uncertain. At first I was 
stunned. Then I was dismayed. Had he fallen out of love with me? Or had 
he just given up on our marriage? I struggled with this for a long time. But 
it finally dawned on me that he loved us so much that he didn’t want me 
and the kids to suffer any more. 

I cried with gratitude. This was the most 
selfless thing in the world! Well, I didn’t 
consider for a second leaving this man! 

Years later I came across this often-quot-
ed line which has been attributed to Albert 
Schweitzer: “If you love something let it go. 
If it comes back it was meant to be; if it doesn’t it never was.” This is exactly 
what Wes had done. 

LOVE IS…A HOMECOMING!

Wes was aboard the very first plane to leave Hanoi, as the US military de-
cided that the longest-held, and the sick and wounded, would depart Viet-
nam first. (Wes fit both categories, as he was POW number 23, and he 
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had breathing problems.) I could barely contain my excitement when Wes 
made his first phone call to me from the Philippines! His voice sounded 
familiar and unchanged. In some ways it seemed as if we had been talking 
all along. 

When he returned to the States and stepped off the plane, the children and 
I smothered him with hugs and kisses!

Returning to our home (which Wes had never seen) was a curious but jubi-
lant experience. As we entered our neighborhood a huge “Welcome Home” 
banner waved, along with American flags, and Wes was greeted with a red 
carpet on our sidewalk! Our neighbors turned out, and it was a wonderful 
party.

Wes suggested that we stick to our normal family routine, as the children 
had schedules with school and activities. Another one of his smart deci-
sions was to not try to take over as “master of the house.” He wanted to 
observe and gradually join in. For Wes it was always about our family and 
not about him.

LOVE IS…CHERISHED MEMORIES

I remember so many good times with Wes, our children, and grandchil-
dren. Two years after Wes returned from Vietnam, baby Stacy was born. 
She was a joy to us all, but especially to Wes, because he hadn’t gotten to 
experience much of our other children’s childhoods. (It was tragic that he 
missed nearly eight years of their lives.)

Wes was crazy about our children! He wanted to be with them as much as 
possible. He would take one or more of them along when he ran errands 
like going to the store. He also instilled in all of them a love of the outdoors, 
and we all went camping, boating, and hunting.

I have scrapbooks and photo albums galore, but the one I cherish most was 
created by the teacher who took my third-grade class when I retired. It con-
tains photos and newspaper clippings—and many “Love Is…” cartoons! I 
cherish that little naked couple and their endless simple expressions of love. 
Love was the theme of our lives, and I am so grateful that I had seven years 
with Wes before Vietnam, and then 41 more years after his return!
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Wes made a swift departure from life. Late in 2013 he was diagnosed with 
stage four lung cancer, and he died four months later. 

I am amazed and deeply touched that even now, 49 years after Wes re-
gained his freedom, I still receive letters that contain his POW/MIA brace-
let. People share both happy and sad memories of the heartbreak that was 
the Vietnam War. I don’t quite know what to do with this, except to stop 
and cherish that amazing man, and our incredible marriage, and the great 
family we became.
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Love Lessons
LEADERSHIP COMBINED WITH KINDNESS
Each member of a strong couple takes on the leadership role when 
necessary, rising to the specific challenge. And when leadership is 
carried out with kindness instead of harshness, followers—and fam-
ilies—are inspired, and they thrive.

CHANGE COMBINED WITH COURAGE
Our lives are constantly changing. There are many possible responses 
to change. When change is faced with courage, the result is growth. 

FAITH COMBINED WITH ACTION
Healthy people have faith in themselves, and also in people and 
things beyond themselves. Faith in God, faith in country, faith in 
friends, faith in family all play a role in creating great marriages. The 
important step is to take action on your faith.
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Wes & Faye Schierman

1	 Capt Wesley D. (Wes) Schierman USAF, F-105 Thunderchief, POW 28-AUG-65 –12-FEB-
73, Retired Lt Col (0-5), RIP 4-JAN-14 

2	 The Geneva Conventions of 1949 are a series of treaties on the treatment of civilians, pris-
oners of war (POWs) and soldiers who are captured, wounded or otherwise incapable of 
fighting.



Military Code of Conduct
After the Korean War, the Department of Defense realized that POW perfor-
mance suffered because there was no clear guidance for POW behavior. A com-
mittee from all services then designed this six-article Code of Conduct that all 
military members memorize during initial training. 

Article 1. I am an American, fighting in the forces which guard my country 
and our way of life. I am prepared to give my life in their defense.

Article 2. I will never surrender of my own free will. If in command, I will 
never surrender the members of my command while they still have the means 
to resist.

Article 3. If I am captured, I will continue to resist by all means available. I 
will make every effort to escape and aid others to escape. I will accept neither 
parole nor special favors from the enemy.

Article 4. If I become a prisoner of war, I will keep faith with my fellow prison-
ers. I will give no information or take part in any action which might be harm-
ful to my comrades. If I am senior, I will take command. If not, I will obey the 
lawful orders of those appointed over me, and will back them up in every way.

Article 5. When questioned, should I become a prisoner of war, I am required 
to give only name, rank, service number, and date of birth. I will evade answer-
ing further questions to the utmost of my ability. I will make no oral or written 
statements disloyal to my country and its allies or harmful to their cause.

Article 6. I will never forget that I am an American, fighting for freedom, 
responsible for my actions, and dedicated to the principles which made my 
country free. I will trust in my God and in the United States of America.

H i s t o r i c a l  H i g h l i g h t

1 8
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[Greg’s coauthor note]
As of this book’s publication date, Tarzan and Jane have been happily 
married 62 years.

[Lee’s coauthor note]
Forty-six years after returning home following nearly eight years as a 
prisoner of war in a North Vietnam POW camp, my former cellmate, 
Colonel Carlyle “Smitty” Harris1 wrote the marvelous book Tap Code: 
The Epic Survival Tale of a Vietnam POW and the Secret Code That 
Changed Everything. In the Foreword to his book I wrote that, upon our 
return to America, “most of us had a wonderful reunion and moved on. 
It seemed that the Harris family just stayed in the reunion mode.” 

That’s the kind of couple that Tarzan and Jane, aka Smitty and Louise, are.

“Louise and I started over where we had left off. It was as if I had simply 
taken a walk around the block.”

Smitty’s “walk around the block” included 2,871 days during which he 
endured torture, starvation, fear, and loneliness. Louise’s walk included 
raising their three children, single-handedly taking on the Air Force bu-
reaucracy, and fighting various cultural norms and business practices that 
discriminated against women. During those years she also sent more than 
a hundred care packages to Vietnam for Smitty. Much later she learned that 
he had received only two of them. 

	 2	 Tarzan & Jane
	 	 T H E  S T O R Y  O F

		  Carlyle “Smitty” & Louise Harris
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Several factors contributed to Smitty’s surviving the POW camps: his reli-
gious beliefs, his family, and his cultural background. Oh, and humor. 

Referring to the “Hanoi Hilton,” where he spent most of those years, Smitty 
said, “The Hanoi Hilton: What an awful place! Room service, food, and ac-
commodations were terrible!” After a pause he observed, “Humor helped 
me keep a semblance of my former self.”

For example, Smitty’s first letter to Louise included this: “I have started 
daily exercises and am sure that when I am released, I can get a job on 
TV with an exercise program, and I can be the idol of a million American 
women—what do you think of that?”

It was a miracle that this letter got delivered at all. It was among a handful 
of POWs’ letters that the North Vietnamese communists showed to several 
foreign diplomats in an effort to prove that they were in compliance with 
the Geneva Conventions. The captors never delivered any of those letters. 
But one of the British diplomats slipped one of the letters into her bag 
when no one was looking, and she later mailed it to Louise from England. 

Smitty related that at one point he and some other POWs were being 
moved to a different camp, and as usual they were all blindfolded. As he 
sat in the back of the hot, jolting truck, he glanced down and, through the 
edge of his blindfold, spotted on the floor his most prized possession: a let-
ter from Louise that had fallen out of his pocket. He chuckled, saying that 
as he retrieved it, he thought, “I’ve always been a very lucky person—or 
perhaps Someone was looking out for me.” (Do any of you readers think 
it’s astounding—and funny—that a prisoner of war would consider himself 
to be “lucky”?)

MEANWHILE, BACK IN AMERICA…

…Smitty’s wife Louise had been a very adventurous airline stewardess, but 
now the challenges she faced—as the first Air Force wife of an MIA—were 
beyond anyone’s imagination. At the time of Smitty’s capture, she—and 
their two toddler daughters (ages three and five) and one son on the way—
were living with him on the airbase on the Japanese Island of Okinawa. As 
the first POW wife to be living overseas, she was the first person to expe-
rience some newly established, untested military procedures—which she 
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found totally unacceptable. The US Air Force and the US government were 
completely unprepared for the power and influence that one determined 
woman could wield! They were about to learn. 

Louise was eight months pregnant with their third child when Smitty’s 
aircraft went down. The commanders on the base in Okinawa had never 
experienced a situation like this. They were uncomfortable with how her 
presence might send a message of loss and fear to the other fighter pilot 
wives. They were also concerned that her presence might even lower mo-
rale among the pilots as well. So, they decided to ship her back to the States 
to give birth. 

The military was accustomed to dealing with cooperative and non-ques-
tioning military wives. They were not used to female grit and sound logic. 
Knowing more about babies than the military brass did, Louise informed 
them that she was going to stay right there in Okinawa until after the baby 
was born. She got her way. 

And that was only the beginning.

When she arrived back in the States, she was met by a young lieutenant 
escort who told her that she would be receiving only $350 (less than one-
third) of Smitty’s pay with which to raise three children, while the larger 
portion would go into a ten percent savings account until his return. Lou-
ise was having none of it. 

The young Air Force officer who tried to 
help her was rattled when she said, “This 
is unacceptable.” She demanded that he 
get the Secretary of the Air Force on the 
phone.

“Ma’am, I can’t call the Secretary of the Air 
Force,” he said nervously.

“You do the dialing, and I’ll do the talking. Tell them that you are with the 
wife of the MIA Captain Carlyle Smith Harris, who insists that she talk to 
the Secretary of the Air Force. Tell them she is very upset and is threatening 
to call a news conference.”

The young Air Force 
officer who tried to help 
her was rattled when she 
said, “This is unaccept-
able.” She demanded 
that he get the Secretary 
of the Air Force on the 
phone.
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Her actions were all the more remarkable when you remember that this 
was 1965—a time when few American women broke ranks from their ex-
pected roles as good mothers and obedient wives. 

On the phone, when confronted with the problem, the Secretary of the Air 
Force said, “Ma’am, we are just looking out for your husband.”

“Well, you better think about his children! I expect to hear back from you 
by close of business today.”

“Mrs. Harris, I need some time to look into this. I’ll get back to you soon.”

In her oh-so-polite Southern drawl Louise said, “Sir—soon is unacceptable. 
I need an answer today. I have three babies to care for. Please get back to me 
by five. Thank you.” And she hung up.

And she got what she wanted. And she got it by five.

MEANWHILE, BACK IN VIETNAM…

In addition to his sense of humor, Smitty brought with him into captivity 
one piece of knowledge that none of the other POWs had, a piece of knowl-
edge that was the key to their sanity and survival—the Tap Code. Aircrews 
know Morse Code, a series of dots and dashes, but you can’t make a dash 
when your only means of communications is tapping on a wall.  

In the 1960’s the Tap Code was a virtually unknown method of communi-
cation that had been used by American soldiers during World War II, and 
it wasn’t taught in any military classes. During his survival training, Smitty 
became fascinated with it when one of his instructors, Sergeant Claude 
Watkins, mentioned it in passing. Smitty reached out to him to learn more. 

“As we were walking out of class I asked, ‘But how did they send the dash-
es?’ as I was comparing it to Morse Code. He took me to the chalk board 
and showed me the Tap Code. He explained it to me with a simple grid on 
the chalkboard. It was surprisingly simple and easy to memorize. I filed it 
away and nearly forgot about it.” But just a few years later, Smitty was in a 
POW camp with plenty of time to reflect—and then it popped back into his 
mind. After a few months Smitty was moved from solitary confinement, 
and for the very first time was put in a cell with three other POWs. The 
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men were overjoyed to have company! And they quickly realized that they 
needed a way to communicate when they were separated. Smitty, the Code 
Bearer, had the answer. 

The Tap Code was based on a five-by-five matrix like the one below. Each 
letter was based on the row and then the column. For example, the word 
“Hi” would be composed of down 2 and over 3 for the letter “H,” and down 
2 and over 4 for the letter “i.” Thus, tapping “Hi” would sound like this: tap 
tap pause; tap tap tap pause; tap tap pause; tap tap tap tap. Since there are 
26 letters in the alphabet, they used C for K.

Over time and in secret, nearly every POW in captivity in the Hanoi-
area camps learned the Tap Code. It saved their sanity and built morale. 
In nearly eight years their captors never deciphered it. The enemy knew 
that some form of communication was going on, but they had no idea of 
how extensive and ongoing the POWs’ communications were. The guards 
tried tapping on the walls of empty cells, but the prisoners next door never 
responded because they knew it was the enemy. The POWs tapped on walls 
and pipes. They blinked the coding. They swished code using the bamboo 
brooms, and they even had a slightly modified version for coughing code 
in the winter. They tapped on the arm or leg of the person blindfolded 
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and handcuffed to them in the darkness of night when their captors were 
moving them to another camp.

MEANWHILE, BACK IN TIME…

Back in 1959, when Louise and Carlyle Smith Harris (who had received the 
nickname “Smitty” in grade school) first met, he was quickly smitten. But 
she took her time. He was 30. She was 21.

“I had been a freewheeling flight instructor for five years, flying to a dif-
ferent city nearly every weekend. I dated a lot. A lot. But I hadn’t met a girl 
who was the Right One—until I met Louise.”

As Smitty related this story, he reached over and grasped Louise’s hand and 
said, “Now that’s romantic.”

“We shared so many of the truly important 
things in life: values, background, a positive 
attitude about life.”

“We were both solidly Catholic.”

“And we both grew up in small towns.”

“And we both had strong family values.”

“And we both had a very strong sense of humor.”

“Who, us?”

They both laugh.

“She’s also witty and quick on her feet.”

On an early date at the Officer’s Club Smitty introduced Louise to a friend 
using a different girl’s name: Jane. Without missing a beat Louise snapped 
back with, “Well, ‘Tarzan,’ you better at least get my name straight!” 

MEANWHILE, BACK TO THE FUTURE…

“When I finally regained my freedom, on February 12, 1973, my top prior-
ity was to call Louise: long-distance, from the Philippines to Tupelo, Mis-
sissippi.”

“We shared so many 
of the truly important 
things in life: values, 
background, a positive 
attitude about life.”
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Louise recalled, “Oh, I was so nervous! What if we’d drifted apart? What if 
we simply couldn’t continue on? Would we really know each other after all 
this time? We had not seen each other in more than eight years. My heart 
pounded in my chest, and I sent up the same prayer I had been praying for 
many days: ‘Lord, please let him say some-
thing that lets me know that he remembers 
like I remember and still feels the way I feel.’ 
And then the phone rang! The very first 
words Smitty spoke to me after almost eight 
years apart were, ‘Hi Jane. It’s Tarzan.’”

And that’s how a marriage can withstand circumstances that are incredibly 
horrible, long-standing, and stressful.

Smitty said, “I hadn’t planned on saying that, honestly! I just said it sponta-
neously.”

Louise observed, “And in these lighthearted words I knew that God had 
heard my prayers. I cried with happiness and relief. Smitty remembered as I 
remembered. His voice was warm and filled with humor. The conversation 
was us. I knew that whatever adjustments we faced, we were going to be just 
fine. Much better than fine, in fact! After I hung up the phone, I let out a 
deep sigh of relief. It was as if I had been holding my breath for eight years.”

There is an aura of true fondness, humorous lightness, and deep connec-
tion around Smitty and Louise. 

“From the very beginning we knew our marriage would last. We believed 
that wedding vows are exactly that—vows.”

“Right. I knew there was no way out!”

Louise jabs him gently on the shoulder.

“We are simply thrilled to be together.”

“And apart!”

“Right. We’re very close and very independent. I’m happy for him to spend 
four days away golfing with his buddies.”

There is an aura of true 
fondness, humorous 
lightness, and deep 
connection around 
Smitty and Louise.
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“And I’m happy that she volunteers for several charitable organizations.”

“We trust each other completely and implicitly—always have.”

Three months after the POWs’ release, they were all invited to a “welcome 
home” gala at the White House. Louise remembers, “The evening was sur-
real. Dignitaries and VIPs were everywhere. Henry Kissinger and Jimmy 
Stewart sat at our table. Imagine that!”

Following his return home, Smitty and Louise spent a few months getting 
reacquainted with family and friends, and then escaped for a second hon-
eymoon. Upon their return Smitty was assigned to the Air War College in 
Montgomery, Alabama, and after graduation he remained on the faculty 
until his retirement in 1979. They moved back to Tupelo where Louise had 
bought a house next to her sister when she had returned to the States. Smit-
ty then enrolled in law school at Ole Miss and upon graduation managed a 
law firm for many years.

All three of their children grew up there and have raised their children 
there as well. Harris family get-togethers are frequent and boisterous, as 
they include seven grandchildren and four great-grandchildren! 

[Lee’s coauthor note]
Many of these senior fighter pilots have continued to fly in retirement. 
Smitty and Louise have owned several aircraft over the years. He says that 
as a couple they often invited another couple to join them and they would 
on the spur of the moment head out for a vacation. They loved having 
the luxury of flying to the Caribbean, or back to the mountains of North 
Carolina, where Louise grew up, for a vacation. Golf has also been a fun 
vacation for the guys. Four couples in this book spent a week at Myrtle 
Beach, and the guys played every day.

Smitty was the sixth POW to be captured in North Vietnam. He survived 
nearly eight years in the camps—2,871 days—and he returned home with 
honor. Louise survived a different battle, and her example of courage and 
duty is inspiring to all. Smitty recently celebrated his 93rd birthday. He 
remains active, he still drives, and he and Louise travel together to conduct 
book signings and presentations. They say they have never quarreled. Lou-
ise explains, “We have such a finely tuned appreciation of life. Why would 
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you fight? Why would you waste a minute?”

The happy couple is still enjoying life—and they show no signs of slowing 
down. After 62 years of marriage Tarzan and Jane seem to be having fun 
just swinging free amongst the trees.
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Love Lessons
COMMITMENT
Smitty and Louise both take their wedding vows seriously, and their 
unshakeable faith in each other sustained them through their many 
years apart. 

CONNECTION
The happiest couples have the deepest connections. And sometimes 
that connection can be seen in just a few words: “Hi Jane. It’s Tarzan.”

HUMOR
Smitty: “Humor kept all the guys’ morale alive during our captivity. 
Humor also keeps Louise and me connected. We’re very self-enter-
taining; our shared experiences and inside jokes help keep the spark 
of love alive.”

Louise: “He just cracks me up all the time!”
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Carlyle “Smitty” & Louise Harris

1	 Capt Carlyle S. “Smitty” Harris USAF, F-105 Thunderchief, POW 4-APR-65 –12-MAR-73, 
Retired Col (0-6)



POW treatment & Resistance
Being captured in enemy territory is terrifying. You are helpless. Your hands 
are tied painfully tight, and usually you are blindfolded and often beaten by 
the locals and the militia. But thankfully, the soldiers had orders to “bring ’em 
in alive.”

Arriving in Hanoi, a new prisoner’s situation varied depending on the status 
of the war, the workload of the camp leaders, and the mood of the torturers. It 
usually started out with interrogations, torture, and isolation. Solitary confine-
ment might last for weeks or months, and some would be alone for years. Their 
goal was to break the will of the POW and gain compliance.

Some of this horrible treatment was an attempt to gather military information. 
Some was to keep us fearful so we would obey the rules, and some was simply 
sadistic, but most was for propaganda. They wanted us to make statements 
criticizing the war and convincing Americans to turn against our government. 

Locked in small cells with covered windows, we were typically miserably hot in 
the summer; boils were common. The overnight lows in winter averaged in the 
50s—not cold—unless you have no heat and not enough blankets.   

We were fed twice a day—around 10:00 in the morning and 4:00 in the after-
noon. The food consisted of a bowl of thin soup and a small baguette of bread 
or a cup of rice. Baked bugs and stewed worms were often our main source of 
protein. 

The “Camp Regulations”1 were posted in English in every cell. Basically, they 
said “Do what you’re told and don’t communicate with others, or else you will 
be punished.” 

Of course, we were committed to being faithful to the Code of Conduct, so the 
battle lines were drawn. We were still at war—it was just our weapons and 
tactics that changed.

H i s t o r i c a l  H i g h l i g h t

3 0

1	 The Communist Camp Regulations for POWs are available on the book website at  
powromance.com
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A.  Love Lessons Summary

There are many love lessons in this book, and the key ones are highlighted at 
the end of each story. We hope you were able to reflect on them as related to the 
story and then perhaps to your own life and family. Here we have summarized 
all the love lessons into eight overarching principles or concepts for lasting rela-
tionships. 

It is amazing, but probably should be no surprise, that these align very closely 
with the conclusions of some of the best-known love/romance/marriage experts. 
(See the Recommended Books in the next section for that list.)

We think you will see how fundamental and seemingly obvious these love les-
sons (marriage principles) are, but of course, simple and obvious do not mean 
that implementing them is easy. We are all imperfect humans, and lasting love 
is usually the rewarding results of putting our mate on a pedestal and accepting 
ourselves as a work in progress.

Before we jump into the love lessons, there is one more important aspect to con-
sider. 

Romantic attraction. Romantic couples have great chemistry—an attraction 
that, in retrospect, can seem somewhat beyond logic. It’s typically more of an 
intuitive and feelings-based type of attraction. Romantic attraction was evident 
in most of the stories but not really featured in the love lessons. It’s hard to define 
it, but you know it when you feel it—or for those who are still learning about 
feelings—when you sense it. It’s a reflection of many connections that reside at a 
deep level, a place where physical attraction, core values, trust, and personalities 
click and result in an amazing, almost magnetic pull. 

Brain scans show an unusual flurry when this romantic attraction hits. Some-
how, in the early stages of romance (typically lasting no more than two years), 
this brain flurry tends to overshadow or shut down your ability to notice the dif-
ferences and potential struggles of your romantic lover. That’s why the following 
love lessons are so important, because it turns out there is scientific truth in the 
old saying that “Love is blind, but marriage is an eye opener.” These lessons will 
help you make the transition from the magnetic attraction that fades, into the 
powerful connection that committed love brings. 
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LOVE LESSONS

The great reward of these lessons is that they enable us to slide—even glide—
through the eye openers, wake-up calls, and challenges of marriage to establish 
devoted, long-term love relationships. These are the principles that have enabled 
these 20 couples to survive and thrive through more than 1,000 years of com-
bined successful and happy relationships. 

1.	 Companionship. Human beings are designed for relationships. We all want 
to have good relationships—they make us feel valued, special, important, and 
happy. Romance takes it a step further to an even deeper connection of the heart. 
How wonderful it is to know that someone is emotionally, mentally, physically, 
and even spiritually attracted to us. When we want to spend time together, listen 
to each other, and care for each other, we become friends and teammates at the 
deepest level.  

Harvard University conducted a 75-year study to determine what makes a per-
son happy and successful in life. The results showed that good relationships keep 
us happier and healthier. The study concluded that regardless of all your other 
worldly accomplishments, the biggest predictor of your happiness and fulfill-
ment in life is, basically, love.1

Committed companionship facilitates true love and enables a couple to enjoy 
being together so much that they become soulmates—sharing life together, en-
joying humor. Soulmates are equipped to work through the challenges of life and 
marriage. And this companionship creates the foundation for both spontaneous 
and intentional affection and the joy of sexual intimacy.  

2.	 Common Values/Shared Faith. Values are the foundation for our character 
and sense of right and wrong. They provide the guard rails for our travel through 
life and form the framework for our view of the world and the individual ethics 
of others. A couple with similar/shared values tends to have a common mindset 
on the most important areas, and that makes it easier for them to align their 
worldview on issues that arise. 

Closely connected is our spiritual faith. As you saw in the stories, it was the 
anchor for most of the relationships. Their faith in God enabled them to know 
they were loved by a divine higher power. Their faith helped them deal with their 
life challenges, and also helped them believe that they were not alone and would 
somehow make it through their pain and suffering.
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Interestingly, most of the key marriage books featured in the next chapter point 
out that a good marriage relationship helps each partner in their spiritual growth 
and refinement. And of course, all these aspects of values, character, and faith 
are foundations for many of the other key love lessons here. Common values and 
shared faith help improve trust, inspire love, and ultimately produce a healthy 
family, which is the greatest contribution one can make to the next generation. 

3.	 Respect. The concept of respect is broad and powerful. Every human has a 
deep need to be respected, and we tend to experience great pain and negative 
emotions when disrespected. We saw in the stories many ways in which great 
marriage partners respect their beloved. Most of us have heard the idea of put-
ting someone on a pedestal. In many ways we believe that’s a good way to look at 
your mate. Put them on a respect pedestal and work hard to keep them there so 
they feel special and know that you see them as special. 

Several of the Love Lessons emphasized this pedestal approach. For example, 
our couples were intentional about showing appreciation and gratitude. They 
love and believe in the other person so much that they show them patience and 
empathy, even in challenging situations. And when they didn’t, they reflected on 
it and came back to apologize and respond with different words and emotions. 
Respecting each other in this way makes it easier for them to give and take and 
negotiate, which research shows are key aspects of great marriages.

4.	 Focus on your love’s unique strengths, and ignore their struggles. One 
of the most obvious and important lessons was the way these strong couples 
learned to honor and celebrate their partners’ natural talents (personality, innate 
traits, bent) and ignore their struggles. Interestingly, the famous management 
and leadership author Marcus Buckingham begins his book The One Thing You 
Need to Know with an example of “The one thing you need to know” about a 
marriage relationship. He says, “Find the most generous explanation for each 
other’s behavior and believe it.” He points out that research shows that the most 
lasting and happiest love relationships come when we identify our partner’s tal-
ents and project them into what he calls “positive illusions,” so that we believe in 
them even more than they believe in themselves. We agree and believe that when 
you intentionally notice and affirm the talents of your teammate, it’s like a strong 
ray of love that helps them feel worthy and accepted. In the stories you saw how it 
enabled couples to achieve the remarkable status of being both independent and 
interdependent. We share some specific ways to do this using the Relationship 
Report, which we introduce in a later section of this book.
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5.	 Trust. Whether it’s friendship, leadership, teamwork, politics, or marriage, 
trust is essential; you might think of it as the glue that holds things together. 
Trust means safety, and that facilitates vulnerability, which allows others to be 
genuine.  Even though it seems to be the key bond that holds couples together, 
it also seems that trust is like a channel that contains the flow of all these other 
lesson attributes. Regardless of how you look at it, trust is essential to all relation-
ships, and even more so in a loving marriage relationship.

6.	 Optimism. This came up in several of our stories, perhaps because it was a 
lesson learned during our hard times. Research shows that keeping a positive 
outlook was essential for the POWs’ resilience and survival. The same is true 
in marriage. Life is tough, and every relationship will undergo difficult times: 
disagreements, disappointments, losses, and suffering. But, allowing negative 
emotions to persist creates a negative outlook, and negativity undermines all 
relationships. Just like good teams, loving couples learn to address problems, 
accept losses, overcome challenges, and bounce back. 

One of the key lessons that we POWs brought home was not only to think pos-
itively and be optimistic, but to deal with the issues as a team. If you collaborate 
and listen to the ideas of others and then come up with a plan, you can walk it 
out step by step until you come out the other side successfully. Or, as it was in 
our case, we walked out the gates of the Hanoi Hilton and headed home after 
many years of keeping the faith. Couples who stick together and work through 
issues with a positive attitude, believe in each other, and are resilient can create 
good outcomes. 

7.	 Commitment. What typically enables our perseverance through the challeng-
ing times in life is pure commitment. Take a look at these synonyms: promise, 
pledge, vow, word, duty, devotion. This type of commitment was essential for 
the Vietnam POWs to serve honorably. And it’s the same in marriage. When 
you commit to something that is dear to you and part of your life purpose and 
mission, you don’t turn your back and walk away. Rather, you humbly find a way 
to work through the issues that have made it challenging. 

In marriage we often refer to it as devotion. When you are devoted, you are 
willing to courageously confront your doubts and fears and walk into the painful 
sacrifice that may be needed to achieve your goal. Life (and marriage) is going 
to have difficulties—there are no exceptions. That’s why we all need the perse-
verance to work through issues even when it feels sacrificial. With optimism and 
commitment, great mates turn toward the problem and humbly do their duty to 
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follow the process, and overcome the barriers and issues, getting help as needed. 

8.	 Healthy and Authentic. This was not specifically identified as a love lesson, 
but the concepts of being healthy and authentic are foundational for all the rest. 
From my leadership coaching and Mary’s counseling experience, we know that 
emotionally healthy people tend to be more authentic; they are more comfort-
able with themselves and therefore can be more focused on giving their love 
and attention to others. Healthy, authentic people have the best relationships—at 
home and at work. 

But none of us grew up in a perfect home, with perfect parents, perfect neigh-
bors, perfect friends, teachers and role models. We all have some emotional scars 
of fear, shame, guilt, and false pride from our childhood and teenage years. And 
we continue to learn more about the PTSD related struggles of war veterans.  
So, we are all a bit unhealthy, and thus for love relationships to thrive, we must 
work at growing healthier—which means becoming more secure about our own 
inner self. I encourage you to take a look at the Insecure to Secure Model on 
powromance.com to see the power of growing more comfortable with who you 
are. 

I think you’ll see that one of the most important contributions to growing 
healthier is to have people around us who believe in us, who focus on our unique 
talents and strengths, and encourage us often. This is evident in our stories, and 
when you reflect back on those who have had the most positive impact on your 
life and career, you’ll see how important it was. So, listen to them, receive those 
rays of love, believe in yourself, and then become a giver, sending similar rays of 
love to others. 

* * * *

Well, there you have the lessons all compiled for your reflection and discussions. 
In the next section we introduce you to some of the most famous marriage and 
love experts. And in the final section, we introduce our N8Traits Relationship 
Report, based on natural behavior. It enables two people to see how they are 
similar and different in eight factors of natural behavior (personality). We think 
you will enjoy all of these very helpful resources.

1	 https://www.fastcompany.com/90274181/secret-to-fulfilling-life-harvard-study



Lee Ellis is Founder and President of Leading with Honor® and FreedomStar 
Media®. He is an award-winning author, leadership coach, and speaker in the 
areas of leadership and human performance. His past clients include Fortune 
500 executives and C-Level leaders in a broad range of business and military 
sectors. His media appearances include interviews on CNN, CBS This Morning, 
C-SPAN, ABC World News, and Fox News.

Early in his career, Lee served as an Air Force fighter pilot flying 53 combat 
missions over North Vietnam. In 1967, he was shot down and held as a POW for 
more than five years in Hanoi and surrounding camps. For his wartime service 
he was awarded two Silver Stars, the Legion of Merit, the Bronze Star with Valor 
device, the Purple Heart, and POW Medal. Lee resumed his Air Force career, 
serving in leadership roles of increasing responsibility, including command of 
a flying squadron and two leadership training organizations before retiring as a 
colonel.

Lee has a BA in History and an MS in Counseling and Human Development. 
He has authored or coauthored six books on leadership and career development; 
two of which have received multiple awards. One is now available as an online 
leadership and team development course for in-house training of teams and 
leadership groups.

In 2014, Lee was inducted into the Georgia Military Veterans Hall of Fame, and 
in 2015 was a DAR Medal of Honor Recipient for a lifetime of patriotic service. 

Lee and his wife Mary celebrate their differences. By respecting each other and 
listening to the other’s perspective they make a great team. They are now cele-
brating 48 years of a very happy marriage. They reside north of Atlanta, near the 
Blue Ridge mountains. They have four grown children and six grandchildren.
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Greg Godek. “I had a girlfriend when I was in kindergarten. It simply seemed 
natural to me that people belong coupled-up.” And so the die was cast. Nine 
girlfriends and 30 years later, Greg wrote a #1 bestseller, selling three million 
copies. He taught romance classes on Oprah and Donahue, and Jay Leno joked in 
his monologue: “There’s a new book called 1001 Ways to be Romantic. That’s an 
awful lot of ways! I mean, guys—if the first thousand don’t work…what are the 
chances she’s gonna stick around when you say, ‘Oh wait! One more!’?!”

The themes and threads of Greg’s life are love and creativity, with a big dose of 
humor. In the world of love his guiding belief is that “Love is an emotion. Ro-
mance is an action. Romance is what brings love alive in the real world.” Greg 
retired from the romance biz at the turn of the millennium to teach creativity, 
based on his underground bestseller, How to be Mildly Brilliant. Recently he be-
gan coauthoring a unique take on romantic relationships, with Captured by Love: 
Inspiring True Romance Stories From Vietnam POWs. This, in turn led to his 
coming out of retirement from the romance biz, and to his upcoming book 1001 
Ways to be Romantic: The Baby Boomer Edition.

Greg earned a creative writing degree…spent 15 years in “Mad Men”-like agen-
cies…then got inspired and wrote and self-published his first book in three 
months…undertook the biggest book signing tour in history (two years aboard 
a custom RV, visiting 287 bookstores in 43 states)…and has never looked back.

Greg and his wife/muse, neurohumorist Karyn Buxman, both write and speak 
professionally. They live a never-ending honeymoon, they are two peas in a pod, 
and their motto is, “Nobody will ever be as entertained by us, as us.” Greg credits 
POW Tom McNish and his wife Yona for this motto. “I saw this on a plaque in 
their home, and it resonated with me and Karyn instantly! They explained that it 
reflects their deep and intimate bonds—bonds that extend to their entire family, 
all of whom display this plaque in their homes.”
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The first goal of the Relationship Report is to help you gain objective insights into who you 
are and understand your natural DNA Behavior. It will dissect the following eight Factors 
with sixteen Traits of behavior shown below that will help you understand and develop 
more of the positive aspects of what makes you tick. 

As you honestly assess both your natural strengths and struggles together as a couple, 
you’ll be able to see each others’ strengths and especially their struggles from a more 
objective and compassionate perspective. There is no hierarchy of talents. They are all 
valuable and worth celebrating. We each possess many talents—our own unique array—
but they’re occasionally hidden from view and must be coaxed out.

Purchase and take your assessment and
instantly get your personalized report

at POWRomance.com/Report.

The N8Traits® Relationship Report



Understand and Celebrate Your Differences 
with the N8Traits® Relationship Report

Three of the most important aspects are that each person:

•	 Has natural traits (their natural talents).

•	 Has strengths and struggles that go with their talents.  
Yes, we all have an equal number of struggles that go along with  
our talents.

•	 Likes to be related to, and communicated with, in their unique 
way—which is often very different from the other.

The N8Traits® Relationship Report provides a scientific explanation of each 
person’s unique talents (strengths and associated struggles) and supporting 
graphics that make it easy to see areas where the two may be similar or 
different. Coaching points are also included to help you apply what you’ve 
learned.

Purchase and take your assessment and instantly get  
your personalized report at POWRomance.com/Report. 
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You may have some awareness of 
the unique differences in people, but 
do you know how to harness and 
manage these differences to create a 
dynamic people culture?

Grounded in statistical research and 
supported by data from millions of 
clients and more than 45 years of 
workplace experience, Lee Ellis and 
Hugh Massie reveal their personal 
stories on how they’ve successfully 
helped organizations achieve their 
goals by applying practical insights 
on human design.

How did American military leaders 
in the brutal POW camps of North 
Vietnam inspire their followers for 
six, seven, and even eight years to 
remain committed to the mission, 
resist a cruel enemy, and return 
home with honor? What leadership 
principles engendered such extreme 
devotion, perseverance, and team-
work? 

In this award-winning, powerful, 
and practical book, Lee Ellis, a 
former Air Force pilot, candidly 
talks about his five and a half years 
of captivity and the 14 key leader-
ship principles behind this amazing 
experience.
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