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Prologue
The Boy Venville

This moment was one to be captured for posterity.

Twenty-three gaunt, starving men approached a gray boulder that punctuated the rock-strewn bank of the river. Wracked by disease and riddled with sores, the haggard souls mustered their last reserves of energy to hoist each other up and jostle into position. A small American flag was handed to the dazed senior naval officer of the party, Lieutenant James C. Gillmore Jr., who weakly held it aloft.

That a camera was present there and then, in the war-ravaged Philippines, two weeks shy of the close of the nineteenth century, defied all odds. Brought along by a forward-thinking army lieutenant, the Kodak folding pocket camera had been introduced in the United States just eight months earlier, in April 1899. The hand-sized marvel of photographic innovation had survived a transpacific ocean journey to the Philippines, a grueling months-long march into northern Luzon, pitched battles against insurgents, and a daring mission into the uncharted hinterlands of the Cordilleras to rescue the men now assembled.

But the journey to this site would prove to be just half the miracle: After the single photograph was snapped, consuming the final frame of the last cartridge of film, the Kodak joined the Gillmore party prisoners and 168-soldier rescue column on a harrowing ninety-mile mountain descent along a winding, turbulent river, suffering extremes of mountain frost and stifling tropical heat, and at least two dunkings in the bone-chilling current. Nonetheless, the camera and the cartridge arrived safely in Manila, as did, for the most part, the broken men.

Months later, the improbable portrait of the liberated Gillmore party ran in newspapers across the United States, accompanying a startling tale of siege, survival, and salvation. The account made colorful headlines, albeit briefly: A US Navy mission, sent to rescue a besieged Spanish garrison, had gone horribly awry. A ferocious rebel assault on a hapless cutter crew had left a number of sailors either dead or in captivity. And after more than eight harrowing months as prisoners of war, the survivors had been dramatically freed from insurgent hands by two battalions of US Army volunteer infantry. By many accounts, Lieutenant Gillmore was a hero. His survival and rescue were nothing less than triumphs of civility over savagery, underpinned by America’s daunting military might. How could anyone know that these events were just fragments of a larger story, one that had yet to be told?

And then, like all fresh news that quickly grows stale, the account of the US Navy’s stunning debacle at Baler, the captivity of the first American prisoners of war in a foreign land, and the US Army units sent to their rescue was lost to time. The photograph of the Gillmore party prisoners on the very morning of their liberation was filed away and forgotten. No further thought was given to the event, nor the great consequences suffered by the men involved and the country in which it occurred.
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Absent from that photograph was a sailor once under Lieutenant Gillmore’s command—just a kid, really, whose name his captors never got right, even after 323 days under their watch. Fair enough; it was a bit of a tongue-twister for a people whose original twenty-character alphabet lacked the letter “v,” along with c, f, x, q, and r—all consonants introduced by their Spanish colonizers to cover the loanwords they had brought to the Tagalog language. The lanky, handsome, eighteen-year-old US Naval Apprentice, 2nd Class, Denzell George Arthur Venville, became known throughout Baler, a remote coastal town on the east coast of Luzon, as “Bembio.”

When Venville awoke the morning of February 29, 1900, his two fellow captives, the Spanish Franciscan priests Felix Minaya and Juan Lopez, were by his side, as they had been for the past nine months. Their guards, increasingly skittish, were unwilling to let the prisoners wander far from their makeshift bamboo-and-thatch lean-to; they were too valuable to lose. By this time, three of the four gunshot wounds Venville had sustained in the ambush of his US Navy cutter more than ten months ago had healed rather well. One had perforated his ear, another had ripped through his throat, and a third had driven into his armpit and out his shoulder. It was the fourth gunshot, violently shattering his ankle joint, that had healed poorly and left the boy crippled. Just under five-foot-eight and a lean 119 pounds, the naval apprentice could limp about with surprising agility, although he still required a cane for support.

Venville, no doubt, was convinced he had been forgotten by now. After the fateful rebel ambush, he had been too severely wounded to accompany the rest of the American prisoners of war on their forced march to the interior of Luzon, to General Aguinaldo’s command, where they would become pawns in a fight for independence. Instead, against his wishes, Venville had been left behind, along with two other wounded sailors. When his companions had sufficiently healed, they too were marched out, leaving Venville abandoned once again. At this point, the boy must have wondered if he would ever get back home.

Home was Sellwood, a small town outside Portland, Oregon. Unlike most other apprentices who had signed up in search of adventure on the world’s seas, Venville had joined for health reasons. Behind the gentle boy’s bright hazel eyes and warm smile lurked physical infirmity. He had enlisted almost three years earlier, at the age of sixteen, on the advice of his doctor, who thought the fresh sea air would strengthen his sickly constitution and perhaps toughen him up. The medical counsel brought an added benefit: It allowed the youth to exit crushingly difficult family circumstances. Venville was one of eight children living cheek by jowl in a tumbledown shack along a dirt road in Sellwood, supported by their illiterate mother, who struggled to make ends meet as a house servant and washerwoman.

Once aboard the USS Yorktown, Venville’s weak demeanor and effeminate gestures immediately brought ridicule. “They call me a ‘girl sailor,’ ” he lamented to his mother during one short furlough at home, “but if war ever breaks out, I will show them I’m no girl.”

War had indeed broken out between the Filipino Army of Revolution and the United States nearly a year before this February day, but the shot-up Venville, languishing as a prisoner of war, had no role in it. Instead, he had been confined with the two young Spanish priests at ever-changing locations around the town of Baler. They had been joined for a portion of their captivity by other prisoners—a former Spanish Army hospital orderly, a Spanish schoolteacher, and the schoolteacher’s son—but not for long. Ominously, without notice, the three additions had been taken away. Venville and the two priests suspected they had been killed.

During the past two weeks, anxiety had swept through the rebel-held town. Reports indicated a large American force—six hundred heavily armed men on huge horses and carting artillery—was marching on Baler. The town’s rebel leader, Kapitan Novicio, had quickly ordered the three prisoners moved to a series of hiding places that would place them out of reach of their potential rescuers. They were marched to San Jose de Casignan, a small settlement fourteen miles distant, and put into the custody of the local mayor. Days later, when a fresh report confirmed the Americans were about to descend into their coastal valley, the prisoners were again on the move, to a more-secure location deep in the forest. On February 19, just a day before the Americans were to arrive, San Jose fell into chaos as panicked residents packed up and fled.

Venville and the two priests, accompanied by the mayor’s extended family and servants, were marched even farther out of reach, this time to an inaccessible clearing in the heart of the jungle. Starved of sunlight by the thick, triple-canopy foliage above, the camp conferred an alarming sense of foreboding on the prisoners. They had been on the move, almost constantly, for the past twelve days.

Kapitan Novicio’s decision to move the prisoners from San Jose was timely. On February 20, three companies of the 34th US Volunteer Infantry, one troop of 4th US Cavalry, and a sixty-three-mule pack train under the command of General Frederick Funston did indeed spill through the deserted settlement. At one point, the prisoners and their would-be rescuers were perhaps no more than a few miles apart.

This morning, eight days after the American arrival in Baler Valley, had started out differently for Venville. The mayor’s daughter, Agapita, had prepared a hearty breakfast of venison for Bembio. As he savored the unexpected gesture of generosity, four members of the mayor’s family approached to inquire if Bembio was interested in joining a fishing expedition on the nearby Diatt River. Proficient with his casting net, a skill he had picked up from local fishermen, Venville was happy to join. It not only meant fresh food—the bountiful rivers in the area offered blue spot and river mullet, sometimes mudskippers, and a good catch of eels, river clams, and snails—but it also meant a chance to take a bath. And it would break the boredom of another seemingly endless day in captivity.


From the forest camp, the group took several trails that opened up into an alluvial valley at the foothills of the verdant Sierra Madres. There, the Diatt River had etched a rocky course from the distant mountains to the shimmering sea. Dressed in his ragged, blue navy-uniform pants, likely barefoot, Venville hobbled to keep up. As the morning sun began to climb, the party of fishermen ventured upstream toward the shadows of the mountains.

Venville may not have noticed it, but there was tension in the air. Maybe, with the several weeks of forced marches and confused rumors, he had become inured to his predicament and no longer worried about his fate. Notably, there is no report of Venville ever having tried to escape; maybe he was actually enjoying his adventure, despite the deprivation and hardship. The group marched on, moving deeper into the canyon. Whether they conversed, and what was said, we do not know. At some point, the four Filipinos dropped from Venville’s side, falling back, perhaps suggesting that Bembio go ahead—that they would catch up.

A ferocious band of head-hunting Ilongots, armed with bows and arrows, spears, and razor-sharp steel machetes (known as “head knives”), had been lying in wait since morning. Short and muscular, with long, straight-black hair and clad only in loincloths, the primitive Ilongot warriors were as fierce as they looked, reinforced by a long history of violence against intruders who happened into their mountain domain, and among their own warring people.

It is fair to assume the first arrow—launched from a taut palm-wood bow, and most likely aimed at Venville’s back—hit its mark without warning. It was an ingeniously lethal projectile: a jointed, leaf-shaped iron arrow point, barbed and toggled like a harpoon, that was connected to a feathered shaft of bamboo and attached by a lanyard and retrieving cord. This specific arrow was designed for killing the packs of wild boar and deer that roamed the thick jungle. The metal point would drive itself deeply into the heft of the animal; if it ran, it would soon find itself dragging an arrow shaft though the entangling underbrush while the iron point remained wedged deeply in its flesh, causing further damage. But the arrows were also lethal and efficient against other, human prey; this morning, that prey was Naval Apprentice, 2nd Class, Denzell George Arthur Venville. Bembio.

Perhaps the boy turned around to face his attackers; we don’t know. Testimony confirms a second arrow was launched, perhaps in near succession, and it dug deeply into the crippled boy. He may have cried out, beseeching the heavens as he had done so often during the past ten months when faced with near death, abandonment, and captivity.

The Ilongots descended on the dying boy, drawing their head knives from their sheaths. Certainly, one Ilongot had been singled out for the honor, for taking a head was a sacred ritual of manhood, a prerequisite for marriage. Whoever the warrior was, he likely seized the boy by his soft blond hair, yanked back his head, and in one violent stroke, sliced off the boy’s skull. Holding the grim prize aloft would have elicited shouts of glee, perhaps even a joyful jig. It was a moment of celebration: The boy warrior had just become a man.

The Ilongots were not done. Other knives worked on Venville’s appendages; his hands were chopped off at the wrists, and then his feet, one glistening blade efficiently hacking through the deformed joint that had refused to mend. To cover the gruesome deed, a shallow grave was dug along the riverbank. Several of the warriors dragged the boy’s dismembered form to the depression and covered it with stones. Clutching their bits of Bembio, the Ilongots then departed, leaving the decaying remains to the gangs of wild boar and feral dogs that scoured the canyon for carrion.

Days after the killing, one of the Ilongots in the head-hunting party passed by the grave with his dogs. Sure enough, scattered about the riverbed were the boy’s pelvis and leg bones, lying some thirty feet from the grave.

Not far away, in the neighboring town, the Americans were getting settled, a new garrison falling into place. It was now time to start asking around: Had anyone seen the naval apprentice from the USS Yorktown—the boy named Venville who had been left behind at Baler?





BOOK I


The dreams of men, the seed of commonwealths, the germs of empires.

—JOSEPH CONRAD, HEART OF DARKNESS, PART I
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CHAPTER ONE

Baler, 1897

AS THE FIRST-QUARTER MOON INCHED ITS WAY INTO THE BRILLIANT canopy of stars above, the young rebel kapitan knew he owned the night. From his makeshift mountainside encampment, he surveyed the shadows of the settlement below, firm in the knowledge that his enemy was fast asleep. His spies had told him so. A remote clutch of huts centered around a singular stone church on the Pacific coast of northern Luzon in the Philippines, Baler was home to some seventeen hundred souls. Also in the town was a thin contingent of Spanish infantry, cazadores, who were struggling to retain this one tiny fragment of their fraying empire. And tonight they would die.

For the past two weeks, the energetic Teodorico Novicio had single-mindedly prepared for the assault, and he had a lot riding on its success. General Emilio Aguinaldo, a small-town mayor recently elected to lead the Filipino revolution, had promised Novicio the command of Baler, his hometown, if he could rid it of the Spaniards. Electrified by the impassioned rhetoric of revolt during his studies in Manila, the twenty-two-year-old kapitan had already made a name for himself in the nascent revolutionary government through a series of violent raids on other Spanish garrisons scattered about central Luzon. Advancement was again in the offing, as soon as Novicio seized control of the sleepy village below.

While his desire to prove his worth to his superiors sharpened Novicio’s focus, there was a more-powerful element that fueled the kapitan’s relentless intensity. Drawn from a less-successful branch of a prominent family in the distant Ilocos region, Novicio had long labored in the shadows of his noted relations—intellectuals well versed in the arts, music, politics, and war. While only distantly related to Antonio Luna, perhaps the most able of Aguinaldo’s field commanders, and to his brother Juan Luna, the famed painter, Novicio had laid claim to the lineage.
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General Emilio Aguinaldo, the “center of gravity” to the war against the Spanish and then the Americans.




Novicio, no doubt, was familiar with his relative’s most famous painting, Spoliarium, which had prevailed over European works in an international art competition in Madrid thirteen years earlier. The twenty-three-by-thirteen-foot masterwork dripped in allegory and symbolism, depicting the battered body of a vanquished Roman gladiator, his contest at the Colosseum over, about to be stripped of his armor. More powerful in this elegy to courage was the implication of Filipino mastery of the arts on par with the Europeans. With the myth of racial or cultural superiority shattered, the Spaniards were more vulnerable than ever. In fin de siècle Philippines, a growing circle of wealthy and educated Filipinos knew that anything was possible.

This emerging sense of national consciousness, however, did little to salve an ill-tempered Novicio, whose second-class status in his illustrious extended family had left him resentful and insecure. It was all revealed in his fits of pique, his brutal tenacity, and his unceasing drive. He carried a tremendous chip on his shoulder, and it dictated his every move.
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Spoliarium, a massive twenty-three-by-thirteen-foot canvas by Filipino painter Juan Novicio Luna, was awarded a gold medal at the Exposición Nacional de Bellas Artes in Madrid in 1884. The achievement shattered stereotypes.



Teodorico Novicio had been molded for this moment. Raised in Baler, he was the son of farming migrants from the industrious Ilocos in northwest Luzon, who had arrived in waves in search of better opportunities. But coming from a poorer, less-educated offshoot of a clan that had risen to prominence left him keenly perceptive to injustice. Throughout his youth in Baler, Novicio had witnessed the abuses and excesses of the colonial Spaniards, who became a natural target for his anger. He soon came to despise them for their imperious manners and their shameless preying on the town’s women. But most of all, he resented them for their one-sided decrees and orders that perpetuated their control over the Filipino people. After schooling in Manila and an immersion in the promise of the revolutionary movement, Novicio was quickly drawn into the fold of the rebel army. He swiftly rose to the rank of kapitan, helped by his gilded lineage.

On Aguinaldo’s orders, Novicio had set out from the revolution’s headquarters in central Luzon and journeyed back home to Baler. Along the way, he persuaded several compatriots to join his cause. Once at the outskirts of his hometown, Novicio sent word to his friends and relatives: Come join me, as comrades in arms. With the help of one of the wealthiest town leaders, the former provincial governor Antero Amatorio, Novicio spread his message of revolt, liberation, and the fantastic promise offered by the secret revolutionary society, the Katipunan. Odious Spanish taxes would no longer be imposed. Filipinos would not pay tribute to the Spaniards; instead, they would govern themselves. They would be free. In a few short weeks of fiery oratory, Novicio cobbled together a sufficient number of followers—a ragtag band of farmers and laborers—to execute his plan.

Now, Novicio was ratcheting up his game. Baler proper was not much more than a collection of sixty bamboo and nipa huts staked out along a few muddy streets, gridded around a dusty, foot-worn plaza and an old stone church. But it did have a strategic location. The Spaniards in the town below did not yet know it, but they were about to reap a whirlwind of violence. Decimation of the Spanish force, the kapitan knew, would take the Philippines one step closer to freedom. And it would also lighten the burden on the angry officer’s shoulders.

[image: art]

For more than three centuries of colonial domination, the Spaniards had successfully tamped down nationalist dissent through repression, exile, and execution. By 1896, however, the burgeoning Filipino revolutionary movement had spilled over into armed conflict. Provinces fell under martial law. Youthful polymath Jose Rizal, one of the key intellectuals whose powerful and impassioned fictional writings about abusive Spanish rule had inspired the revolt, was arrested, imprisoned, and tried for the crime of rebellion. His sentence—public execution by firing squad in Manila’s main plaza, on December 30, 1896—only served to fan the flames of insurrection and unrest.
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On December 30, 1896, Jose Rizal, the intellectual force behind the fight for Philippine independence, was executed in Manila by the Spaniards. His death only fanned the flames of insurrection and unrest.



Spain responded by flooding the islands with fresh troops. Desperate battles were fought and strategic provinces retaken. By mid-1897, the Filipino insurrection that had been under way for the past quarter-century was largely quelled. Aguinaldo’s rebel forces were driven into retreat to the relative safety of central Luzon, into the mountains of Bulacan and Nueva Ecija. The Spaniards, in turn, extended an olive branch, cynically hoping to buy off the revolution’s leaders with cash in exchange for the rebels’ laying down their arms and leaving the country. Called the Pact of Biak-na-Bato, the agreement led to General Aguinaldo’s disavowal of the rebellion and his declaration of loyalty to his colonial masters. But soon, both sides violated the terms of the deal. Aguinaldo, using the partial sums paid to him for his loyalty, revived the revolt from his exile in Hong Kong.

In the months running up to the bound-to-fail truce, the Spaniards rightly worried that the unprotected eastern coast of Luzon was being used to smuggle arms to Aguinaldo’s forces. In response the Spanish governor general ordered a poorly equipped military detachment of fifty cazadores, under the leadership of nineteen-year-old Lieutenant Jose Mota, to Baler, capital of the district of El Principe. Hiking across the Sierra Madres, the north-south spine of mountains that separates the rugged east coast from the rest of Luzon, Lieutenant Mota’s detachment arrived in Baler on September 20, 1897. They were greeted by a much-relieved Don Antonio Lopez Irizarri, commandant of the town, and a young parish priest, Candido Gomez Carreño, who explained that until their arrival, the far-flung coastal town had been guarded by no more than a single Spanish corporal of the Guardia Civil and five native guards.

Anticipating the worst, Lieutenant Mota immediately began improving the defenses of the town. He started with the construction of a circular network of trenches, which, if overrun, would provide a path of retreat to the refuge of the church. From behind the church’s thick coral and stone walls, he knew, the Spaniards, even if heavily outnumbered, could hold out until reinforcements arrived.

With his plan of last resort in place, and against his better judgment, Lieutenant Mota was forced to scatter his forces about the town, as Baler lacked a structure large enough to accommodate all fifty Spanish cazadores. The church was off limits for this purpose, given its importance to the town’s religious life. Mota divided his detachment of infantry among the town’s three available buildings. He housed ten soldiers in the quarters of the Guardia Civil, another eighteen in the home of the town’s schoolteacher, Lucio Quezon, and the balance in the commandancia, the office Mota shared with his political counterpart, Don Lopez Irizarri. Mota himself chose to lodge with the priest. For good measure, he assigned a single sentry to stand guard in the town’s open and largely indefensible plaza.

After two weeks of toil, the new labyrinth of trenches was complete. Reviewing the reinforced earthen defenses, a cheerful Mota thanked his men for their efforts and took quiet pleasure in his own foresight.

[image: art]


On the eve of the attack, Kapitan Teodorico Novicio once more harangued his fighters, all armed with little more than steel bolos, or local machetes:


Brothers … we will embark on a dangerous operation, which, if we carry out well, will be a remarkable service to our country and one more step on the road to our freedom…. Brothers, do you have the strength to follow me?



Novicio’s amateur force of conspirators nervously confirmed their resolve. In his excitement, Novicio appointed a mayor, assigned ranks to a new cadre of officers, and appointed his wealthy benefactor, Amatorio, to head the town’s military administration. Novicio then instructed his freshly minted band of freedom fighters to meet at eleven the following evening. Sensing the frailty of his makeshift command and perhaps a tinge of hesitation among his men, a hot-blooded Novicio, rifle in hand, closed with an admonishment: “If any of you fail me, or turn against me, I will shoot you without pity.”
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The following day, secrecy was compromised and the plot exposed when the talkative Amatorio was anxiously explaining the plan to his wife. An eight-year-old girl overheard the conversation and immediately regurgitated the details to her mother, who, in turn, rushed the news to the Spanish commandante. Don Lopez Irizarri dismissed the report with a wave of his hand. Mere child’s fantasy.

At eight that evening, the town’s uniformed policemen, a force of cuadrillos, reported for duty at the municipal hall. All of them were among Novicio’s new rebel recruits. After the evening’s passwords and signals were exchanged, the guardians of public order became foxes in the hen-house. With unfettered access across the garrison, the policemen-rebels silently tracked the Spaniards’ every move.
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On Tuesday, October 4, 1897, at precisely eleven in the evening as planned, Novicio’s forces stealthily assembled along the forested edge of town. The frenetic kapitan ran among them, checking preparations and emphatically imploring each man to kill as many Spaniards as possible in one spectacular spasm of violence. Seize every rifle and every single cartridge of ammunition, Novicio implored. This was their one chance to hit the enemy hard. The glorious revolution depended on their success. And Novicio’s own ascension was at hand.

Just before midnight, the compromised cuadrillos sauntered across the earthen plaza, following worn trails that cut across thin patches of grass and weeds, toward the lone Spanish sentry posted at the door of the commandancia. One cuadrillo inquired about the state of peace and order while another played along in the distraction. A third silently approached the Spanish sentry from behind, slowly drew his bolo, and violently smashed the blade through the soldier’s skull. The dazed Spaniard swung around, squeezed off a shot from his Mauser, and yelled, “To arms, infantrymen!” A second powerful hack brought the soldier down.

The Filipino insurgents spilled out of the trenches and stormed the cazadores’ quarters. Jolted awake, the Spaniards stumbled and flailed in the dark toward their rifles. With the element of surprise, the Filipinos mauled their way through the barracks, swinging bladed steel and clubs, collecting rifles and ammunition. As they cut a bloody swath, Novicio, leading one unit, was shot, a bullet piercing his left shoulder. Unable to continue, the kapitan escaped the chaos and lurched into the woods. Despite his withdrawal, his men fought on.

At the schoolhouse, brutal fighting degenerated into desperate, frenzied combat. One cazador attacked a wave of enemies with his bayoneted rifle, impaling several in a running sprint. In the dark of night, the spirited Spanish defense eventually forced the attackers to fall back. Finally, facing a regrouped and better-armed force, the Filipinos retreated into the forest that fringed the town.

Despite all his public bravado, Lieutenant Mota had quietly heeded the child’s warning of an impending attack and had moved to the commandancia that night to sleep among the safety of his men. Startled out of bed by the insurgent assault, he raced outside in his nightwear and quickly emptied his revolver at the bolo-wielding shadows darting about. Unable to reload, and thinking his soldiers had been routed, he dashed back to the priest’s convent, some twenty-five yards away. Mota was, at this point, nothing more than a half-naked, gun-waving form in a frantic search for refuge. The twenty-seven-year-old priest Carreño was also armed with a revolver. Even a man of God required the means for self-defense in the rebel-infested Philippines.

In the blurred moments that followed, a round from Carreño’s revolver found its way into the lieutenant’s head, and the priest, in a hysterical panic, bolted into the forest. Whether Mota borrowed the priest’s gun, lamented all was lost, and shot himself—later reported as the official story—or was accidentally gunned down by the wild-eyed priest, has been lost to history. Whatever the facts, the outcome remained the same. The lieutenant lay dead by the door of the dormitory, blood oozing from his skull, the priest’s revolver by his side.

On the second floor of the commandancia, Don Lopez Irizarri stood at the head of the staircase, gripping a Remington rifle. He called out to his men in hiding below, “Come up, my sons, and here, all of us together, we can defend ourselves [until] morning.” Several wounded cazadores staggered up the stairs, dumbstruck and in shock. As they assessed their dire predicament, a bewildered Spanish infantryman who had broken away from his Filipino captors crashed into the downstairs foyer and started up the steps. The terror-stricken Spaniards unleashed a furious wave of gunfire. The sheet of hot lead lifted their hapless colleague off the stairs and slammed him back against the doorframe. His smoking form slid into a heap on the floor. As the tragic error was realized, the dispirited Spaniards huddled in the darkened commandancia and began the interminable wait for the next attack, or first light, whichever came first.

When the sun finally broke over Baler Bay, the morning’s hazy light revealed the toll of the devastating assault. Cautiously stepping over their dead comrade in the doorway, the Spanish survivors ventured into the town plaza to find the remains of five fellow cazadores scattered about. On the threshold of the convent, Lieutenant Mota lay dead in a pool of congealing blood, a revolver by his side. In total, seven Spaniards were dead and eight missing, presumably captured by the insurgents. More than half of the surviving Spaniards were wounded, their limbs cleaved badly by the violent cyclone of sharpened steel. Only a third of the detachment was on its feet. Worse, of the garrison’s fifty powerful Mauser rifles, only twenty remained. Interspersed among the dead were another eight bodies, insurgents killed during the assault, including the town’s verbose mayor, whose municipal leadership had lasted but a day.


Disbelief hung in the air as thickly as the morning’s humidity, the sun “hidden by dark clouds, as if ashamed by the vile treachery that had been perpetuated in Baler during the night,” as remembered by Father Felix Minaya. Later that morning, a passing Spanish warship, the Manila, sent its auditor ashore for a routine exchange of views. There was no friendly banter this time; instead, the stunned emissary found the town awash in death and a pale, bleary-eyed Don Lopez Irizarri pleading, “Go back on board your ship and tell your captain to send me some people to help us; we were attacked last night and I am left with only three able-bodied men.” A dozen men and a doctor rushed to assist the broken detachment, which had now retreated to the safety of the town’s stone church. The ship urgently set sail to Manila to deliver the grim news to the faltering Spanish leadership.

A frustrated Novicio, who would spend the next two months nursing his gunshot wound, no doubt found some satisfaction in his victory. He and his men had not taken the town, but they had inflicted severe damage on the garrison. Novicio surely observed the Spanish ship offloading men and supplies, but it did not matter. The Spaniards could dispatch all the reinforcements they could muster to shore up the town’s defenses and dig in even more deeply. Novicio would remain resolute: He would attack them again, and again, until they were gone.

These outsiders would be driven from Baler, once and for all. And Novicio would receive his due.

Freedom was at hand.





CHAPTER TWO

A Defense to Madness

TEODORICO NOVICIO’S BRUTAL HANDIWORK AT BALER IN EARLY OCTOBER 1897 triggered alarm among the Spanish political hierarchy in Manila. Two steam transports carrying one hundred fresh Spanish soldiers under the command of Captain Jesus Roldan Maizonada were immediately dispatched. The reinforcements would face off with an insurgent force now armed with the garrison’s modern, more-deadly Mauser rifles. Landing under fire from Novicio and his men, the Spanish detachment fought its way to the church and relieved the besieged remnants of Lieutenant Mota’s men. The battered survivors staggered aboard one of the ships and collapsed on its decks. Within hours, the men were steaming toward Manila, their prayers answered.

For those Spaniards left behind, a new chapter of torment was about to unfold. Sensing weakness, Novicio and his soldiers attacked the reinforcements later that day. Roldan’s company, struggling to fight off the insurgents, fell under siege anew. Days dragged into weeks. Hunkered down in the stone church, the detachment faced incessant sniping, with rations running short and relief nowhere in sight. Finally, nearly four months later, on January 23, 1898, more reinforcements arrived—but not to join the fight. Following the peace pact at Biak-na-Bato, the agreement that had bribed Aguinaldo for his loyalty and sent him into exile, the arriving force of four hundred Spanish soldiers under Major Juan Genova Iturbe had marched to Baler simply to assist Roldan and receive the surrender of Novicio, his men, and their weapons. Few insurgents turned up to take advantage of the amnesty, however, and those who did were unarmed. Novicio’s fighters, it seemed, were biding their time.


One month later, with the peace settlement in hand and hostilities officially over, Spanish authorities in Manila ordered the withdrawal of Genova’s battalion and Roldan’s company. In their place, a final detachment of soldiers was dispatched to Baler, essentially to keep peace and order, under the command of a handsome, young lieutenant, Puerto Rican Juan Alonso Zayas.

Alonso was born and raised in the cobblestoned city of San Juan, son of a Spanish officer from Barcelona who was assigned to the Caribbean colony. Drawn from privilege, Alonso had access to excellent schools and had taken up an interest in photography. In November 1888, he decided to follow in his father’s footsteps and joined the Spanish Army. At just nineteen years of age, Alonso found himself in Cuba, tasked with quelling the island’s simmering unrest. Following further training in Spain, and promotion in rank, Alonso was shipped to Manila, where he arrived in May 1897. Over a depressing nine months, the now twenty-nine-year-old officer had witnessed one loss after another to the Filipinos, followed by a sketchy negotiated peace that had left Spanish authorities with a severely weakened grasp over its upstart colony.

Alonso’s subaltern, the thirty-two-year-old Saturnino Martin Cerezo, was from humbler origins. Raised in the fertile valleys of the Caceres region of Spain—known for its fine red wines, rich vegetable stews, and salt-cured ham—Martin had turned to the military to avoid a life of backbreaking labor on farms outside the rural town of Miajadas. In 1897, he volunteered for service in the Philippines, responding to the urgent call to arms from the Spanish authorities there.

Lieutenant Alonso’s command consisted of forty-nine enlisted men, who, like Martin, were predominantly laborers and farmers drawn from the hinterlands and outposts of Spain—from provinces such as Castellon, Andalusia, Catalonia, and Valencia, and the far-flung islands of Majorca and the Canaries. The detachment, the bulk of whom were in their early twenties, comprised several bakers, a shoemaker, stonecutter, blacksmith, cook, haberdasher, tailor, locksmith, and boat hand. Few were professional soldiers, but that didn’t matter; the revolution’s leadership was in exile and hostilities were declared over. The only enemy this new contingent of cazadores expected to confront in isolated Baler was the endless boredom of garrison duty.

Alonso and his men set out overland from Manila on February 7, 1898, marching east across Luzon. Joining them were the newly appointed political-military governor for the Principe district, Don Enrique de las Morenas y Fossi, and a contract surgeon, Medical Lieutenant Rogelio Vigil de Quiñones y Alfaro. Las Morenas, holding the rank of captain, was the most senior officer, an old army veteran from Cadiz. He had fought in the last of the Carlist Wars (1872–1876), a civil war against pretenders to the Spanish throne, and had been retired and placed in the reserves. With the outbreak of a revolt in the Philippines, Las Morenas had been recalled to service. Vigil de Quiñones was a medical doctor, who, at age thirty-six, had joined the army three months earlier for adventure. Prior to his assignment to Baler, he had been working in the main Spanish hospital in Malate, a bucolic, bayside suburb of Manila.

The trek from Manila was an arduous five-day affair, beginning on the Pasig River, a muddy-brown waterway that snaked through the heart of the capital city, connecting Manila Bay with the massive inland Laguna Lake. A clanking steam vessel delivered the Spaniards across the shallow, brackish lake, as they were silently tracked by the sun-wizened fishermen tending their fish pens. The first stop was Santa Cruz, a small settlement on the distant shore. From there, the Spaniards continued on horseback and on foot to the eastern coast, to the town of Mauban. On the final leg, Alonso and his men sailed up the Pacific coast to the remote, mountain-hemmed town of Baler. Upon their arrival at the garrison, Alonso’s command took to the urgent task of building up defenses once again. Captain Las Morenas, meanwhile, made plans to repopulate the town. He hoped to lure back inhabitants who had fled, now that the negotiated peace at Biak-na-Bato offered an opportunity for town life to return to normal.

Kapitan Novicio, however, had other plans. The rebel stranglehold on Spanish forces was achieving results in other towns. In Novicio’s mind, Baler would fall next. He knew the Spanish were running low on men and lacked the conviction to fight. He also knew that the local populace was once again growing eager for action after Las Morenas had impressed the male population into a labor force. Residents were angry. As the Spaniards alienated the local populace, the rebel kapitan knew their days were numbered.

Novicio must have been emboldened by his string of successes: the deadly assault on Mota’s detachment the previous October, which had provided his fighters with their first supply of modern Mausers; their surprise attack on the Spanish cruiser as it landed reinforcements; and the corralling and siege of Roldan’s force in the embattled church for more than three months. By now, Novicio knew intimately the layout of the garrison, its resources, and its desperate isolation. The next prize that taunted him: fifty newly arrived Mausers and an abundant resupply of precious ammunition. After Novicio captured the garrison in the name of Filipino independence, General Aguinaldo would be pleased, and the kapitan was certain that his long-overdue glory and renown would follow.

By late June 1898, an anxious stream of farmers and their families began a quiet exodus from town. Fearing another bloodbath, the Spanish garrison, in turn, prepared in earnest for an attack. They concentrated their forces in the church, drawing together their remaining provisions. Amid the flurry of activity, two local hospital corpsmen, along with Lieutenant Martin Cerezo’s servant, deserted their posts and fled into the mountains. As the detachment fretted over their fortifications and supplies, one of the Spanish infantrymen also took the opportunity to run. Things were starting to fall apart.

On June 30, the wait was over. At the bridge on the west side of town, Martin Cerezo’s patrol stumbled into an ambush, drawing a heavy barrage of rifle fire from the surrounding thicket. A corporal fell to the ground, severely wounded in the foot. Heavily outnumbered, the Spaniards fell into a full retreat, carrying their wounded comrade. Racing back to the church, they fired on the run, a pack of determined Filipinos in hot pursuit, and burst into the church, slamming the huge wooden doors shut and yanking the heavy iron bolts into place. The wounded cazador, his foot mangled, writhed in agony on the floor.

On the last day of June 1898, Teodorico Novicio began what he hoped would be the third and final attack on Baler’s garrison. This one, surely, would drive the Spaniards from his town forever.

Holed up in the church, the fifty-two well-armed and defensively entrenched Spaniards—a force of three officers, forty-seven enlisted men, a contract surgeon, and the town’s priest—proved a formidable foe. The detachment estimated that their store of food rations and an unlimited supply of fresh drinking water (from a new well dug on the grounds) would allow them to hold out for months. With the Spaniards able to repulse each Filipino attack with ease, a stalemate was quickly reached. Three weeks into what had degenerated into a kind of siege, with each side sniping at the other, the Filipinos received reinforcements under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Simon Tecson. Measured and judicious, the thirty-seven-year-old Tecson, fourteen years older and vastly wiser than the impulsive Novicio, brought a broader strategic mentality to Baler. Drawn from an established family in the central Luzon province of Bulacan, the educated lieutenant colonel was cut from another class of Filipinos, a world above Novicio’s rougher, more rakish reality—obvious to all by his striking height and confident bearing.

Tecson’s arrival expanded Novicio’s force to some 800 men, who were now armed with 137 rifles. After reviewing the standoff, Tecson agreed to order an immediate attack to draw out the Spaniards and finish the siege business once and for all. The church’s defenses, however, offered a vastly superior position and would not be easily taken. Tecson’s attack left a single Spanish sentry in the church tower wounded, but only by luck. During the Filipinos’ four-sided barrage of lead, a single rifle round had ricocheted off the soldier’s rifle, slammed into his chest, and settled under his rib cage. The Filipinos backed off, unwilling to lose men to the efficient Spanish snipers. Inside the church, Dr. Vigil de Quiñones treated the wounded soldier, but an infection quickly took hold. Thirteen days later, the cazador was dead.
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The church at Baler (circa February 1900), site of the famed siege.




A month into the siege, the Spaniards held their first funeral inside the bolted, beleaguered church, presided over by Father Carreño. The dead boy was buried at the far corner of the sacristy, just before the altar. The funeral would have been far gloomier had the Spaniards been aware of the news outside their walls. In early July 1898, Spain’s Caribbean naval forces had been crushed by the Americans in the Battle of Santiago, and the Cuban capital had been surrendered. By the end of the month, Spanish authorities, through the French embassy in Washington, D.C., were proposing an armistice to bring hostilities with the Americans to a close.

As peace between Spain and the United States was being forged, the combatants at Baler continued their tit-for-tat sniping at each other’s lines. When rifles proved ineffective, Tecson’s forces brought up several cannons and rained shrapnel down on the church walls and roof. The barrage merely splintered the church’s doors, but it completely destroyed the roof, exposing the Spaniards to the elements at the height of monsoon season. The miserable, wet conditions led another Filipino servant to desert the Spanish stronghold.
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Insurgents patrolling the beach at Baler, circa 1899.



A frustrated Tecson meditated over new approaches to coax the Spaniards into surrendering. He settled on the idea of using two Spanish priests, Fathers Juan Lopez and Felix Minaya, recently captured from another coastal town fifty miles to the north, in an attempt to persuade their countrymen to lay down their arms.

The two Spanish priests were improbable emissaries between the warring factions. In 1887, Lopez had entered the Franciscan priesthood at age sixteen in his hometown of Pastrana, a once-splendorous medieval village flanked by the Tajo and Tajuño Rivers, in the rolling countryside of Guadalajara. Felix Minaya, one year older and a native of Toledo, had also taken his vows at Pastrana at the same time. For the eight years that followed, the two inseparable men had served together at the quiet hilltop convent, pursuing their godly vocation with youthful passion. In September 1895, Lopez and Minaya sailed together for the Philippines. For the past two and a half years, they had lived and worked together, jointly ministering to their flock in the remote town of Casiguran. Unaware of the siege under way in distant Baler—at the time, only accessible by boat—the priests were largely oblivious to their own deteriorating security. A column of Filipino insurgents arrived at Casiguran on July 20, 1898, and immediately took the two men into custody, stripped them of their possessions and robes, and turned their convent, once a quiet refuge, into a military barracks.

On Tecson’s orders, the priests were brought to Baler, given back their robes, and ordered to the front of the church. A parley was called by the sounding of bugles, and flags of truce were raised. Greeted by their ecstatic countrymen, Lopez and Minaya were led inside the barricaded church for a meeting. Sitting with Captain Las Morenas and his officers, the priests were pressed for news. Father Lopez told the Spaniards everything, as incredible as it sounded: Spain had been defeated by the United States of America. Spanish forces were withdrawing across the country. The war was over, they had been told.

As recalled later by Minaya, an incredulous Las Morenas scoffed, “So you have not seen what the insurgents told you about? You have not witnessed any of the major catastrophes you have reported to us?”

“Absolutely none,” the priest admitted.

The questioning continued, with Lieutenant Alonso angrily concluding, “So, everything is a pure lie! Those bandits wish to deceive us through all means, but they shall not succeed.” Las Morenas then made a decision. “You, dear fathers, will not leave this place; you will remain with us.”

Lopez and Minaya objected, fearing they would be killed if they were ever to fall again into insurgent hands. Las Morenas waved off their concerns. The priests would be issued rifles, and from then on, it was agreed, they would rotate on duty at the windows and trenches, like everyone else, sniping at the insurgents when required. Between these tasks, they would attend to their ministry and take confessions. If needed, they would also administer last rites to the dying and pray for their eternal repose.

When the news of the two priests’ absorption into the Spanish force filtered back across Filipino lines, Tecson demanded a second parley. Standing in front of the church the following morning, he angrily admonished the Spaniards for their violation of the international laws of war. He closed with a warning: “Felonies such as the ones you are committing shall cost you dearly.” And with that, the exasperated lieutenant colonel returned to his office to rethink his strategy.

By September, two months into the stalemate, constant fatigue, limited rations, and an extreme lack of hygiene brought new risks to the embattled Spaniards. Exacerbated by the humid weather, a new intruder stole into the fortified church: beriberi. Little was known of the disease at the time, nor its cause—a diet heavy on polished white rice—but it terrified its Spanish victims. Wracked with intestinal flu, the weakened priest Carreño was the first to fall ill. With his system starved of the critical nutritional building block of thiamine (vitamin B1, readily found in fresh meat, leafy green vegetables, and legumes, among other foods, all absent here), the disease progressed rapidly.


[image: art]

Filipino officers departing to, and returning from, another failed negotiation with the Spanish detachment holed up in the church.



Father Carreño’s decline may have started with paresthesia—a feeling of pins and needles—in his feet, a loss of the sense of touch in his hands, and a feeling of heat in his grotesquely bloated legs. Reflexes in his ankles and then his knees would have failed, followed by severe muscle weakness, crippling him. Over time, Carreño would have suffered from emotional disturbances caused by the onset of psychosis. He would have experienced a profound loss of short-term memory, forgetting where he was or recent events leading up to the siege, while perhaps recalling with startling clarity his childhood. With his brain increasingly confused, Carreño likely began mumbling nonsense. A final wave of damage would have quickly followed: a form of encephalopathy—brain dysfunction. Depleted of essential nutrients, crippled, bloated, in severe pain, and half-insane, Carreño likely fell into a raving delirium before death.

The priest was dead by September 25, 1898, eighty-seven days into the siege.

Five days later, another soldier died of the disease. A corporal and private quickly followed. Fresh graves were dug, hacked out in a small nook alongside the open corral. Eight days later, the garrison’s commanding officer, the dashing Puerto Rican officer, Lieutenant Alonso, succumbed.

The command now fell to Lieutenant Martin Cerezo. To stave off further death and despair, he turned his attention to improving sanitation within the church. He ordered ventilation improved and a makeshift latrine constructed on the edge of the corral. Martin Cerezo’s men struggled to beat back the swarms of flies that had been attracted to the rotting human filth and refuse strewn about the church. Almost purpose-built vectors for disease, the flies channeled pathogens as they walked, probed, and fed across filth, passing deadly microbes to the Spaniards’ food, noses, mouths, and open wounds.

Beriberi continued to take a harsh toll. Another two Spanish cazadores died in October, followed by five more men in November. Additional graves were dug and the bodies buried. In late November, Captain Las Morenas reportedly fell ill. Over two days, the captain slipped in and out of consciousness, in great agony. Delirious, he called out to one of his sons, “Little Henry! Little Henry!” He turned to Martin Cerezo and said, “Order them to go back and look for the child. Quickly! The insurrectos are going to take him.” With his mind gone, Las Morenas died that afternoon.

The captain’s death came on November 22, 1898, 145 days into the siege of Baler. The remaining men were now surrounded by fourteen fresh graves.


Meanwhile, further parleys failed. The Spaniards held steadfast to the belief that they were holding out for the honor of Mother Spain. Emissaries were rebuffed and efforts to communicate rejected, in the conviction that these attempts were nothing more than ruses by wily Filipinos bent on luring their colonial masters into surrender. Lieutenant Martin Cerezo was now in command of thirty-one privates, a trumpeter, and three corporals, almost all of them ill. Also holed up in the church were Dr. Vigil de Quiñones, one hospital corpsman, and the two late additions, Fathers Lopez and Minaya. By the end of the year, food rations had fallen to critical levels. Stacked beside the altar were a few sacks of fermented flour, several boxes of maggoty bacon, some old coffee and sugar, and a handful of tins containing sardines. The men were soon veering toward starvation, their bodies falling into a ketogenic state of self-consumption. Hunger, literally, was eating away at their emaciated frames.

On February 13, 1899, the epidemic of beriberi carried off another cazador. More than seven months into the siege, the death count now stood at fifteen. Of the original fifty-two men blockaded inside the church, nearly a third were dead, most due to beriberi, but also from the effects of starvation, dysentery, and other diseases.

The surviving Spaniards probably suffered a complete loss of reason, a primary characteristic of advanced beriberi being severe emotional disturbance and psychosis. In short, these men were defending their position while perched on the sharp edge of insanity.
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Over the months, a cloud of facts and innuendo had inevitably drifted across the mountains and into the hands of Manila’s journalists and editors. The press had taken note of the standoff at Baler. Most commentary was directed at the incomprehensible situation of the small garrison that was unwilling to surrender—laudable on one hand, laughable on the other. It was painfully obvious to an incredulous readership: Spain had surrendered the Philippines to the Americans some six months earlier, on August 13, 1898, and the Treaty of Paris had been signed between the United States and Spain on December 10, 1898. The war had officially ended with an agreement to sell the Philippines to the victors for $20 million. And with hostilities breaking out between American and Filipino forces in February 1899, it was no longer the Spaniards’ fight. Any further Spanish defense was senseless.
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Army of Liberation forces at Baler largely kept their distance and allowed the Spaniards to starve or die of disease. Lieutenant Colonel Simon Tecson stands to the right of the cannon, and to the left, Captain Teodorico Novicio.



Manila’s rumor mill was further fed by Spanish officials returning from round after round of failed negotiations at Baler. The refusal of the garrison’s officers to obey orders issued by senior officers smacked of disobedience, if not outright mutiny. Anecdotes of death, intrigue, and despair were whispered in the social circles of the Spanish elite. One rumor gaining traction was that Lieutenant Alonso had attempted to climb to the bell tower to take down the tattered Spanish flag and surrender, only to be confronted by a murderously deranged Lieutenant Martin Cerezo, who had cut him down with his sword. Other gossip suggested that a smaller group of soldiers led by Martin Cerezo was holding the others by force and refusing to surrender. But why? Speculation was rife: Was it to avoid being tried for their crimes, be it desertion, mutiny, or murder? Or was it because they had gone stark raving mad?

This much was clear: The truth about the siege at Baler would only be revealed once the crazed detachment of Spaniards threw open the doors of the church and surrendered.





CHAPTER THREE

Arrival

Cavite Navy Yard, Philippines—April 2, 1899

STEPPING OUT OF THE NAVY STEAM LAUNCH, LIEUTENANT JAMES CLARKSON Gillmore Jr. planted his polished white patent leather shoes on the age-worn cobblestones, the first solid ground they had touched in seven weeks. We can imagine Gillmore inhaling deeply, taking in a pungent waft of rot and decay, the humid, tropical vapor feeding his nostrils. And surely, the rich mélange of exotic odors tweaked his pulse, signaling the fulfillment of a long-held wish. Before him was the bustling port city of Manila, now in American hands. The stocky, mustachioed naval officer had been steaming across the world’s oceans for nearly two months on a troop transport. Like all cruises, it had surely thickened his short frame a tad more than he liked, but it was a small price to pay to see some action. The forty-four-year-old Gillmore had leveraged every ounce of influence he could muster within the navy hierarchy and finally prevailed. Here he was in the Philippines, coming ashore in his sharp dress whites, on a beautiful bright Sunday morning, April 2, 1899, just weeks into the fighting.
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By the time of Gillmore’s arrival, the city of Manila had been under American control for eight months. Yet, in the resulting vacuum of power left in the Spaniards’ wake, the balance of the Philippines was ripe for the taking. The Americans understood they would need to act quickly. Other powers—the Germans above all—were just as keen to expand their footprint into Asia and were probing the region with their formidable warships.


For most of America’s leadership, the foray into Asia was a natural step in a process long under way, and intrinsically tied to the very founding of America. The United States was forged, in the words of Thomas Jefferson, as an “empire for liberty.” Over the course of the century that followed, an insatiable hunger for expansion pushed America over the Appalachian chain, across the Midwestern heartland, into the fringes of Canada and Mexico, and on, to the Pacific coast. Through treaties, purchase, and outright conquest, America spilled over into new lands with an unshakable belief in its own exceptionalism—moral, legal, and otherwise—which justified an unstoppable expansion of the boundaries of frontier for the greater good.

Coupled with this geographical expansion was a revolution of science and technology. In the twilight of the nineteenth century, America began its ascent as a world power, dominating the fields of science and invention, infused with a vision of a new global order. Front and center to the growing nation was an entirely new conception of sea power and its role in commanding the world’s oceans. An ambitious steel-armored shipbuilding program, begun in the 1880s, led to the deployment of powerful new fleets of ships, many that straddled the divide between old and new, one age and another, both wind and steam. With its growing military might, America was effectively positioned to extend its reach across the Pacific.

Emboldened with its newfound military prowess, America went to war with a weak and eviscerated Spain, its rebellious colonies and unkempt empire in collapse. The United States achieved an astonishingly swift victory. At Manila Bay on May 1, 1898, Admiral George Dewey and his Asiatic Squadron of seven warships crushed the forty-vessel Spanish Armada, killing three hundred Spaniards and destroying its Pacific fleet. Dewey’s squadron incurred the total loss of one fatality: an overweight chief engineer who dropped from heat prostration as his ship, a revenue cutter pressed into service as a coal carrier, slipped past Corregidor the night before the battle. As a result of his success at Manila Bay, Admiral Dewey became a beloved hero and household name across America.

The culminating Battle of Santiago de Cuba followed. Attempting to break out of Santiago harbor, Admiral Pascual Cervera’s Spanish squadron was intercepted by the American fleet under the commands of Rear Admiral William T. Sampson and Commodore Winfield S. Schley. In a running fight, brutal American firepower reduced Cervera’s four armored cruisers and two torpedo-boat destroyers to burning wrecks. Again, the casualties were grossly one-sided: 323 Spaniards killed versus a single American, twenty-five-year-old Chief Yeoman George H. Ellis, who was decapitated when a large Spanish shell rocketed across the USS Brooklyn’s main deck.
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Admiral George Dewey, hero of the Battle of Manila Bay on May 1, 1898, aboard the USS Olympia, flagship of the Asiatic Squadron.



These back-to-back naval victories, stunning in their brevity and destruction, led most Americans to believe the United States Navy and its armor-clad fleet were nothing short of invincible. The Spanish-American War lasted only four months, marking the end of the Spanish Empire and leaving the victor with the new island possessions of Guam, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines.

But there was one problem with that last acquisition. The Filipinos were not simply going to relinquish their sovereign claim to new colonial masters. The Americans had inherited the same predicament faced by the now-vanquished Spanish colonizers: a tenuous foothold in a porous and unmanageable capital city, their forces surrounded by entrenched insurgent troops; a revolutionary government that rejected their presence and demanded recognition; and across the disparate, fractious islands, a heterogeneity of competing interests and ethnic groups united only in their restiveness and resistance. After diplomacy had failed, fighting erupted on February 4, 1899. A full-scale onslaught against Filipino insurgent positions by the American military was well under way by the time of Lieutenant Gillmore’s arrival on April 2, 1899.

The naval officer’s transport was one of many arriving each week from the United States, adding thousands of fresh American troops to the campaign. Regular army units serving in the Cuban theater were quickly redirected to the Philippines. Since the outbreak of hostilities in early February, five regiments had arrived in Manila, allowing major gains to be made. American forces had routed insurgents across Manila’s suburbs, and the southern islands of Cebu and Negros were now occupied. By March 31, 1899, the headquarters of the Filipino Army of Liberation at Malolos, Bulacan, located twenty miles to the northwest of Manila, had been overrun. General Emilio Aguinaldo—back from exile in Hong Kong, and the figurehead of the nationalist movement—was in retreat. The prospect of a quick, decisive win over the now scattered and disorganized insurrectos seemed inevitable.
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Coming ashore on liberty, an invigorated Lieutenant Gillmore had just completed his first responsibility—paying a courtesy call to Admiral Dewey aboard his squadron’s flagship, the impressively armed USS Olympia, to receive orders. It was now official: In a few days, Gillmore would report to the USS Yorktown, one of the many warships standing at anchor in the bay, to serve as its new navigator.

This was welcome news. Gillmore had now been in the navy for twenty-two years, seven months, and twenty-two days. As was his custom, he had left his wife Mary and son Stuart—along with two African-American servants, Lizzie and Helena—in Washington, D.C., comfortably ensconced in their four-story brownstone, nestled amid the mansions and statuary of fashionable Dupont Circle. After almost seventeen years of marriage—spending nearly half of those at sea—the lieutenant had found himself mired in a distant and increasingly unhappy union. With his travels, he barely spent any time with his eight-year-old son, and when he was at home, his marriage constituted little more than an ugly silence punctuated by alcohol-laced conflict. Gillmore had been stalled at his rank of lieutenant for nine years, at the top of his pay grade, earning $216 per month. The situation was surely oppressive to a man of his pedigree and talent; he knew that he deserved better. Something had to change. Something, finally, had to go his way.

Lieutenant Gillmore had served as an officer on twelve different ships. His next ship—his thirteenth—would hopefully be a lucky one. It was time to make up lost ground. But first, the streets of Manila beckoned.
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Crammed with some 225,000 residents, including 3,000 Spaniards and 18,000 Chinese, the “Pearl of the Orient” had been overrun by merchants, traders, and entrepreneurs, all seeking to capitalize on the massive influx of Americans and relieve them of their gold. In just a few short months, the incursion had reshaped the previously sedate, verdant city. Beyond the old walled city of Intramuros, built by the Spaniards two centuries earlier, just across the Bridge of Spain, was the premier commercial district of Escolta. Lieutenant Gillmore would have found Escolta, presumably his first stop, home to upscale American- and European-run retail shops, the best restaurants, bakeries, and cafes. Just a third of a mile long, the narrow Escolta was a constant jostle of elbows, carts, and cries, incessantly fed by a deluge of shoppers delivered by horse-drawn, sixteen-person omnibuses, called tranvias, that ran along a five-line, ten-mile rail network connecting the city’s neighborhoods. Escolta’s vibrant, electrified, two-story commercial strip offered everything from clothing to candy, printers to perfume, saddleries to saloons. Topping the shops were second-floor offices that billeted the city’s leading lawyers, brokers, dentists, and doctors.

Elsewhere in Manila, Gillmore would have found America’s presence looming large. Advertisements on once-barren stone walls colorfully pitched Schlitz, Budweiser, and Cyrus Noble whiskey, which were arriving by the shipload to slake the thirsty throats of the thousands of soldiers and sailors spilling into the colonial city. In less than a year, more than four hundred saloons—operated by a roguish mix of Spaniards, Americans, Filipinos, Chinese, and Japanese entrepreneurs—had opened their doors. Knowing Gillmore’s record, and the habits of nearly all of his naval counterparts, he quickly found a way to slake his thirst.
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Lieutenant James C. Gillmore Jr., at age forty-four, was looking for an opportunity to reinvigorate his sagging career.




And then, more diversions beckoned: Long a port city with a dark underside, Manila’s sex trade was experiencing a veritable stampede of women and their handlers from seedy ports across Asia—Yokohama, Hong Kong, Singapore, and even Calcutta and Vladivostok. With the invasion, a neat crossroads of formerly tranquil streets in Santa Mesa had degenerated into a raucous zone of debauchery, described as “two whole streets filled with drunken soldiers, rioting, yelling Americans and half-naked women.”

To be sure, Manila was a port that could keep a sailor busy. And Lieutenant James C. Gillmore Jr. had two days to squander before reporting to his gleaming gunboat, at anchor in the bay.
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The freshly revamped USS Yorktown was a marvel. She was named after the Siege of Yorktown
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