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' L.I Wife of aWar Prison er
- Continues 75-Month Vigil

By JOSEPH LELYVELD
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Speclal to The New York Times

BAY SHORE, L. I, Jan. 9
Think back to September,
1965: The Pope was planning

». “to visit New York, where a
eRpubhcan named Lindsay
‘was' running for Mayor, and
“The Making of the President
1964” was first on the best-
-seller list.

Though 75 months have in-
tervened, Eileen Cormier has
no trouble summoning back
‘that September. It was then
- that. -her husband, an Air
‘. Force sergeant, left her here
“'with ‘their 'four preschool
Cichildren .and went off to his
,Second tour of duty,in 'Viet-
nam

me ‘what the Alr Force calls a

“para-rescuer” 'so ~he could -

; “take part in the retrieval of
space . capsules. In: wartime
| |\ that military specialty meant
"ihe was supposed “'to ‘para-
'chute on land or sea to res-
“cue downed airmen, even if
) A gemeant jumping 'ifito enemy

B ﬂ’e told his father-in-law
that he would be lucky if he
< f\sted six miont; hs. In fact, he
. was taken prisoner.in North
- Viletnam ' after “his - tour’ of
dt) y began.
Beven Chnstmases have
thpassed and later .this
Mrcsw Cormier ‘will mark her

seve th wedding anniversary.

'sincet her. husband  was cap-
tured they have had only
fWe tpgether.

“Kev an: infant when hlS

Artfhur Cornner had beco-

in - bitter.” solitude, .
* metropolitan area, there

fa’cher left, is now a second- g

- grader.j, Sean, the -oldest child :

~and they only one with vivid ]

is fat)her, is'in
‘junior hgh sc ool." e

" “The: ¢ lldren have always
been the ‘only ones-in school
her. was ' in. Viet-

‘mam;, sdic yMr,s Cormijer, who'
sbandoned her last

s

- long agh.
\ghred of hkelief that the pro-
- longation c\f the: war and her

Tellst\ of Vow

“I mean, wg se father goes
to Yietnam" hey ask, ‘Why

did he go?! Ar\cl 1I'say, “That’ s

‘what ¥d like tv know.” Once
ihey asked, “Hipw come you

he i rea% Chrlstnias

Amerlcan “prisondrs taken
ereishé was not really
“surprised or shocked! because,
~she said, “Nothmg shocks me
anvmore
. But she! could 2t he 1p think=
ing that some of the airmen
4 . tlow must hay’e been
: in “school when Rer hus-
~band was- captured (“4n high
school, for God's sake!” And
she couldn’t help wondering,
she said, “Those people who
get shot down today, wvhere
were they yesterday? Wl1io in
his right mind would fly
those planes? I mean, dlon’t
we learn anything?”

Mrs. Cormier can remem-
ber an especially bleak mmo-
ment in 1965 when she dis-
pairingly told a friend that
her husband would be gone
for eight years. “Oh nuv,
Eileen,” the friend

@

“they’ll never let it last that
long.”

Now she hopes her predic-
tion was correct. “It| will
mean I only have a ydar to
go,” she said. But for her own
emotional stability and| that
of - hér children, she| has
learned to guard against her
hopes and to live her life as
if no change could be¢ ex-
pected soon.

‘Sheis in her seventh| year
as librarian at ‘the Copnet-
quot Elementary School in
nearby Islip Terrace. It| was
her husband’s idea, she|said,
that she return to teaching
during his absence. Now she
thinks it was ‘an inspired
idea, for she found salvation
of a kind in the fact | that
there was some place| she
had to go the Monday morn-
ing . after she received| her
first' telegram from the |Pen-
tagon, saying he was missing
‘inaction,

A year after he was |cap-
tured, she went back to sghool
to earn a master's degree.
The next year she bought a
house :

Only later did she become
active in organized activities
on behalf of the prisoners.
Most of the wives live mear -
military ‘installations. In the
are
‘only five whose husbands are
known  prisoners; - of those,
Sergeant Cormier has' been
held ‘the longest‘

‘ For ‘more' than'a year she
served on:the board of} the
National League’ of Families
of American ' Prlsoners and
'Missing in. Southeast ‘Asia,,
. which meant she was invited
‘to- regular ‘meetings < Wwith
Henry A. Kissinger, President
-Nixon’s national security ad-
“viser.

ost,”

v As “a. mnote of prot

we don’t?”; i

ki'of new bohing raids .
over: Nox‘t}; Vietnatn and new: |

said,




when - she visits the White
House she ‘always wears a
faded Air Force fatigue jacket
belonging to  her husband.
“There’s no. point in going in
white gloves and high heels,”
she said. “I'm.just not in that
kind' of mood.” .

Mr. Kissinger now- calls her
by her first name. He has
convinced her that he is sin-
cere in his belief that Vietna-

Left: Air Force Sgt. Arthur Cormier in North

mization ‘is -the - best policy.
But.he hasn’t convinced her
that his policy will bring her
husband home, so she is
never reassured when she is
told that it is progressing
well.

“They say, ‘Have faith in
the President’ I answer,
‘Which President?’ ” she said.
“This is the third Presidential
campaign since my husband

5

first went to Vietnam. I've
1old them, ‘'m the one who'’s
the constant. You’re the vari-
able. T was here before you
and T'll be here after you.’”
' Unlike many ‘wives of
American  prisoners, Mrs.
Cormier isn’t burdened by
fears that her husband will
return as a physical or an
emotional wreck.

As a charter inmate of the

“Hanoi Hilton”—the most fre-
quently photographed prison
camp—he has shown up in
many films brought back
from North Vietnam. From

‘his appearance in those pic-

tures and his testimony in
the 30 letters he has been
allowed to write, she believes
him to be in good health.
She has always admired
her husband’s resilience. Now

she thinks she finds some-
thing “deeper” in his letters.
“I guess we both realize how
fleeting life is,” she” said.
“That sounds kind of trite.
But oddly enough, I feel very
close to him now.”

A long time ago, she said,
she would worry about what
she would wear to the airport
when he got back, or whether
she would lead him in the

: ; i \ The New York Times/Robert Walker
Vietnamese prisoner of war camp in photo recently mailed to Mrs. Cormier. Right: Mrs. Cormier at work in library of an Islip school.

front or the back door of the
house he has never seen. Now
she worries only about his
adjustment.

“There aren’t going to be
any ticker-tape parades down
Fifth Avenue for the return-
ing P.O.W.’s,” she said. ‘“How
do you explain to your hus-
band who has gone through
so much that no one really
cares?”




