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WASHINGTON: John Sidney McCain III had but one
employer throughout his iconic and tempestuous career:
the United States of America. It was a family tradition.
McCain was a direct descendant, he claimed, of a captain
in George Washington’s army during the Revolutionary
War. And like his father and grandfather before him, each
four-star admirals named John McCain, he lived in the
service of his country: First as a US Navy fighter pilot,
then as a lawmaker until his death Saturday at age 81, fol-
lowing a brain cancer diagnosis in the summer of 2017. He
too might have become an admiral, if a Soviet-made sur-
face-to-air missile had not cut short his own high-flying
military trajectory on October 26, 1967. On the day of his
23rd mission over Vietnam, his A-4 Skyhawk was hit as he
flew across Hanoi’s skies.

McCain ejected, and parachuted into a small lake in the
center of town, where he was nearly lynched by a furious
mob. His two arms and right knee were badly broken. With
his father the commander of all US forces in the Pacific,
McCain would remain a prisoner of war for more than five
years. He was released in 1973 after the Paris Peace
Accords, but the physical consequences of his deliberately
ill-treated fractures - and torture in prison - would cost him
his career as a pilot. “For some reason it was not my time
then, and I do believe that therefore because of that, that I
was meant to do something,” he said in a 1989 interview.

Defeated by Obama 
That something, it became clear, would be politics.

After a few years as the Navy’s Senate liaison, McCain
moved to Arizona, the home state of his second wife, and
won a seat in the US House of Representatives in 1982. His

ambitions grew, and he rose quickly to the Senate, the
most powerful political body in America. It became his
second home for 30 years.

McCain long cultivated the image of a Republican mav-

erick, defying his party on issues ranging from campaign
finance reform to immigration. He saw little use for party
discipline, an attitude reinforced by his past episodes of
rebellion-as an unruly student at the US Naval Academy,
or a hotheaded prisoner provoking his Vietnamese jailers.
“Surviving my imprisonment strengthened my self-confi-
dence, and my refusal of early release taught me to trust
my own judgment,” McCain wrote in his 1999 memoir,
“Faith of My Fathers.”

It was this unorthodox, unbridled McCain, disdainful of
authority and occasionally arrogant, who threw his hat in
the ring in the 2000 presidential race. A self-proclaimed
“straight talk” campaigner, he offered Americans his mod-
erate-right vision, while keeping at arm’s length the

Christian conservatives that his opponent George W Bush
had successfully seduced. McCain came up short, but
solidified his stature and eventually seized the Republican
torch from the unpopular president Bush. In 2008, he
made peace with the party establishment, and finally won
the presidential nomination.

With the White House within reach, he made an instinc-
tive - and deeply controversial - call. Many of his associ-
ates would never forgive him for choosing as his running
mate a virtual unknown, the untested Alaska governor
Sarah Palin. The decision helped usher in the grassroots Tea
Party revolution and the rise of populism later embodied by
Donald Trump. Democrat Barack Obama easily prevailed in
the election. McCain, now twice defeated, took to joking
about how he started sleeping like a baby: “Sleep two
hours, wake up and cry, sleep two hours, wake up and cry.”

Dismayed by Trump
McCain could work a crowd. In Washington, he held

court with reporters in the halls of Congress, at times pithy
and impatient. “That’s a dumb question,” he told one prob-
ing journalist. But the snappy tone could turn to self-dep-
recation: “I don’t think I’m a very smart guy,” he once said.
He could also be volcanic, especially about causes dear to
him: the armed forces, American exceptionalism and, in his
later years, the threat posed by Russia’s Vladimir Putin,
whom he branded “a murderer and a thug.” McCain’s fel-
low Republicans occasionally mocked his interventionist
reflexes, noting he could never say no to a war. After all, he
once referenced a Beach Boys tune when singing about
whether to “bomb bomb bomb” Iran.

To the end, McCain remained convinced that America’s

values should be shared and defended worldwide. He rou-
tinely hopped a flight to Baghdad, Kabul, Taipei, or a revo-
lution-wracked Kiev, received more like a head of state
than a lawmaker. After the annexation of Crimea, Russia
placed his name on a blacklist in retaliation for US-led
sanctions. “I guess this means my spring break in Siberia is
off,” he shot back. Regarding Russia or Syria, McCain’s
voice carried far. But the senator was in effect a general
without an army.

Trump’s election seemed to trample on the struggles
and ideals of the veteran Republican, who quickly grew
dismayed by the billionaire businessman’s nationalism and
protectionism, his flirtation with Putin and his seeming
contempt for the dignity of the office of president. He even
took issue with Trump’s multiple draft deferments during
the Vietnam war, granted after he was diagnosed with
bone spurs in his foot. But none of it made McCain want to
recede into happy retirement. Perhaps thinking of his
grandfather, who died just days after returning home fol-
lowing Japan’s surrender in World War II, McCain sought
to remain in the Senate for as long as he could, even faced
with a diagnosis of aggressive brain cancer. Since
December 2017, he was kept away from the Senate floor
as he underwent treatment in Arizona-and received at his
ranch a steady stream of friends and colleagues come to
bid him farewell, away from the media gaze. On the eve of
his death, his family announced that he was ending his
treatment. McCain let it be known in his memoir published
in May, “The Restless Wave,” that he wished to be laid to
rest in Maryland, near his old Navy pal, Chuck Larson. He
is survived by his wife Cindy and seven children, three of
them from a previous marriage. — AFP

McCain: Unbridled titan of US politics 
Republican maverick shared and defended America’s values worldwide

Kerala flood 
toll hits 445
KOCHI, India: The death toll from devastating floods in the
southern Indian state of Kerala rose to 445 yesterday with
the discovery of 28 more bodies as the waters recede and a
massive cleanup gathers pace, government officials said.
Around a million people are still packed into temporary relief
camps and 15 are reported missing even as the government
mounts an operation to clean homes and public places that
have been filled with dirt and sand left by the floods.

Kerala Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan in a tweet said that
more than 130,000 flood-hit houses had been cleaned, or
nearly a third of those affected. Authorities are also in the
process of restoring electricity connections. People returning
to their homes have been told to stay alert as receding
waters leave behind a glut of snakes. State authorities and
wildlife experts have formed teams to come to the aid of
those who have found snakes in their home, according to
local media. With death toll rising daily, Kerala authorities
said “due process will be followed to ascertain if all these
deaths are flood related”. A 68-year-old man committed sui-
cide Wednesday after seeing the state of his home at Kothad
in Ernakulam district. A 19-year-old boy took his own life
earlier in the week because his school certificates were
destroyed by the floods, police said. The government says
that more than 10,000 km of roads have been destroyed or
damaged while a legislator said 50,000 houses had been
wiped out. — AFP 

MOON TOWNSHIP, Pennsylvania: In this file photo taken on Nov 03, 2008 Republican presidential candidate Arizona Senator John McCain speaks at a campaign rally. — AFP 
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McCain’s ‘Hanoi
Hilton’ jailor recalls
the stubborn POW
HAIPHONG: As a prisoner of war in the “Hanoi Hilton”,
navy pilot John McCain was known as uncompromising,
frank and an avid reader who fiercely debated the war
with his Vietnamese jailors. One of them, the former
director of the infamous Hoa Lo prison, recalls verbally
sparring with the famous inmate and says McCain’s
refusal to budge on his views eventually earned his
admiration. “It was his stubbornness, his strong stance
that I loved when arguing with him,” retired colonel Tran
Trong Duyet said. In the decades following the Vietnam
War, McCain - who died Saturday at the age of 81 - for-
gave the enemies who once held him captive, and helped
reconcile the two countries that today enjoy strong ties.

His five and a half years in prison began in October
1967 when McCain was thrown into the French-built jail
after his Skyhawk divebomber was shot down over
Hanoi’s Truc Bach lake. Fished out with a broken leg and
two broken arms he was shipped to the cold, crowded
facility where some 500 prisoners of war were held. His
captors quickly learned McCain’s father was a navy
admiral, and the young prisoner soon developed the
nickname “Crown Prince”. The early years were grim. 

McCain was held in solitary confinement and suf-
fered from dysentery. For months on end, he was fed
only bread and pumpkin soup. He communicated with
fellow inmates by tapping codes on the thick concrete

walls. In his memoirs, McCain wrote that solitary “put
me in a pretty surly mood” and that he would ward off
depression by hollering insults at guards. And then there
were the interrogations and beatings. “Ropes were put
on me and I sat that night bound with ropes,” McCain
wrote after his 1973 release, recalling one brutal session.
“For the next four days, I was beaten every two to three
hours by different guards. My left arm was broken again
and my ribs were cracked.”

English classes, jokes
Duyet denies McCain or others were mistreated and

says he punished any fellow guards who stepped out of
line. “There was no torture, Vietnamese people saved
him,” Duyet said in an interview earlier this year at his
home in the port city of Haiphong, where he displays both
photos of American POWs and more recent images of
himself in military uniform posing with US officials. By the
end of his long years in prison, Duyet said his relationship
McCain started to warm. “Out of working hours, we con-
sidered each other friends,” he said. “He taught me
English... he had good teaching skills.” In his post-prison
writings, McCain said things got easier for him in the ear-
ly 1970s, which he called the “coasting period”. 

He read propaganda texts about Vietnam communist
revolutionary leader Ho Chi Minh, and was allowed to
roam the prison yard with fellow Americans, who named
different sections of the compound after Vegas hotels.
His former jailor preferred to focus on the rosier memo-
ries, recalling how they joked, shared stories about fam-
ily and travel, and even dished about women. “We
laughed together and agreed that women are the same
everywhere - they like flattery, they like to sulk, and
they’re jealous,” he said, smiling.  McCain left the navy
in 1981 for a long career in politics, most notably as

Republican Senator for Arizona. But his “Hanoi Hilton”
experience resonated throughout his life. Donald Trump
said during the campaign for the presidency that
McCain was “not a war hero” because he was captured
in Vietnam. The controversial comments inflamed his
throngs of supporters, many of whom saw his time as a
POW as a defining experience. “John McCain will always
be America’s prisoner of war, that experience is now
inseparable from the name John McCain and the person
that has been John McCain,” said Alvin Townley, author
of “Defiant” about American POWs held in Hoa Lo.
McCain was also celebrated for his role in reconciling the
United States and Vietnam, which in the half century
since the war’s end have become close allies.  “(His)
openness towards Vietnam and the willingness to revisit
not only the country, but his experiences there have cer-
tainly helped heal a lot of wounds,” Townley said.  — AFP

HAIPHONG, Vietnam : This photo taken on Jan 3, 2018
shows Tran Trong Duyet, the former director at the Hoa
Lo prison in Hanoi, speaking in front of photos of US
prisoners of war on display in his home. — AFP 


