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On New Year’s Eve of 1941, the American and Filipino army wounded at Manila’s Sternberg Hospital were rushed from their wards to an awaiting hospital ship, the last vessel to depart Manila before it fell to the Japanese. Looking on in disbelief, navy nurse Bertha Evans asked, “What about the navy patients? What’s supposed to happen to them?”


Preface

I have a clear memory of that moment when our innocence was fractured, perhaps because it was in such contrast to our blissful cousin-play. It was a midsummer night in the 1960s, and we were playing badminton on the south lawn of Lilac Hedges, our grandmother’s home in New Jersey. The highlight of those summer visits was seeing our cousin there, whom we adored and rarely saw otherwise. I know it was dusk because that was when the bats started dive-bombing the birdie, our favorite part of the evening.

The adults—my father, mother, aunt, and grandmother—were having their cocktails on the front porch. Suddenly we heard Aunt Rosemary’s voice rise up over the rest, after which she burst into tears. Then we heard a glass break, which is when we stopped our play, got dead quiet, and strained our ears. When I say break, I don’t mean fall-off-the-table break; I mean throw-against-the-wall break. Then we heard our mother try to say something, and then she started crying.

My father was an admiral, and at the time serving as the navy’s judge advocate general (JAG). He usually held the attention of the people around him—at work and at home. But his attempts to restore calm were in vain that evening, as apparently were my mother’s attempts to assist him. We couldn’t hear much, but without a doubt, the ever-charged topic was our mysterious Uncle Barton, a naval ensign who had been wounded and taken prisoner by the Japanese long before any of us was born.

We kids had never met Uncle Barton, but my siblings, cousin, and I all knew what he looked like. There were photos of him on every wall of every room at Lilac Hedges. You would hardly have known that our grandmother had three other children. I especially remember Barton’s imposing oil portrait on the facing wall at the turn near the top of the front stairs. I was sure his smiling green eyes followed my every step as I walked up. We joked that he was winking at us, but whenever I reached that landing, I took those last two steps in a leap of terror, as though fleeing a ghost.

We left Lilac Hedges abruptly the next morning for the drive back to Washington, DC. A flimsy explanation for the early departure was offered as four glum kids took turns hugging our cousin, promising him unconvincingly that we’d be back, and then piling into our old Chevy wagon. I don’t remember what reason was offered, just that none of us believed it.

One thing was certain: there was always tension when this Uncle Barton’s name came up. Each time, I felt a familiar tingling at the back of my neck and then braced myself. Here we go again. What was going on here? As children, and then teens, and then young adults, we analyzed every syllable whenever the topic sprang from its dark corner, hoping to elicit conclusive details. But the mystery persisted long into our adulthood. Speculation on what had happened to him—and when—became a sort of a parlor game for us, and it never ended satisfactorily.

When I set out to unravel this family mystery, my objective was to uncover the facts that led to the anguished outburst that night—and which ended our traditional summer visits to Lilac Hedges. I was determined to learn more about this Uncle Barton, but what I uncovered would have stunned the adults on that porch.


PART

ONE


1
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APRIL 1942, LUZON, THE PHILIPPINES

THEY HAD BEEN MARCHING at bayonet point when Barton Cross realized a fellow navy patient was dead. Neither Barton Cross nor Charles Armour—shouldering the other end of their friend’s crude litter—slowed his pace, despite the dreadful truth that passed between them. They didn’t dare stop. By this point in their imprisonment, they had learned that it was safer to proceed as silent pallbearers than call attention to themselves—risking a rifle butt in the rib, a bayonet in the back, or a shot in the head. Wordlessly, they moved in step with the grim prisoner procession through Manila’s choking heat and rising red road dust.

Like Barton, the deceased had been wounded during the Japanese bombings of Cavite Navy Yard, the US naval installation near Manila. He was near death at the start of the march, but Barton and Charles had agreed not to let on if he were to die en route. They wanted to get him to a place where his name and death could be recorded. Hundreds before him had not been so lucky. As much as dying itself, all the prisoners feared being dumped into an unmarked grave, their fate forever untold.

Barton’s own shrapnel wounds oozed with every step as he struggled under the corpse’s sagging weight. The filthy, matted dressing had fallen away, exposing months-old gashes in his leg and foot that had never healed properly. Ahead of him, Charles stared at the road passing under his boots in a grim, trancelike state. His own wounds were deep, but invisible; it would do neither of them any good if Charles were to break down again.

Barton’s gold watch had been taken from him when he was captured, but since then he had marked off the long days and nights on an old ten-peso bill. It had been just over a hundred days since he was taken prisoner from a hospital cot in Manila, the tip of a saber at his temple. As Barton worked to absorb the loss of yet another friend, he tried to make sense of all that had happened to him since those first moments as a prisoner of war.
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IT SEEMED LIKE DAYS, not months, since Barton heard Don Bell’s anxious voice over KZRH, Radio Manila, blaring from a nearby barrack. The carousing ensigns had returned to Cavite late the night before and were walking to the mess hall for Sunday-morning sausages and hotcakes. It was December 8 (December 7 in Hawaii). “Those dirty little bastards have struck Pearl Harbor!” Bell shouted between audible panting. “Reports remain sketchy, but there is no doubt! Oh my God!” Bell was actually crying, near hysteria. “Those yellow-bellied Japs hit our ships at anchor!”

The ensigns hurried on to the mess, which was in chaos over the news. All hands had been ordered to report to their commanding officers on the double. Captain Joel Newsom convened the crew of Barton’s ship, submarine tender USS Otus, in the Yard’s administrative building. Gathered, too, were the captains of submarines Sculpin, Sealion, Salmon, Sailfish, and Seawolf, all talking nervously among themselves and comparing notes on their clipboards. The room was abuzz with speculation but quieted instantly when Captain Newsom cleared his throat.

“Men, listen carefully. The following message was received from Admiral Hart this morning. ‘To Asiatic Fleet . . . Urgent . . . Japan has commenced hostilities . . . the Pacific Fleet has been immobilized . . . govern yourselves accordingly.’ ” Admiral Thomas C. Hart was the Asiatic Fleet’s commander in chief and the highest-ranking naval officer in the Philippines; they knew this meant they were likely the next target.

Captain Newsom proceeded to list a lengthy series of urgent tasks. They could come under attack at any time, and loading, camouflaging, and servicing the submarines were now time critical. Barton and Otus’s crew went straight to the docks following the briefing and ratcheted the work to a breakneck pace.

Later that same day, exactly nine hours after the decimation of the Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor, the Japanese began their assault on the Philippines. Their opening salvos went to the heart of the island’s air defenses, which proved an easy mark. Despite Washington’s urgent, repeated orders to General Douglas MacArthur—at the time the US Army Forces Commander in the Far East—to launch his planes and initiate air operations, beginning minutes after the start of the attack on Pearl Harbor, he did not respond. Nor did he ever issue the order. As a consequence, virtually every US plane at Luzon’s primary airfields, Clark Field and Nichols Field, was bombed on the ground, wingtip to wingtip. The army’s entire staple of bombers, their payloads full, was wiped out in a matter of hours.

The men at Cavite Naval Base reeled at the news. The loss was particularly alarming to the submariners, who relied heavily on army air reconnaissance to prevent enemy flyers from spotting them through some of the world’s clearest coastal waters. With air protection gone, Admiral Hart was forced to change his strategy. For officers and crew of the USS Otus, one of the fleet’s crucial submarine tenders, that meant preparing for immediate sortie into dangerous waters with the subs under their care. They would make for the relative safety of Darwin, Australia, and await further orders.

The slender Asiatic Fleet had a few vintage destroyers, but its signature strength was a large contingent of submarines—more than double that of the Pacific Fleet. Because of its miles of coastline, eddies, and deep harbors, the Philippines was deemed ideal for a submarine defense. The Asiatic Fleet’s recent relocation from Shanghai to Manila was for the specific purpose of deterring a seaborne Japanese attack. The three tenders, Otus, Holland, and Canopus, were charged with keeping those subs, which required significant maintenance, action-ready and in uninterrupted service.

Inside the Yard, antiaircraft units were put on five-minute-alert cycles. Barton and his shipmates worked deep into the nights of December 8 and 9. First priority was to ensure that the subs were stocked, armed, and primed for launch. They filled Otus’s exposed fuel tanks with water to prevent incineration if hit and installed antiaircraft guns on her deck. Surplus machinery and ammunition were stored in casements and tunnels around the Yard, and as Otus’s paymaster, Barton rushed to secure the ship’s funds and financial records.

At approximately 1100 hours on December 10, warning sirens pierced Cavite’s soft tropical air. Following their wail came a stern broadcast over the Yard’s loudspeakers: enemy formations were approaching from the northeast. Within minutes the assailants were visible—fifty-four planes in three tight Vs, the whole formation making one large V. The Otus crew looked up in surprise; they had never seen bombers fly so high.

Antiaircraft gunners squinted, aimed, and fired, but the planes were so far above the range of the 1918-vintage weapons that the shells burst in harmless black puffs less than halfway up to their targets. With air cover lost and only toylike antiaircraft guns for defense, the submarines had to get out to sea.

Two submarines with their hatches open lay astride Otus. Their crews were topside, scrambling to take on a last cache of supplies. Barton shouted to them to close their hatches and get under way as one enemy bomber after another opened its payload.

The first air group had barely cast a shadow on the east side of the Yard before ships, docks, men, and buildings started exploding in a line. The planes then flew at an almost leisurely pace to the other side of the Yard and discharged the rest of their payloads. The oil storage tanks erupted like geysers, and droplets of oily fire lit the surrounding ground. Corpses by the dozens flew into the air, their smoldering parts scattering down across the Yard.

The next air group set its sights on the congested center of the facility, where its bombs cut a glinting path of destruction. In minutes, fueling depots, machine houses, and storage facilities were ablaze, and plumes of black, choking smoke shot up across Cavite. That was the last thing Barton remembered before he too was struck down by branding-hot shrapnel. The explosion that snared him crippled Sealion, one of the two subs he’d been shouting at, and reduced the dock and pilings to splinters. When he awoke, he was lying on a stretcher in Cavite’s base hospital intake area.

Men all around him were blackened from head to foot and lying in puddles of their own blood. Slashes of ripped khaki, soaked red, were all that remained of Barton’s pant legs, and his shoes pooled with blood. Navy medics triaged among the wounded with surreal calm, applying tourniquets and giving morphine to some, and placing sheets over others.

By evening, the base hospital, named Canacao, was overwhelmed with casualties. Worse, since it was located next to a packed munitions depot, it was a prime future target. With air attacks expected to resume the next day, the facility had to be evacuated. By midnight, hospital staff had requisitioned a boat to move the Canacao patients across the bay to Manila’s Sternberg Hospital.
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IT SEEMED THAT ONLY bodies and body parts were left to be counted as the stretchered wounded were jostled in the smoky dark to Cavite’s civilian docks. The stretcher bearers—an odd group of seventeen native musicians, none of whom Barton had seen before or since—struggled in the blackness to avoid stepping on some hideously burned arm or leg. Crews all around them gathered human remains to inter in bomb craters before the Japanese returned. The crews and stretcher bearers both had to sidestep frantic dogs, cats, chickens, and pigs tearing at the fallen flesh, already putrefying in the tropical heat. At the docks, a hastily appropriated pleasure cruiser named Mary Anne awaited.

The patients were quiet as the Filipino captain threw off Mary Anne’s dock lines and steered toward Manila. The Cavite fireworks sliced up the night sky behind them, the Yard’s molten carnage lighting the ghostly remains of the anchorage. Disoriented and morphine-dazed, the patients lay about the festively painted Mary Anne, muttering curses and such, making little sense. They periodically looked back at Cavite, shaking their heads. In front of them, Manila appeared relatively safe. They saw isolated columns of smoke over the city—but nothing like the conflagration at Cavite.

This was the night Barton met Ensign Charles Armour, who had been discharged from the USS Louisville at Cavite for “treatment” just weeks before. “Yeah, well, my timing’s never been too good,” Charles said in a dry Arkansas drawl. This was no time for laughing, but Barton was amused by Charles’s quips in the midst of the madness all around them.

There was something strange about Charles that he couldn’t pinpoint, though Barton felt grateful for the companionship under the circumstances. It was curious that his new friend was at Canacao in the first place. He had no obvious injuries.

At first light, the Mary Anne downshifted and drew up to the Manila pier. Corpsmen unloaded the patients in the spectral quiet and slipped them into waiting ambulances. It was about this time that Barton began to inquire what had happened to his shipmates. Dead? Wounded? And his ship? Sunk? But none of the medical staff knew that while he had been drifting in and out of consciousness at Canacao, Otus hastened out to sea after the Sealion blast, leaving Barton behind. With no time to spare, Captain Newsom had ordered an evasive zigzag toward Australia at flank speed.

By the time the navy patients got to Sternberg Hospital, Charles had fallen asleep. Barton’s stretcher was placed along a wall off the entrance foyer, this time among a group of bleeding and weeping civilians, themselves waiting for treatment. One of the most seriously wounded, Ken Koenig, whom Barton also befriended on the Mary Anne, was taken to surgery right away. Ken’s gurney disappeared through swinging doors, his attendants murmuring about blood loss and a weak pulse.

In retrospect, Barton realized that Sternberg had lulled him into a false sense of security. It was so orderly and lovely with its Spanish architecture, gardens, and large, gracious wards cooled by polished mahogany fans. On that first night, even in the chaos, he had believed that Sternberg, a US military hospital, was the first of many steps away from uncivil engagement. Supply Corps officers weren’t supposed to be on the fighting front, were they? He hadn’t even been issued a gun.

Barton’s confidence ebbed as December wore on. He and his fellow navy patients listened nightly to KZRH as Don Bell somberly detailed the Manila-bound progress of tens of thousands of Japanese soldiers. Wave after wave of enemy troops had come ashore at Lingayen Gulf, 135 miles to the north. They were roaring toward the capital in trucks, on bicycles, and in marching columns, Bell reported in a tone so grave it required little interpretation.

On Christmas Eve, General MacArthur ordered a military evacuation of Manila and declared the Philippine capital an open city, meaning that all Allied defensive efforts had been abandoned there. The open city designation was intended to trigger the 1907 Hague Convention regulating land warfare that forbade attacks on undefended localities. But the designation was ignored by Japan, a Convention signatory; they continued to bomb Manila, including the city hall and other buildings close to the hospital.

By Christmas Day, MacArthur had completed his own retreat to the island fortress of Corregidor near the entrance of Manila Bay. The more than 70,000 American and Filipino troops had also evacuated—to either Corregidor or Luzon’s Bataan Peninsula, which bordered the bay on one side and the South China Sea on the other. The evacuation was part of War Plan Orange-3, an emergency contingency plan developed before the war in the extremely unlikely event of a successful Japanese attack. WPO-3 also called for the prepositioning of a supply of food, fuel, medicine, and arms capable of sustaining the evacuated forces for a six-month defensive stand. This latter measure was not taken by General MacArthur.

By New Year’s Eve, KZRH had gone off the air, and the sounds of sirens and frantic traffic exiting the city had faded. But the wounded at Sternberg had yet to be relocated to any safe haven. They were the only remaining US military contingent in Manila. Then the unimaginable took place.

Late on December 31, a brief but stunning order from MacArthur’s Corregidor headquarters was delivered to the hospital: all army wounded were to be taken down to Pier 7 immediately. They were to be loaded onto a Red Cross ship, the SS Mactan, and transported to Australia. The ship must depart as soon as possible, it said, in order to evade Japanese forces, now hard by. Confused, nurses and doctors both responded to the order with the same question: “What about the navy patients?” MacArthur’s order made no mention of the navy patients, the sentry said. Only the army patients.

As the senior-most military officer in the Philippines, MacArthur had the authority to include them, but unaccountably had not. Barton, Charles, and thirty other navy wounded at Sternberg Hospital now had no orders to anywhere, from anyone. Could their papers have been on the way, lost in the melee of civilian and military retreat? Could orders have failed to reach them due to blocked roads, cut power and phone lines? Or had this small navy contingent simply been forgotten?

The Filipino ambulance driver told the navy patients and skeletal Sternberg staff he would return for them if there was room aboard the Mactan. They were encouraged, despite the nagging question of whether, absent specific orders, this constituted military disobedience.

Down at Pier 7, a total of 224 army wounded were loaded onto the Mactan—which had been hastily converted from an inter-island steamer into a hospital ship. Her dock lines were then hacked with a knife and tossed into the water. In the waning hours of 1941, amid pelting rain and high winds, the Mactan’s Red Cross–painted funnel vanished into the mist. It was the last vessel to depart Manila before the city fell to the Japanese.

The navy patients had waited anxiously for the ambulance to return. Sternberg was darkened, and their ward was quiet as a tomb. Barton, Charles, Ken, and the others lay on their cots behind blackout curtains, listening, sifting through the noise of the pounding rain for sounds of a returning flatbed-truck-turned-ambulance.

Charles became increasingly agitated, and the other patients tried to placate him quietly. He had already been taken from their ward once, shortly after their arrival at Sternberg; he was reassigned to a mental ward with a diagnosis of manic-depressive psychosis. During his absence, Barton learned why Charles had been put off USS Louisville at Cavite. “Attempted suicide,” reported the loose-lipped corpsman. “Japs can’t do nothin’ to him he ain’t already tried to do to himself.” When a somewhat withdrawn Charles rejoined his fellow patients, they took pains not to unravel him further.

The ward settled into an uncomfortable silence, but they knew they were trapped, and nobody slept. Over the years, Barton had developed an aptitude for getting out of tight spots—of which there had been many in his young life—but this time he came up empty-handed. As the night wore on, their sense of doom only intensified. When they heard loud banging on the hospital’s front door and then what sounded like the door crashing on the foyer floor, they froze.

A nurse screamed. Dozens of footsteps, mingled with bursts of unintelligible Japanese, drew closer. They heard the double doors burst open and footsteps running up the first flight of stairs. Doors opened and slammed and glass shattered. Japanese soldiers chattered excitedly as they took the stairs by twos and threes.

The men lay stock-still. The footsteps were closer now—on their floor. The ward’s wide doors finally swung open, slamming against the walls. Gripped with fear, their eyes closed, the navy patients lay helpless with fists clenched and hearts pounding, their bodies soaked with sweat.
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OVER THE NEXT SEVERAL months, the patients were moved from one makeshift prison hold to another, none with even basic medical care, under steadily worsening conditions. Those that couldn’t walk were carried. Ken, whose litter Barton and Charles had lifted through those long marches, did not survive. Every move of the prisoners began with their being paraded through the streets of Manila past a saddened citizenry. The macabre displays were intended to humiliate the captured Americans and brandish the new Japanese dominion over the Filipinos.

Their longest holding pen was at Santa Scholastica, a women’s college seized by the Japanese to consolidate the navy wounded from Cavite that had been scattered around Manila for treatment. As the patients were being shuffled, meanwhile, the tens of thousands of soldiers and sailors on Bataan and Corregidor were putting up the fight of their lives against a Japanese onslaught. They were outnumbered, outgunned, and slowly starving on half rations, but they continued to hold out and inflict significant enemy casualties.

The longer Bataan and Corregidor held, however, the angrier the Japanese became over those casualties and their stalled seizure of the Philippines—and the worse it got for the navy patients. It was at Santa Scholastica that the patients and their medical attendants came to understand the depth of contempt the Japanese felt toward them.

They were viciously slapped, their food and medical supplies were confiscated, and they were forced to erect a vast stretch of barbed wire to cut them off from all but a tiny corner of the compound. Beds were removed, bathing curtailed sharply, and laundry facilities were declared off-limits. Perhaps worst of all, their precious supply of quinine, used to treat symptoms of rampant malaria—fever, chills, fatigue, vomiting—was seized.

As an officer, Barton was summoned repeatedly for questioning by a committee of Imperial military police, the Kempeitai. They inquired about the name and location of his ship and the submarines of the Asiatic Fleet, the number and layout of mines in the bays and harbors, and other surprisingly detailed questions. Barton replied that he had been wounded and unconscious early in the attack on Cavite and didn’t know the answers.

But the interrogations continued. The Kempeitai eyed the navy patients and their medical staff warily, wondering why this single American contingent had stayed behind in Manila while all the others had evacuated to Bataan or Corregidor. The interrogators suspected that the group had been ordered to remain to conduct espionage and that the only thing their bandages concealed was their true identity as spies.

Barton offered little useful information because he had little, but he was also adept at appearing cooperative without being so. He was in the Supply Corps, he would tell the Kempeitai, suggesting a unique disinterest in warfare of any kind. The interrogations were a poignant reminder of others he had endured over time—at home, at the Citadel, and at the US Naval Academy—all of which had honed his ability to survive cross-examination without confessing much of anything. In fact Barton had built quite a reputation for his Huck Finn prowess at getting out of scrapes—and his success rate was nearly as high.

One set of facts was a concern, however: that Barton’s two brothers were of meaningful rank, and, respectively, engaged in high-level naval combat and espionage. Would such a discovery by his interrogators make him a candidate for greater mistreatment, or worse, useful barter?

Benny and Bill—Barton’s older brothers and lifelong protectors—were both Annapolis-minted officers. Biologically, they were half brothers, Barton being the only son of their mother Helen’s second marriage. Benny, the oldest, was antiaircraft and gunnery officer on the carrier USS Enterprise, which was—or at least had been—stationed at Pearl Harbor. Barton had just visited Benny during his stopover at Pearl en route from New Jersey to Manila. That was barely three weeks before he was wounded. He’d had no contact with Benny since.

Bill, the middle brother, was a Naval Intelligence officer in Washington whose top secret work put him in regular contact with senior brass, not to mention with President Franklin Delano Roosevelt himself. Would Barton be guilty by association were the Japanese to make the connection?
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BENNY AND BILL HAD been little boys when Barton, a premature baby, made his entry into the world in 1918. Whether or not it was due to his fragile early arrival, he could not recall a time when they had not looked out for him. If history was any guide, they were making every effort to find him now. In fact, Bill had pulled every imaginable string in Washington to help Barton get his officer’s commission—no easy task, since Barton had bilged out of the Naval Academy after just two years. But Bill knew that his younger brother’s subsequent business degree was just the expertise needed by incipient Supply Corps officers. And being the navy’s business office, its mission was anything but dangerous, a winning card with their mother.

Helen’s greatest fear had been that, without a commission, her youngest and favorite son would be drafted into the army and sent to God knows where. So she was most pleased with Bill’s efforts. But the fleeting maternal approval ended when Barton’s orders to the Philippines—over which Bill had zero influence—arrived. “Spitting distance from Japan!” lioness Helen groaned.

“She went on and on and on,” Bill had vented to Benny. His brother simply listened, knowing a reply was not necessary. “She said, ‘There you are, Billy, at Roosevelt’s elbow. Can’t you do something?’ ” Calling Bill by his affectionate childhood nickname always had its effect. On the other hand, her loathing of all things Franklin Roosevelt was a long-standing fact, and the possibility of the president’s doing something that might please her was remote.

But reflexively, Bill and Benny sought to safeguard Barton when his orders came through. Bill arranged his accommodations at Manila’s posh Army and Navy Club and they both contacted officer friends in Manila who promised to keep an eye on him. This had long been the family pattern: by cultivating their shared role as Barton’s elders, they were assured their mother’s sparing affection. If Benny and Bill were aware of the sad irony—that they always seemed to be seeking her attention and that Barton was always trying to break free of it—they kept it to themselves.
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ONE THING WAS CERTAIN, Barton didn’t want his brothers to pull strings and try to bail him out—not this time. He had wanted to go to the Philippines precisely for this reason: to break his family’s stubborn tether. At twenty-three years old, surely he could now manage matters himself. That’s exactly why he had asked one of the nurses at Sternberg to send a telegram to Lilac Hedges, the family keep in New Jersey, from Manila’s Army and Navy Club on Christmas Eve—not from the hospital. He didn’t want his family to know he’d been wounded and then try to pull strings and extract him like a child from the war zone.

“Quite well,” he dictated. “Don’t worry. Happy Xmas. Much love, Barton.”

Nothing more.

The nurse expressed concern when Barton finished. Why wouldn’t he give real information—quite possibly his last chance to do so? “Please,” he’d said to her, “you don’t know my mother. This is best for right now.”

There was still a chance his luck would turn—that the promised reinforcements were on their way to repel the Japanese incursion. Optimism that his captivity might still be short-lived propelled him from day to day. He would finally get a chance to live up to his family’s expectations—on his own terms and under his own power. He clung to this hope despite his mangled condition and the increasingly harsh Japanese treatment.

By March 1942, some two hundred navy wounded from Cavite had been consolidated at Santa Scholastica, at which point they were told to prepare for another move. The place, their doctors were told, was a well-equipped convalescence hospital where they would finally receive badly needed medical care. But when their transport trucks came to a halt at a place called Pasay, fear again replaced hope. A single order was announced as they filed into an abandoned, low-slung building surrounded by tufting weeds: obey all orders or be executed. The peeling sign over the front door of their new accommodation read “Pasay School.”

The onetime elementary school was a small, rectangular building with a tiny courtyard at its center. Fifty men were quartered in each sixteen-by-twenty-foot classroom, which teemed with rats, mosquitoes, and green-headed flies. The dwarfish compound was bordered by open latrine trenches swarming with feasting flies. The courtyard, once the school’s playground, was so small that the burgeoning prison population could not move about. Adding to the tension of perpetual restraint, the air was sickly hot and humid, and mingling latrine stench and smoke rising from burning garbage hung thick in the air. There were no beds, plumbing, or sanitation at Pasay.

Under these conditions, and with waning optimism that the Allies were coming to their rescue, the patients weakened further and also began to yield to a growing sense of hopelessness. Not only did Pasay claim men from gangrenous wounds, disease, and starvation, but also from sheer despair.

Though he had lost some twenty pounds from his modest frame, Barton had still not lost faith. Things were plenty grim, but so far the Japanese hadn’t ordered him to dig a massive tree stump out of frozen ground with a pickax for punishment and “an opportunity for reflection,” as he had endured many times at Christ School in Arden, North Carolina. Nor had they beaten him with a broom until he bled while balancing on billiard balls holding up heavy furniture as two Annapolis second classmen had done during his plebe indoctrination. He would weather this just as he had those and other early trials: with a persistent combination of optimism and imperturbable humor.

Barton was less concerned about his own predicament than he was about Charles’s precarious emotional state, which was exacerbated by Pasay’s miserable confines. A dark switch seemed to have been thrown permanently. Charles had an outsized hatred toward his captors, for whom he had various names, nearly always preceded by “those goddamn,” including slopeheads, nips, yelluhs, and worse. He could often be heard saying to nobody in particular, “I’ll tell you what, those goddamn —— can just shut the fuck up. Can’t understand ’em anyway.” The slurs may have been meant for dark amusement, but there was a growing fear that Charles’s demonstrated disinterest in preserving his own life could bring harm to others.

Even when he wasn’t cursing, his badass southern boy strut back and forth across the tiny courtyard alone seemed capable of sparking an incident. It was a dangerous game. Barton was in constant fear that Charles might do something to place them all at risk. The savage slapping of patients who neglected to bow to passing guards especially enraged Charles, and he threatened privately to retaliate. So Barton focused on helping his friend contain his rage by both cajoling him and deploying creative tactics.

Tenko was the twice-daily prisoner roll call during which guards would count off the bowing prisoners in a process called bango. While walking together to tenko one evening, Barton suggested to Charles that they take a deep breath upon the guard’s approach and exhale only after he had passed them. Refusing to breathe the same air fouled by the breath of their captors was an act of resistance and self-respect, but no slapping would result from it.

As the guard approached, counting prisoners and awaiting bows—“Ichi, ni, san, shi, go, roku . . .”—Charles and Barton drew their breaths and bowed deeply. When the guard had passed, continuing his count—“hachi, kyuu, juu . . .”—they raised their heads, exhaling slowly. With this, Barton coaxed a rare satisfied smile out of Charles. Their developing partnership helped distract Charles from his self-defeating propensities and both of them from gnawing hunger and fear.

Despite the vitiated air, they would venture into the courtyard to the “shower”: a hose fastened to a large punctured tomato can poised over a wooden grate. Since the water was turned on only at certain times, groups of twenty men would disrobe en masse and take turns stepping under the shower head. They would then step back and make way for the next group to do the same. Men given the job of manually emptying the cesspools were allowed to go first, a humane gesture but one that rendered the shower an even more dubious source of hygiene.
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AND SO THE PRISONER patients felt a glimmer of hope when told they were to be moved again, this time to Bilibid Prison back in central Manila. As with Pasay, the Japanese told the prisoners that Bilibid had a clean, well-supplied medical facility with beds, medicine, and plenty of food and water. But when they passed through the prison’s gates at nightfall, their hearts sank once again. The penitentiary, built by Spanish occupiers a century earlier, had been deemed unfit for criminals and closed by the Filipinos. The Japanese reopened the jail to use as a way station from which captured prisoners would either be dispatched to prison camps around the Philippines or shipped to Japan.

Bilibid stood at the corner of Azcarraga Street and Quezon Boulevard, a familiar intersection to Barton. He had clipped by it often in those early weeks, tanned and khaki clad, on his way to one of the area’s many shopping destinations or lively nightspots. Now, under the watchful eye of the Bilibid guards, he could only gaze beyond the prison gates and recall his early infatuation with the city.

Manila’s narrow streets, mix of architecture, and overlays of culture from foreign dominions had mesmerized him. Seventeenth-century Spanish-baroque buildings stood next to native huts of bamboo, nipa palm leaves, or grass, and they, next to shuttered stucco buildings with balustrades. There had been fresh fruit stands everywhere, piled high with pineapples, sweet mangoes, and neat lines of amber-streaked papayas, so fresh the stems were still damp from the picking. Tart calamanci limes nestled beside his favorite: the small native bukos. Barton would buy all he could hold of the succulent baby coconuts with their soft, sweet insides, just like the vanilla pudding Nelly, his family’s cook, had made for him as a child.

Women with crosses around their necks had walked in twos and threes balancing goods in woven baskets on their heads. Barton had darted between automobiles that crept among pedestrians and calesas, the ubiquitous Filipino horse-drawn carts. The locals, even the children, had always met his gaze, smiling and nodding as they passed.

The earth at the intersection of Azcarraga and Quezon was still brown as tamarind, but the mingling aromas of tropical foliage and mashed peppers simmering in vinegar were gone. Cars were burned and turned on their sides, and calesa carts were smashed alongside bloating animal carcasses. Air attacks had left the streets pitted and impassable, and during the nighttime blackouts, looters finished the destruction the Japanese had started. Sandbags barricaded shops and buildings, and glass from shattered windows glittered on the sidewalk.

The Yangco Market, once a bustling bazaar of native products, stood cratered and vacant across the street. Barton had shopped for Christmas presents for his mother in its small, colorful booths. He had never mailed the bright hats, slippers, and linens he’d bought, nor even his first letters home. Were the packages still perched proudly on his dresser at Manila’s Army and Navy Club—so close to where he stood now? Were the letters to his parents in New Jersey and to Benny, Bill, and Eve, the enchanting girl he’d met at Pearl Harbor, still sitting atop them?

When the sorry band of prisoners approached Bilibid’s forbidding iron gates, sympathetic Filipinos along the route had been downcast, some tearful. A few daring young boys flashed their signature V signs before the gates slammed and locked behind the last prisoner. The Japanese had failed to calculate the degree of loyalty the Filipinos felt for the Americans, who had set up health clinics and new schools and established a representative government. The United States had also promised the Philippines its complete independence by 1946.

By contrast, the Japanese viewed Filipinos as impure Malayan inferiors and treated them brutally. In the short months since their occupation, the Japanese military had bullied and slaughtered thousands of citizens, ignoring the lessons of the revered ancient Chinese samurai Sun Tsu. In his treatise The Art of War, Sun Tsu instructed samurai warriors to “treat . . . captives well and care for them . . . By these means [the samurai] make their governments invincible.” Sun Tsu might have predicted the result of Japanese cruelty toward the Filipinos: a heightened allegiance toward the Americans and mistrust of Japan’s propagandist assurance of a united, prosperous Asia. Thus far, the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere the Japanese had touted equaled only barbaric subordination, bloodshed, and starvation.

When Barton wasn’t daydreaming about his peacetime life, he would join his expanding group of friends, usually huddled in the cool shadow of the prison’s twelve-foot-high perimeter wall. In the evenings, from their crumbling cells, they would sit together and listen to the bombing and battering of the besieged Bataan Peninsula. And they continued to strain their ears for evidence of approaching reinforcements. Just one week earlier, in a surge of optimism, they had gathered for Easter worship and prayed that Bataan’s defenders would hold on until the reinforcements could reach them.

They were sure that they’d heard the distinct wrrrhh of an American plane versus the buzzzz of the Japanese Zero airplane engine the evening before. At such times they’d laugh, maybe slap one another’s backs, and then listen some more. Their fervent prayer on Easter Sunday had been to a common nondenominational God that surely loved them and would show His mercy. Defiant church bells stung the air in the streets beyond, seeming to confirm that their solemn entreaties would soon be answered.

So when the news of Bataan’s surrender hit Bilibid four days later, it shook the prisoners as hard as the earthquake that hit Manila that same morning. Many despaired that they’d been betrayed twice: first by MacArthur and then by God.
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WITHIN DAYS OF THAT bitter news, the prisoners were ordered to prepare for another move, this time to a place called Cabanatuan, sixty kilometers (thirty-seven miles) north of Manila. Their misanthropic guards once again shoved the prisoners in line for another march past queues of long-faced Manilans.

The guards were hot, tired, and full of loathing for their charges, a sentiment that had only intensified during the long siege of Bataan. The best Japanese soldiers were reserved to fight the war; those put in charge of prisoners were either disgruntled conscripts or minimally trained third-tier recruits who were all too ready to turn their wrath on the prisoners.

Under the Bushido code—the ancient samurai code of conduct taught to every Japanese boy from an early age—surrender was among the most dishonorable of acts. For a soldier to allow himself to be taken alive or, worse, to surrender, was unthinkable; either brought permanent shame to the individual, his family, and his country. In fact, Japan had declined to ratify the 1929 Geneva Convention because of its opposition to the clause condoning the notification of relatives upon a soldier’s surrender. This would not only bring permanent shame upon the soldier, but disgrace to his family as well. Perhaps Ashihei Hino, the Japanese wartime reporter, best described his country’s view on this subject in his account of the surrendered men on Bataan: “I feel like I am watching filthy water running from the sewage of a nation . . . which has lost its pride of race.”

Thus, by their way of thinking, all prisoners of war deserved only disgrace and hardship. The prisoners were well aware of their captors’ disposition as they set out for Cabanatuan. Despite sore temptation, they dared not scavenge discarded American rations scattered among the war debris littering the roadside.

Barton had quickly learned to avoid all but necessary eye contact with his captors. Looking down was the best way to fend off fear—and to hide it. On these brutal marches, designed to weaken, demean, and humiliate, he would lock his eyes on the footsteps in front of him and follow their pattern hypnotically. And like so many of the prisoners, he would fixate on memories of home: of Lilac Hedges, of family, of the Jersey Shore and hours of diving into Atlantic waves and happy picnicking afterward.

Conjuring these images of life when it was whole and full of possibilities renewed his strength. There were the fragrant lilacs, cicada orchestras, postcard images of rolling farmland, summer orchards weighted with ripening fruit, and roadside stands piled high with tomatoes and sweet corn. And there were the family images, too: of Benny, Bill, his little sister, Rosemary, and, of course, his parents. But he lingered most on his mother, though this also brought stabs of pain.

His mother had come to represent everything he had wanted to escape, and only now, in his first experience of deprivation, could he see how much his efforts to distance himself from her had hurt her. Yet these regrets also impelled Barton. He wanted desperately to make amends; for her to know that he loved and appreciated her. He also wanted to make her proud, which he was sure he had long failed to do. If he were lucky enough to see her again, he would run to her, not away from her, and show her the gratitude and affection she had so persistently been denied.
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BENNY

IN LATE NOVEMBER 1941, barely two weeks after Barton sailed for Manila, Benny and the crew of the USS Enterprise received abrupt orders from their commanding officer. Admiral William “Bull” Halsey’s curt directive to sortie from Pearl Harbor for an undisclosed location “as soon as possible” was unprecedented. Benny could not recall a single instance in the past eleven years when shore leave had been cut without notice.

Even more curious were the twelve F4F Wildcat fighter planes being towed to Enterprise’s F-9 berth. The propeller-driven aircraft were hoisted onto the flight deck, after which a dozen marine pilots boarded with hastily packed luggage and very recent orders of their own. Why were these planes being loaded in addition to Enterprise’s own 140 dive bombers, fighters, and torpedo planes?

There was good reason for apprehension. Negotiations between Japan’s ambassadors and officials in Washington had dragged on fruitlessly for months and tensions were rising fast. Prime Minister Tojo had ticked off a long list of demands—including that Japan be given a free hand in its occupation of China and Indochina and that the United States cut diplomatic ties with Chiang Kai-shek, China’s leader-in-exile. In addition, Japan had demanded President Roosevelt reverse his recent order freezing Japanese assets and restore the flow of American gasoline to its fuel-starved ports, not to mention halt the buildup of American forces in the South Pacific. As near as Benny could tell, little had been offered US negotiators in exchange.

Given the worsening standoff with Japan, Admiral Halsey’s order unleashed a torrent of questions from the air and gunnery crews. But duty-bound Benny was not one to second-guess Halsey or any other naval superior. They needed to do as instructed and fast, he told them. Benny had quite a few things of his own to do before departure. No telling how long they would be at sea, and he had to get a letter off to his mother. He knew she would be anxious about his visit with Barton before he pushed off for Manila, and there was much to tell.

November 27, 1941

USS Enterprise

Dear Mother,

Barton has come and gone—this is the first chance I’ve had to write you about it and I don’t know when I’ll have a chance to write again. I was on the dock to meet him as he came in. He looked healthy, he was smiling, and happy to be in that uniform!

I had the ship’s station wagon for the day and took him sightseeing. Together with two friends of mine, we made a party of it. First we took him to the Pali overlook, then to the other side of the island for a cocktail party at the home of Webley Edwards, the local radio announcer for Hawaii Calls. The daughter of the family took Bart for a swim at the Outrigger and Canoe Club at Waikiki beach and he enjoyed himself hugely.

The Moanna [sic] Hotel is just next door and I took him over there for a drink. I couldn’t raise a bit of sympathy from Bart about the loneliness in my life. He laughed and said that crocodile tears were streaming down his face!

Later I called up a young lady friend, Eve, and we went out to a local night spot, the South Seas, saw the Hula shows and they danced and danced right up until it was time for Bart’s ship to leave. But when we took him back to his ship we waited and waited and nothing happened. It seemed that things had worsened in the Pacific and his route had to be rearranged. I doubt now they called at Shanghai or Hong Kong, which is too bad.

We finally left the dock around 3 a.m. after Eve had collected about 20 flower leis that Barton and the boys threw her from the ship. She liked Bart a lot, and went down to the dock again the next day. She works at an office downtown and saw that his ship was still there and got time off to go see him again. Bart seems to have all the ladies eating out of his palms. He had 3 of them running circles around him here. All the way from 18 to 40.

Mother, I gave him the best advice I could. He isn’t in the best spot in the world right now, but he is young and has his whole life before him—two years or so there should be a great experience, providing he keeps a grip on himself. Bill gave him the best advice of all—to do a good job and guard his health and his money. If he does that he will be o.k.

He should be there by now, and I really believe that he will be fairly safe. He’ll be on shore duty, from the gist of his orders. That is far better and safer if anything breaks in the Pacific. The Japs won’t take the Philippines easily, even if they send an invading force. Remember Mother, Manila is protected by the guns of Corregidor, plus the Army’s Air Force, plus the Asiatic Fleet, plus a half million men in the Filipino army, plus our own forces. They will find the Filipino army trained by General MacArthur—a pretty crack outfit and a tough one.

And remember, meanwhile, while they are doing that, we aren’t here in Pearl for nothing. Anyway, the next few weeks will tell the story. They may back down completely if we stand firm, in spite of the terrible loss of face they would sustain. The Japanese man in the street is sick of war. They’ve had severe restrictions now for years, and they don’t like it. Of course the Big Boys may decide on national hari kari [sic] and take the big chance. There’s always that angle with those people.

I told Bart what it would be like out there in paradise and not to throw pesos around just because there are two of them for a dollar. I advised him to get up with a couple of the boys and get a house in Cavite. Then they could hire a cook and a house boy so they wouldn’t have to worry about food.

I agree with what you said about the rest being up to Bart. I warned him to guard his values and judge those around him carefully.

Your loving son,

Benny

P.S. I also told him to remember that it’s only 8 or 9 days by Pan Am Clipper to New York—and to write you often.

Benny had been the first of the three brothers to leave Lilac Hedges for Annapolis. That was in 1926, and he was one of the lucky 1930 graduates to receive an officer’s commission. The Naval Academy was not immune to the economic reversals of the Depression, and peacetime commissions for rising ensigns were no longer automatic. He departed for Norfolk, Virginia, that June for duty on the aircraft carrier USS Lexington.

When the schedule of orders was posted at graduation, Benny had been disappointed to draw an aircraft carrier. In most navy circles, the battleship was the peerless ruler of the seas. The then-prevailing view was that a carrier’s best use was to support battleships by scouting, range finding, and providing defensive air cover. Still, to Benny, a shipboard gunnery assignment was a dream come true.

The joke at Annapolis was that salt water, not blood, coursed through his veins, and there was more than a little truth to that. Benny could predict a change in weather long before it was announced on a barometer and seemed to thrive on a mixed aroma of salt air, gun grease, and a naval officer’s mainstay of strong, scalded coffee. He was, as the saying goes, a real sea dog.

After a following stint at the navy’s ordnance testing lab in Washington, DC, Benny was noted in his performance review as “cheerful, enthusiastic, cooperative, and honest” and recommended for promotion. It was a happy time for him and his new bride, Jeannette, whom he married in 1933. In 1934 they welcomed a baby girl, Jeanne Marie. But Benny’s promotion came with new orders that uprooted the young family and sent them across the country, first to Bremerton in Washington State and then to the naval port at San Diego. The moves with a small child took an increasing toll on Jeannette, who had not wanted to leave the heady social swirl of Washington, DC in the first place. Benny’s lengthening sea deployments strained the marriage further.

In 1940 the entire Pacific Fleet, including his new ship, USS Enterprise, was transferred to the US naval base in Hawaii. The move was intended to curb Japan’s expansionist zeal, but it only infuriated Japanese leaders. Mutual mistrust had only intensified since. Worse for Benny, Jeannette announced that she and Jeanne Marie, now in kindergarten, would not pull up stakes again; they were going to stay put in San Diego with her mother. It was the first overt sign that the marriage was in trouble. Reluctantly, in May 1940, Benny shipped off to Pearl Harbor alone.

From Pearl, Enterprise’s primary role was to patrol the vast seas between Hawaii and California. The two other carriers available to relieve her, Saratoga and Lexington, were older and frequently in drydock for repairs. Enterprise filled the gap time and again. Perhaps it was just as well that lonely Benny and Enterprise had been on nearly continuous deployment since moving to Hawaii. At sea, his fellow crew had become an increasingly important source of ready companionship.

Since Annapolis, Benny had learned a great deal about gunnery and fleet practices and his views had evolved considerably. By 1940, he was part of a growing contingent of officers that saw carriers as the navy’s primary offensive weapon, even though only a handful of them were in operation. These powerful and self-sufficient floating airports with their multiple air squadrons had many times the offensive reach of battleships. That view, however, had yet to be adopted by top brass.
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AS ENTERPRISE EXITED PEARL Harbor Channel on November 28, 1941, and hove into the open sea, Benny was at the rail in Sky Control, his command station, scanning the water’s surface through his ever-present field glasses. Rising not quite six feet from the steel deck, his eyes were deeply creased for a man of thirty-three, and he was as stout as navy regulations would allow. But his visual acuity of 20/15 was better than perfect, and he had yet to miss an errant ripple on patrol. “His eyes burn brightly, scorching the dainty wings of fair moths that fly his way,” quipped the 1930 Naval Academy yearbook, Lucky Bag, beneath his photograph.

Sky Control was a partially enclosed platform on the tripod mast. At 110 feet above the waterline it was the best vantage point on the ship. Benny had a commanding view of the southwest corner of Oahu as Enterprise cleared Barbers Point. Shortly thereafter, an escort group of three cruisers and nine destroyers joined the carrier. Once in formation, all bows pointed due west.

Compounding the mystery of Enterprise’s present mission was the mimeographed order that was handed Benny next: to supply all aircraft with war-ready torpedoes and live ammunition. It also directed him to arm the ship’s mounted guns and antiaircraft batteries with the same. Benny sent a message back to Enterprise’s captain, George Murray. If they prepared the torpedoes for war shots, they wouldn’t be able to participate in the scheduled battle exercises on their return to Pearl. Word came back promptly: “Prepare torpedoes for war shots.”

Such preparation took scores of men hundreds of hours. Stored ammunition was loose, and a million rounds had to be belted, clipped, and installed on all the guns on the ship. Torpedo gangs had to attach TNT warheads to the carefully stored bombs. At the same time, the ship’s mechanics worked around the clock to put the marine planes in top-notch condition; there were no servicing facilities wherever they were going.

When the flotilla was safely at sea, the mission was announced at last: transport the twelve fighter planes and their pilots two thousand miles to Wake Island. The strategic mid-Pacific American base, with no fresh water source and only one known mammal—the rat—needed immediate fortification. After the 2,800-strong Enterprise crew and pilots were notified, yet another startling order circulated the ship and, by signal, transmitted to all escort vessels. The announcement was signed by both Captain Murray and Admiral Halsey, Enterprise’s flag officer:

CV6/A16-5(10-11t)

USS Enterprise

At Sea

November 28, 1941

BATTLE ORDER NUMBER ONE

1. The Enterprise is now operating under war conditions.

2. At any time, day or night, we must be ready for instant action.

3. Hostile submarines may be encountered.

4. The importance of every officer and man being especially alert and vigilant while on watch at his battle station must be fully realized by all hands.

5. The failure of one man to carry out his assigned task promptly, particularly the lookouts, those manning the batteries, and all those on watch on deck might result in great loss of life and even the loss of the ship.

6. The Captain is confident all hands will prove equal to any emergency that may develop.

7. It is part of the tradition of our Navy that, when put to the test, all hands keep cool, keep our heads, and fight.

8. Steady nerves and stout hearts are needed now.

G. D. Murray (signed)

Captain, US Navy, Commanding

Approved, November 28, 1941

W. F. Halsey

Vice Admiral, US Navy

Commander Aircraft,

Battle Force

Enterprise at war? Scuttlebutt regarding the strongly worded memo shot from one end of the ship to the other. The crew shifted to an unfamiliar state of high alert, and more than one school of fish drew torpedo fire along the way. But the convoy’s crinoline wakes were the only visible disturbance on the water’s surface all the way to its destination.

On November 30 Enterprise crossed the International Date Line, and the calendar skipped to December 2. At daylight the next morning, the marine pilots boarded their planes, took off in a line, and lowered onto the largest of Wake’s three tiny spits of coral, sand, and scrub.

On December 3, under blackout orders and radio silence, Enterprise and her escorts swung around and immediately began the trek back to Pearl. Having regained a day at the 180th meridian, they sailed through two December fifths. On the first of these, a young flyer named Ensign John H. Vogt returned from his patrol and reported seeing ships’ masts through the haze at the outer perimeter of his search; the information was logged but not acted upon.

On the second December fifth, the convoy ran into a tremendous squall. High winds lashed and battered the convoy. Thirty-foot waves broke high over Enterprise’s bow as the carrier rose and fell in heaving seas. Benny lurched along slippery, crazily slanted walkways as he moved from gun emplacement to gun emplacement. He was not alone in wondering whether getting to Pearl on December 6 as scheduled was more important than getting there in one piece. Benny’s concern was that pelting rain was blinding his already raw-nerved gunners, not to mention challenging their tenuous holds on the gun mounts.

Only when powerful trade winds collided with the mountainous seas and threatened to crack the bows of two destroyers did a reluctant Admiral Halsey order reduced speed. The convoy’s scheduled arrival at Pearl Harbor was thus postponed to Sunday morning, December 7.

Benny and the crew were as relieved as they were disappointed. The slowdown eased their nerves, but after nine grueling days at sea, the delay also meant no Saturday-night dissipating at the Moana Hotel or Sunday on the links. Adjusting to the news, the men going off rotation gravitated to the gymnasium-like hangar deck to watch Gary Cooper in Sergeant York, a movie about a draftee-turned-World War I hero who saved hundreds of his comrades’ lives while braving a hailstorm of enemy fire.

As the men settled into the film, Enterprise and her escorts slowed their eastward pace but remained on a near-convergence course with another convoy, Kido Butai, a mammoth six-carrier Japanese armada complete with 414 planes and 49 support vessels pounding southeast from its own late-November sortie, a remote anchorage in the Kurile Islands. The Japanese convoy was traveling under radio silence outside normal shipping lanes to avoid detection.

At dusk on December 6, scout planes again returned to the ship after their customary two-hundred-mile scan in all directions. Flyer D. W. Halsey (no relation to the admiral) jumped from his dive bomber, still zipped in his orange jumpsuit. He had an urgent report. Young Halsey felt sure he had observed the top of ships’ masts on the horizon at the end of his northwest search. The admiral questioned sternly why he didn’t investigate further. He quietly responded that he would not have had enough fuel to return to the ship. Because the pilot was relatively inexperienced, Captain Murray and Admiral Halsey decided to disregard the uncorroborated report.

In the predawn hours of December 7, Benny was on the “dog watch,” which ran from 0400 to 0800. Damp cold and edgy nerves had him on full alert that morning. He paced back and forth in Sky Control, alternately raising his field glasses to scan the obsidian sea and swilling from a bottomless cup of coal-black coffee. At 0500 the day’s first general quarters (“man your battle stations”) sounded. Flight quarters (“pilots, man your aircraft”) then blared from the loudspeakers.

It was customary to send one air squadron to Pearl Harbor ahead of the ship on the day of its arrival. This duty was sort of a rotating perk among the flight squadrons. Leaving Enterprise several hours early to arrange for the convoy’s berthing allowed the pilots to greet anxious wives and girlfriends in two short hours instead of the five or six it took Enterprise to get there. On this particular morning, the honor went to Scouting Squadron Six, led by Commander Brigham Young.

As the pilots assembled, Benny sent an inquiry to the flag bridge as to whether the live bombs and antiaircraft ammunition were to be removed from Scouting Six’s planes. After some delay, a runner brought word back from flag staff: remove the bombs but leave the ammunition. Benny nodded and transmitted the message. After Battle Order Number One, why should this surprise him?

Out on the Sky Bridge, he could see the pilots suiting up and preparing for takeoff. Crewmen huddled around them, asking the flyers to notify loved ones of the ship’s impending arrival. Enterprise had departed so suddenly that many of them hadn’t had the chance to explain that they might be gone longer than a routine weekend of maneuvers. Benny always felt a quiet pang overhearing the men chattering about wives and families waiting for them. Once again, nobody would be waiting for Benny.

Benny had already said his good-byes to Scouting Six pilots Vogt and Roger Miller, the men who had joined him for a day of revelry during Barton’s stopover. They made a fast plan to go to Waikiki the following week when they all had leave. At 0615 the flight deck was finally cleared, and Squadron Six’s eighteen planes took off and set a due east course. They would do a 180-degree sector sweep ahead of the ship, then land at Ford Island, the islet in the center of Pearl Harbor, by morning colors.
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TWO HUNDRED AND FIFTY miles north of Oahu, nearly the same distance that the Enterprise now stood west of her port, the Imperial Japanese fleet pressed southeast at flank speed. Its twenty-seven submarines were already well ahead of the fleet. At 0550 the Japanese Imperial Navy’s six aircraft carriers and escorts had commenced the launch of 184 attack planes.
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AFTER THE ENTERPRISE PLANES took off, Benny fiddled with the radio dial until he found the squadron’s flight frequency. This had become a habit in Sky Control on approach to Pearl, often just to relieve the boredom. The bravado chitchat among the pilots, usually on the bawdy side, was always a source of amusement.

About 0745, through the crackle and buzz of interference, Benny was jolted by the pilots’ voices rising with alarm over the radio transmitter. They were shouting to one another.

“Hey, did you see that army plane shooting at me?”

“That’s no army plane! That’s a Japanese plane! Look at the red circles on his wings!”

“That bastard! I’m going to shoot back!” The charged back-and-forth continued as Squadron Six and the equally surprised Japanese pilots tangled in view of Pearl Harbor.

Relieved of his watch, Benny raced past the duty bugler and the officer of the deck, then past the quartermaster and the helmsman. He was heading for the secret radar console between the flag bridge and the ship’s bridge. Benny found Jack Baumeister, Enterprise radar officer, hidden behind a long black curtain. Heart at a gallop, Benny told Jack what he’d heard on the pilot’s frequency. “Can we get anything on radar?”

Perspiring, Jack leaned forward in his chair and peered at a cluster of echoing blips of unknown origin making their way across the screen of the ship’s new radar machine. “It’s strange,” he said. “I’ve got a lot of bogies, but I shouldn’t be getting any. We’re a hundred and forty-four miles away, so they have to be flying really high for me to even get them on radar—I mean at least twenty thousand feet.”

“Have you reported this?” Benny asked, incredulous. Jack replied that he had, but his tone betrayed a lack of confidence in the new radar technology. By then, however, numerous planes had sent messages back to Enterprise confirming the worst. Benny and Jack stood together staring at the screen, the top half seeming to crawl with ants. Within seconds, the ship’s sirens screamed. The radioman had received an official coded message: “Enemy air raid on Pearl Harbor X This no drill.”

The quartermaster pulled the general quarters alarm, triggering its seventeen spine-chilling buzzes. The message blared repeatedly over the ship’s loudspeakers as men scrambled to their battle stations. Back in Sky Control, Benny issued rapid but succinct instructions in preparation for a possible attack on Enterprise itself, first to the men on the large five-inch antiaircraft mounts and on down the line to the machine gunners amidships.

As Benny barked orders to his gunners, Halsey issued his own from the flag bridge. After sending up a combat air patrol (CAP) to search for enemy ships, the admiral motioned to the signalmen. In a finger snap, a new set of multicolored flags were yanked from their flag bag and hoisted up the yardarm. The message to the fleet: “Prepare for battle.” With Enterprise’s battle flags now flying from her forepeak, the signal went out to the ships in the convoy to do the same. Wordless, from the ship’s highest perch, Benny watched the opening scenes of Enterprise at war.
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OVER THE NEXT TWO hours, the enemy force, commanded by Japanese admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, leveled the American fleet at Pearl Harbor. Enterprise’s Squadron Six, outnumbered ten to one, fought the swarming Zeros with everything it had. The pilots’ voices through the crackling radio static rang in Benny’s ears for days, especially that of Ensign Manuel Gonzales. “Please don’t shoot! This is Six-Baker-Three, an American plane!” Next came Gonzales’s urgent command to his rear gunner, “We are on fire—bail out!” The transmission went silent after that. They disappeared without a trace.

Brigham Young carried Admiral Halsey’s staff officer, Lieutenant Commander Bromfield Nichols, in
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