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PROLOGUE Paths to Honor

It would always be November 25, 1863, in the mind of Douglas MacArthur. Nearly a century later, he would recall the fighting in the present tense, as if he had been there. So many times as a boy he had heard the story of the 23,000 Union soldiers lying under the last line of trees and listening for the signal to rise, unfurl their flags, and step into the clearing as if actors entering a vast stage viewable from the ridges, hills, and mountains rung around it. Behind these men in blue lay Orchard Knob, the mound-like hill where their newly arrived commander, Ulysses S. Grant, watched, and behind him, Chattanooga, the crucial railroad junction where they had withered away on half their usual rations amid the weeks-long siege he had come to break. Ahead of them stood their adversaries, the Confederates lining Missionary Ridge, the steep heights running for miles on an axis penning the Union army into this town wedged into the winding Tennessee River.

At this point, two and a half years into the American Civil War, the soldiers had seen enough of rifle and artillery fire to recognize a suicide mission, and a frontal assault against a position as strong as Missionary Ridge had the look of one. Grant had done what he could to avoid it. He had tried to outflank the Confederates by attacking either end of their position: from above, where the railway tunneled through a hill, and from below, where towering Lookout Mountain had peeked out through the clouds the previous day when Union soldiers had seized it. By this day’s dawn, the clouds had all disappeared, and the United States flag flew on the summit for all to see. But rebel flags still crowned Missionary Ridge. By the afternoon, both of Grant’s attempts to outflank and roll up the Confederate line had stopped short. No choice remained but to order the men in the middle to advance. Grant had no expectation that they could carry the ridge. In fact, he specifically commanded that they not carry it, only seize the rifle pits at its base and then stop, in the hope of forcing the Confederates to divert resources from resisting the principal attacks on their flanks.

Sometime between three and four o’clock in the afternoon came the signal: six cannons discharging in rapid succession. The sound of bugles followed. Then out from the trees and into the amphitheater came two long lines of blue stretching two miles, marching in quick time toward the rifle pits at the ridge’s base still hundreds of yards away, and drawing on an unseen reservoir of courage distilled in the despair and desperation of defeat. No one who saw the soldiers that afternoon would forget the pageantry with which they commenced their charge: their flags flying, their guns glimmering, their formations holding perfect as if on parade. The sound of officers shouting commands could be heard until the Confederate cannons atop the crest of Missionary Ridge unleashed their fire. Rather than retreat, the men doubled their speed as if racing one another to the ridge. Before any of them reached it, the Confederate soldiers lining the base began to give way. Those not succumbing to their shock at the surging blue wave sought to flee up the ridge toward their comrades entrenched on the crest.

Into the rifle pits the bluecoats swept. Stopping there, the two Union lines mixed together. Exhausted as the men were, they could not rest long. The rebel artillery atop the ridge began to find their range. Having come this far, the Union soldiers needed to go farther. The closer they stayed behind the enemy retreating up the ridge, the harder it would be for the Confederate infantrymen on the crest to shoot their rifles without striking their own ranks. The higher the bluecoats climbed up the slope, the more difficult the angle of fire would become for the Confederate cannons, which could not bow their barrels so low as to hit what was straight beneath them. Greater safety lay where glory began on higher ground. So out of the rifle pits rose the Union regiments, and up the ridge they went. “Who ordered those men up the ridge?” asked Grant, gazing from Orchard Knob. The generals gathered around him had no answer. The troops had gone on their own.

No orders could be heard over the roar of fire. And for a time, no order could be seen in the field. Many of the men could not even see their own officers through the smoke. All they could see were the banners their brethren had carried into the battle: the national colors and the regimental ones. Forward went the flag-bearers. And behind these brave men, others followed until the flocks they formed took on the appearance of inverted Vs with flags leading the way at their points. The generals watching from Orchard Knob could see a field full of such flags.

But Douglas MacArthur, imagining the scene long afterward, could see only one flag: the one picked up by his father, Lieutenant Arthur MacArthur, the adjutant of the 24th Wisconsin. He had not carried the staff into the battle. But when the sergeant whose job it was tired halfway up the ridge, Arthur rushed forward to rescue the flag from falling to the ground. The men cheered as he seized the staff and hoisted it up. They had not always respected him. He was but eighteen years old and looked even younger with ringlets in his hair and not the slightest stubble on his face. Not yet mature, his voice had broken and screeched the previous year when he had given orders to the men during their first dress parade. They knew he owed his commission to his influential father, the judge of the same name. The lieutenant went by junior, and seemed it, too. To his father’s fine house in Milwaukee, Arthur had gone when he had fallen sick during the summer. He had not returned in time for the Battle of Chickamauga, the terrible defeat that had bloodied his regiment and forced it, along with the entire Union army, back into Chattanooga at the start of the fall. But upon hearing the news, he had raced to return: to rejoin the men and to share their suffering during the siege. Now they fanned out behind him and followed. Accounts of what he shouted to them differ. “On, Wisconsin!” was the version his son later accepted as true.

Down from the Confederate cannons on the crest came canister and grapeshot spraying metal balls everywhere. Finding refuge where possible in the ridge’s jagged face and behind the stumps of trees the Confederates had cleared, the Wisconsin men dashed for cover before darting out again. But there was no hiding the flag. MacArthur held it high, even when a blast of canister tore through it. On he went at the head of the men pulling themselves up the ridge with their knees scraping the ground and their hands stretching for branches, rocks, or whatever else they could grasp. One final surge brought them over the crest and into the enemy’s breastworks. Down the opposite side of the ridge ran the Confederates, as the Wisconsinites chanted, “Chickamauga! Chickamauga!” Its name no longer haunted them. They had avenged their defeat. MacArthur had not been with them then, but he was with them now and would have his moment. Near the house that had served as the Confederate headquarters during the siege, he planted the flag he had carried. Despite having the rim of his hat struck, he had suffered only a scratch. The flag, by contrast, was in tatters. MacArthur made a point of showing it to Brigadier General Philip Sheridan, who would soon become famous as Grant’s cavalry commander but was then in charge of the division to which the 24th Wisconsin belonged.

Others also took notice of the regiment’s flag. A newspaper correspondent hailed it as one of the first Union flags to clear the ridgeline and credited MacArthur by name for its appearance. A corporal who kept a diary noted MacArthur’s infectious courage. So did a captain who wrote to MacArthur’s father and made him a very proud judge. The lieutenant had the pleasure of seeing his name praised in the regiment’s official after-action report. But no mention of MacArthur appeared in the higher-level report General Sheridan filed for the division as a whole.

In truth, it would have seemed strange for Sheridan to mention MacArthur given that his feat was, as one historian of the battle puts it, “no more intrepid than” those of many other soldiers whose flags lined Missionary Ridge at the end of one of the Civil War’s most complete and surprising routs. There was the sergeant who ran ahead of his regiment, the 88th Illinois, into a trench still teeming with armed Confederates and, though alone among them, planted a Union flag with complete disregard for his own safety. There was a captain who picked up the flag of the 19th Illinois after its previous three bearers had fallen, and then carried the colors to the crest despite having fourteen bullets pass through his coat. There was the Indiana color-bearer who handed off his regimental flag upon suffering two wounds but, after seeing the men carrying it in his stead go down, picked it back up and brought it to the top, where he received a third wound.

Douglas MacArthur did not grow up hearing those stories. He grew up hearing his father’s story and came to believe an account of it where Arthur reached the top of the ridge not with just a scratch but with his clothes as torn as the flag, his body “racked with pain” and “covered with blood and mud,” and “his smoke-blackened face barely recognizable.” In this version, General Sheridan came over on his own to the young lieutenant. “Take care of him,” Sheridan said to the men around MacArthur. “He has just won the Medal of Honor.”

If Sheridan did say those words, the 24th Wisconsin’s commanding officer, Major Carl von Baumbach, did not hear them. He remained under the impression that his adjutant was not even eligible for the medal, which Congress had created only the year before. The law authorized the president to award medals to “such non-commissioned officers and privates as shall most distinguish themselves by their gallantry in action.” As a lieutenant, MacArthur was a commissioned officer, which meant he did not qualify. In early 1863, however, Congress had passed a second law expanding eligibility to lieutenants, captains, majors, colonels, and even generals. But the change to the law went largely overlooked.

So, as a result, did many extraordinary acts of valor until decades after the Civil War, when the Medal of Honor began to acquire the prestige that would soon make it synonymous with courage “above and beyond the call of duty.” Old veterans began demanding new consideration. Around this time, in 1889, Arthur MacArthur happened to take a new job as the army’s assistant adjutant general, which put him in the Washington office overseeing the paperwork needed for a medal. He had stayed in the army all these years despite his conviction that it had denied him and other officers the honors their deeds during the Civil War deserved. He channeled his bitterness into legalistic letters to the War Department. A characteristic one ended, “I feel very reluctant to agitate the subject again,” after having done so for six pages. In June 1890, a letter nominating MacArthur for the medal arrived from his old commanding officer, von Baumbach, who explained that he had only “very recently been informed” (surely by MacArthur himself) that officers could receive the award after all. “I think it no disparagement to others to declare that he was ‘most distinguished in action’ on a field where many in the regiment displayed conspicuous gallantry, worthy of the highest praise,” von Baumbach wrote. Only days after receiving the letter, the army awarded MacArthur his medal.

Douglas was ten years old at the time and had followed his father to Washington, DC. It must have seemed as if the whole city was reliving his father’s charge up Missionary Ridge. There was Douglas’s grandfather, the still-proud judge, who had accepted a judicial appointment in the federal district and made a name for himself as a storyteller as skilled at entertaining the capital’s elite as entrancing an impressionable boy happy to listen for hours. There were also the veterans of the 24th Wisconsin who sent affidavits backing up von Baumbach’s claims. Curiously, none of them could swear to a memory of having seen Arthur as he ascended the ridge. They had only a hazy recollection of spying the flag at the top and hearing what was said of Arthur afterward. It made no difference to Douglas. When it came time for him to write his own account of the battle, he could see the scene as if it had happened only moments before. Rising above the ridgeline in the fiery light of the setting sun, the banner and its bearer blurred together into the seamless form he imagined “silhouetted against the sky.” Where there had been many flags, there was now just one, and it was indistinguishable from the name MacArthur.

Eight years after receiving the Medal of Honor, Arthur MacArthur would once again be part of a flag raising, this time thousands of miles across the Pacific in a place called the Philippines. For what would transpire on those islands many years later during the early months of World War II, Arthur’s son Douglas would fulfill a long quest to receive his own Medal of Honor but not without controversy. The medal would come to the younger MacArthur only after he had accepted orders to abandon his besieged army in the Philippines to starvation and surrender—to flee the very danger the medal salutes soldiers for facing. He would famously vow to make his way back and let no one forget the phrase “I shall return.”

So quoted have those words been that they have obscured the memory of a no less dramatic vow: the one made by the general whom MacArthur left behind in the Philippines. His name was Jonathan Mayhew Wainwright IV, and he pledged to stay with his soldiers no matter the cost and to share their fate even if it meant becoming the war’s highest-ranking American prisoner. To General Wainwright would fall an assignment as above and beyond the call of duty as any performed on Missionary Ridge and yet as different as the distance between victory and defeat: not lifting up the flag in battle but rather staying to see it taken down at the sickening hour of surrender. For the example he set, Wainwright would ultimately receive his own Medal of Honor but also the scorn of the second General MacArthur.

As the light dims on the last of the old soldiers who waged the Second World War, Wainwright has disappeared below the horizon of history’s view, as if a footnote to the life of Douglas MacArthur, who stands above, as he envisioned his father, a singular hero silhouetted against the setting sun. The discovery of almost completely overlooked diaries and previously unexamined correspondence belonging to Wainwright and his family in military archives—boxes of primary source material not available the last time a biography of Wainwright appeared more than four decades ago—makes it possible, for the first time, to lift his character back into the light. What follows is a story that levels the field between him and MacArthur. It is the true tale of two World War II generals who received the same medal but found honor on very different paths. The choices these men made at the start of the conflict would drive them thousands of miles apart as if their stories had diverged along the lines of an ever-widening V. But there would be a second act, and another V, one whose lines would bring them back together at the fighting’s end. And as with the Vs that General Grant had spied on the steep sides of Missionary Ridge, each would be essential to producing the most important V: victory.
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CHAPTER ONE Fatherland

Mary Pinkney Hardy MacArthur begged the army to send her husband somewhere closer. “Anything else but this,” she wrote in June 1898. Twenty-three years had passed since she had married Arthur MacArthur near her family home in Norfolk, Virginia. The wedding had proceeded over the objections of two of her brothers, who had served in the Confederate army and did not want her to hitch her fate to a Union war hero. In the years after, she had followed Arthur far away from the comfortable life she had known to remote army posts such as Fort Wingate, New Mexico, where she had journeyed through scorching heat just months after giving birth on January 26, 1880, to her third and final son, Douglas. Now the army wanted to send Arthur to the other side of the world, to a place called Manila in the Philippines, which the president himself, William McKinley, reportedly joked he could not find on a map. McKinley could not even articulate what he wanted the soldiers to do in this foreign land.

Nevertheless, the War Department would not alter her husband’s orders. Arthur himself seemed oddly pleased with the opportunity to join the five thousand men squeezing aboard the six converted cargo ships the War Department had chartered for the seven-thousand-mile voyage across the Pacific. Perhaps because “Pinky,” as the family called Mary, discovered that he had undermined her wish to keep him in a staff position in the adjutant general’s office, she refused to join the other women seeing their sweethearts off from the harbor in San Francisco. Instead, she stayed with Douglas, who was busy preparing for West Point, where he would soon commence his own army career at the United States Military Academy. He was eighteen, the same age his father had been when he had picked up the fallen flag in Chattanooga.

Now a fifty-three-year-old brigadier general, Arthur had long ago lost the boyish looks that had made him ripe for ribbing on the parade ground. At five feet ten inches and 185 pounds, he had developed a barrel chest that filled out his uniform. Free of the ringlets that had formerly framed his face, his features had puffed out. The thick mustache he had grown gave him an air of maturity. But through the pince-nez he wore as he sat on one of the wicker chairs reserved for officers on the decks of the ships, his eyes searched the vast Pacific for what they had found all those years before on Missionary Ridge: a chance for glory and a new mountain to climb.

On July 29, 1898, it suddenly appeared—an island that, as one soldier put it, “took the form of a mountain rising abruptly from the ocean and towering skyward.” A closer inspection revealed not just one mountain but many, running as far as the men could see down the east side of what they learned was Luzon, the most important island in the Philippine archipelago. On the crude maps they carried, Luzon had the look of a dragon with its massive wings outstretched before them to the northeast, its tail spiraling down to the southeast, and its head jutting out to the northwest. Navigating around the island’s northern coast and then turning south into the choppy waters of the South China Sea, the soldiers saw more and more mountains leading them down the island’s western side, past a peninsula called Bataan, which extended downward as if the dragon had stuck out its front legs. Tucked behind them was Manila Bay with its namesake city lying eastward along the belly of the beast, where its hind legs descended before wrapping back around toward Bataan without ever reaching it. In the twelve miles of water between lay a tiny island called Corregidor, which dominated the entrance to the bay but, as Arthur’s son would one day discover, also lay in the clutches of the dragon.

It was a little before noon on the last day of July when the convoy pulled into formation, steamed past the lighthouse crowning Corregidor, and ventured into Manila Bay. A blinding rain greeted the ships. But when it ceased and the clouds parted, a panoramic view unfolded of the land receding around a rapidly widening body of water filled with canoes balanced on either side by bamboo outriggers bobbing on the glistening waves. Out of the water to one side poked the masts and smashed-up smokestacks of a Spanish fleet that the United States Navy had sent to the bottom weeks earlier. British, German, French, Russian, and Japanese warships had sailed into the bay in the aftermath and now waited in the harbor on the far shore as if curious to see what the Americans would do next. Behind the foreign vessels, the spires and domes of Manila peeked out above the thick stone walls that had once safeguarded the old city but no longer could. The first General MacArthur had arrived and, with him, a new age of American empire.



The American soldiers’ entrance into Manila Bay marked a new era for their country. But their arrival represented more of the same for the Philippines. Foreigners had been coming to the islands since before the dawn of history. Even many of the people whom the Americans would refer to as “natives” had descended from peoples who had come as interlopers in their own time—many aboard boats with outriggers not dissimilar from the ones MacArthur and his men found in Manila Bay. Long before the United States became known as a melting pot capable of absorbing ideas and people from around the world—long before the country had even existed—this melting was already happening under the scorching tropical sun of the Philippines, with the Chinese integrating the islands into their empire of trade and with Muslims sending their missionaries to a culture already tinged with Buddhism and Hinduism. Nonetheless, it seems fitting that the recorded history of a place as culturally diverse as the Philippines should largely begin with its star-crossed role in the first expedition to circumnavigate the globe.

Of the more than two hundred crew members who set off from Spain with Ferdinand Magellan in 1519, only eighteen returned in 1522, and their captain was not among them. The survivors told of the land where they had lost him—an archipelago of palm-filled islands with gold jewelry, porcelain dishes, and houses built on stilts and covered with thatched roofs made of a native leaf called nipa. There were said to be bats the size of foxes and beautiful women whose black hair swept the ground and whose clothes left little to a sailor’s imagination. Magellan had begun converting the people on an island called Cebu to Catholicism before deciding to impress them by sailing off to battle their enemies on a neighboring island. But his landing did not have the intended effect. Wading ashore to find a force thirty times as large as his own, he was hit by a poisoned arrow and hacked to death while nobly covering the retreat of his men back to their boats.

Having not made it past the middle group of islands (known today as the Visayas), Magellan never grasped the extent of an archipelago anchored to the north and south by its two largest islands. Toward the top, near Taiwan, lies the dragon-shaped island of Luzon. Toward the bottom lies the slightly smaller island of Mindanao, which dips as far south as Borneo. In all, the islands of the chain number more than seven thousand. Had Magellan’s suicidal landing represented the high-water mark of Spanish conquest, the islands might have remained separate entities or drifted into different empires. Certainly, they would not have been christened in honor of Crown Prince Philip, who later as king of Spain made the decision to keep the islands as a colony. In 1570, Spanish soldiers sailed into Manila Bay and razed a Muslim settlement there. Upon its ruins rose the great city awaiting MacArthur and his men.

By the time the Americans arrived, the Spanish grip on the Philippines had already loosened. Once part of the world’s mightiest colonial empire, most of Spain’s overseas possessions had long ago broken free. The lucrative trade the Spanish had operated between the Philippines and Mexico had ceased even before the latter won its independence in 1821 as part of a revolutionary tide sweeping Latin America. In the late 1890s, the revolution of greatest interest to the United States was the one occurring closest to its shores, in Cuba. The concentration camps, torture, and other cruel tactics that the Spanish deployed against the Cuban people appalled Americans. Many began to expect that the conflict would eventually entangle their own country. What few expected was that far more of America’s sons would lose their lives not in the Spanish colony ninety miles away but in the one halfway around the world.
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An army map showing the Philippine archipelago. Toward the top lies the dragon-shaped island of Luzon with its head facing westward, one of its wings outstretched to the northeast, and its tail spiraling off to the southeast. The Bataan peninsula juts downward as if the dragon has extended its claws toward Corregidor, the little island guarding the entrance to Manila Bay.



Not for lack of warning signs did the revolution erupting in the Philippines concurrently with the Cuban struggle go largely unnoticed in the United States. More than three centuries of colonial rule had made the Philippines a mountain of Catholicism in Asia but one filled with pent-up fury over the abuses of the friars. In 1896, on the grounds of the iconic Manila park known as the Luneta, the Spanish executed a writer named José Rizal, whose books and social commentary had made him a symbol of the insurgency, never mind that he himself did not completely support it. The next year, Spain negotiated a sort of truce with Emilio Aguinaldo y Famy, the twenty-eight-year-old who had leaped to the front of the independence movement. The Spanish offered Aguinaldo political reforms at some point in the future if he agreed to leave the islands in exchange for money. He accepted and set off for Hong Kong, where his fate as well as his country’s would get wrapped up in the American flags flying at half-mast in the harbor.

It so happened that Admiral George Dewey had his fleet, the United States Navy’s Asiatic Squadron, in Hong Kong when he received news of an explosion on February 15, 1898, of an American warship docked in Havana, Cuba. Rather than wait for proof of Spanish involvement, American newspapers demanded revenge. In Washington, a thirty-nine-year-old assistant secretary of the navy named Theodore Roosevelt, who liked nothing more than running the department when his boss was out, as happened to be the case on February 25, sent Dewey a telegraph message reading, “In the event of declaration of war [with] Spain, your duty will be to see that the Spanish squadron does not leave the Asiatic coast, and then offensive operations in Philippine Islands.” When war came in April, Dewey saw to that and more. The Spanish squadron he located in Manila Bay would never again sail out of its mouth. The masts and smokestacks that MacArthur and his men saw rising out of the water upon their arrival marked the final resting place of the ships Dewey had sunk on May 1.

The enormity of the victory settled control of Manila Bay but left the fate of the Philippines itself undecided. The days of Spanish rule looked numbered. Little more than Manila remained under Spain’s control. Around the city formed a Filipino army under the command of Aguinaldo, who had returned from Hong Kong aboard an American warship in the hope that the United States, which had declared its own independence barely a century before, would support the declaration of independence he issued on June 12, 1898. The other foreign powers whose ships had breached the bay knew no more about America’s intentions but had no doubt about one another’s. One of their countries would seize the Philippines if the United States did not.

What the United States would do was a mystery even to Americans. Not for mere show had the United States Congress attached an amendment forswearing annexation of Cuba to its resolution authorizing force against Spain. The Philippines, however, had appeared nowhere in the amendment. Where the islands had begun to appear was in the plans of a clique of Washington policymakers led by the irrepressible Roosevelt and immersed in the historian Alfred Thayer Mahan’s theories of sea power. Great powers required great fleets, went the thinking, and great fleets required overseas bases for projecting their great power. If Roosevelt and his crew could carry along William McKinley, who seemed determined to keep everyone guessing as long as possible, the United States would plant its flag in the Philippines.

No one would have mistaken Arthur MacArthur for a member of Roosevelt’s clique, even though someone might have mistaken MacArthur for Roosevelt himself given the way both men thrust out their chests and hid their faces behind mustaches and spectacles. Both men had also seen enough of their country’s western frontier to know that the railroads would soon tame it and that a people as adventurous as Americans would need to go in search of new horizons. At the far-flung forts to which the army had sent him after the Civil War, MacArthur had found few Indians and bandits to fight and, instead, endless hours to read books about the world and refine the idea that would animate the rest of his life: a conviction that America’s future lay even farther to the west. At a time when seeing the world for most Americans meant crossing the Atlantic to Europe, MacArthur had set his mind the other way, across the Pacific to Asia. In 1883, his thinking came together, in his usual long-winded way, in a forty-four-page report, written as part of a campaign to secure a position as military attaché to China. Nothing came of the plan despite MacArthur sending his manifesto to his old general, Ulysses S. Grant, now a former president who had recently seen Asia for himself as part of a global tour. “The heated imagination,” MacArthur wrote of Asia, “can indulge the boldest assumptions, since it is essentially an unknown country.” Passing off one’s own ignorance of a place as a qualification for writing about it may not seem an auspicious start for a report, but it led MacArthur to genuinely prescient insights. He envisioned Asia as the future battleground of empires whose “collision… would resound on the shores of the Pacific and affect the commerce of the world.” As a growing country in need of new markets, the United States could not afford to stay on the sidelines. “Self-interest, sound economy, and pure morals,” MacArthur wrote, “point us to the Orient as the field of our future labors.”

Now, finally, fifteen years later, those very same forces had brought not just the United States but Arthur MacArthur himself to the Philippines. Here was a mission aligned not only with the tide of history, as he understood it, but also with his own pursuit of glory. The opportunity came on August 13, 1898, when Major General Wesley Merritt, America’s top commander in the Philippines, ordered his forces to seize Manila. Although MacArthur had his brigade in the trenches that Aguinaldo’s men had dug, the Americans were not to share their victory with the Filipinos. The orders Merritt issued required MacArthur to hold back his supposed allies while advancing against the Spanish. Only afterward did MacArthur learn why. Merritt had struck a deal with his Spanish counterpart. The Spanish would resist the attack only to the extent needed to satisfy their honor in exchange for assurances they could surrender Manila not to the Filipinos but to the Americans.

MacArthur would later take offense to hearing politicians describe the battle for Manila as a “simple feint.” By the time he entered the city, more than thirty of his soldiers had fallen. He had stood with them at the front against the Spanish, even as fire had also come from the rear, where furious Filipinos realized that it would not be their flag replacing the huge Spanish one flying over Manila at the day’s end. As the Spanish gave way, MacArthur led his men across a deep moat full of foul-smelling water. On the other side stood the colossal stone walls the soldiers had seen from the bay and, inside them, the old part of the city known as Intramuros, literally meaning “within the walls.” In places, the masonry stood twenty-five feet high and almost twice as thick. Through one of the gates and down slender streets hemmed in by houses with windows made not of glass but of tantalizing mother of pearl—and past the Spanish-looking churches and government buildings that would have looked ancient even on the continent that inspired their architecture—MacArthur and his men marched. Ahead lay Fort Santiago, where cheers rang out as the American flag went up over the old walls.

For the next four decades, the Stars and Stripes would fly over Manila. How much of the rest of the Philippines would come under the American flag would depend on forces far from the islands: on what instructions the American diplomats set to sail to Paris for negotiations with the Spanish would receive from the tight-lipped McKinley in Washington. In the meantime, General Merritt named MacArthur as Manila’s provost marshal general and placed him in charge of its occupation. In no way had MacArthur’s career prepared him for overseeing a sprawling city of three hundred thousand. Of the many books he had read about Asia, few of them offered any insights on the Philippines. He had tried to obtain more information before leaving San Francisco but without much success. For briefing materials, the War Department could provide little more than encyclopedia clippings. One article that MacArthur had found elsewhere advised those headed to Manila, he recalled, “to carry coffins, as few returned alive.”

That description seemed dead-on for the conditions confronting MacArthur during the first days of the American occupation. It was the rainy season, and the soldiers were drenched and muddy and yet, maddeningly, short of water because Aguinaldo had shut off the supply, which came from outside the American lines. The moist hot air spread the stench of the excrement and trash that had accumulated on the streets during the months of siege as more and more of Manila’s people had crowded into the walls, which the city had long outgrown. Soon, however, life reemerged beyond Intramuros. To the north lay the Pasig River and, above it, the city’s commercial center, where shops and merchant houses began to do business, as they had before, in the mornings after their keepers finished sipping their chocolate. In the afternoon, men began once again to take their families to the Luneta, the park just south of Intramuros, for carriage rides and concerts. It was a place where people came to behold the view and be viewed. As a man who knew the value of both, Arthur MacArthur put in his time.

Junior officers remembered MacArthur always dressed up because, as he explained, “neatness in dress of a soldier… has much to do in estimating his worth.” They also remembered the systematic way MacArthur plunged into what he called a “year of observation and absorption” intended to remedy the “absolute ignorance,” in which he and every other American had arrived. The unfamiliarity made his mind, as he put it, “especially sensitive and receptive” to learning. Though still not finding as many books as he wished on the Philippines, he obtained as many as he could from a bookdealer in Hong Kong.

More important were the moments MacArthur found as Manila’s provost marshal—and soon after as a major general charged with command of American troops north of the Pasig River—to learn from the Filipino people themselves. “I became very much attached to them. I appreciated them, I think, perhaps, as much as any other American,” he would say. “My opportunity for observation… was, perhaps, equal to any that entered the islands.” He opened his table to prominent Filipinos, and they opened theirs to him. To one, he said, “The thought of social distinction between the Filipinos and Americans in this island has never entered my head.” The thought had certainly entered the minds of fellow officers who referred to Filipinos with racial slurs and deemed them unworthy of American-style government. MacArthur disagreed, describing Filipinos as “intelligent” and “generous.” He believed that the democratic ideals that had grown in the United States could take root in the Philippines and, from there, spread across Asia. The islands could govern themselves, he said, sooner than most Americans imagined but not as quickly, as he would discover, as many Filipinos wished.

The reasons Americans give for fighting wars have a way of sounding very different at the start of conflicts than at the end, and the Spanish-American War was no exception. A struggle that had begun with outrage over events in Cuba would culminate in the fall of 1898 with American negotiators insisting that Spain surrender the Philippines. President McKinley had finally made up his mind: The United States would annex all the islands. The Americans and the Spanish denied the Filipinos a seat at the negotiating table in Paris, but there was no denying that Aguinaldo’s men in the field held a far stronger position—all but surrounding the American forces in Manila. It was while playing cards on the evening of February 4, 1899, two days before the United States Senate approved the treaty, that MacArthur learned the inevitable had happened. The usual nightly exchange of insults between the American and Filipino lines had exploded into an open exchange of fire. A new war had begun.

A little past noon the next day, MacArthur ordered a frontal assault against the defensive positions the Filipinos had spent months strengthening. The casualties should have been appalling, and they were, just not for the attackers, as the textbooks would have predicted. With MacArthur on horseback, his soldiers raced into and over trenches filled with dead Filipinos. So lopsided were the casualty numbers—about ten Filipinos for every American—that even politicians in the United States would later ask for an explanation. MacArthur, as usual, had a lengthy one. In brief, the Filipinos had all the courage that a general could want, just none of the rifle practice. They overshot their targets the same way the Confederate cannoneers at Chattanooga had. MacArthur’s troops in the Philippines soon discovered what his troops at Missionary Ridge had: Safety lay not in skulking in the rear but in surging to the front.

Again and again in the weeks that followed, MacArthur sent his men charging into enemy works with similar results. North of Manila, up the island’s lone railway, went MacArthur, sometimes traveling in an armored train equipped with machine guns while his men pushed through jungles, swamps, and rice fields on foot. By now, MacArthur’s advance had begun to win him space in newspapers back in the United States. A Harper’s Weekly correspondent wrote that watching MacArthur direct his troops in the line of fire would make any American “gulp a little and feel proud.” That praise did not go far enough to satisfy MacArthur’s wife, who could finally see the potential in his posting to the Philippines if only he would receive the credit he deserved. Part of the problem lay with MacArthur himself. He was not averse to self-promotion, as even a cursory look at his army file reveals, but he had a stiff formality that kept reporters at a distance. More concerning was that Aguinaldo managed to keep his own distance despite MacArthur’s success in the battlefield.

Determined to end the conflict in the fall of 1899, Elwell Stephen Otis, who had replaced Merritt as commanding general, organized an elaborate plan that previewed the landing grounds to which warriors would return in World War II. With MacArthur still moving his army up the railroad from the south, Otis had an amphibious force land to the north on the beaches where the tracks from Manila terminated at Lingayen Gulf, the body of water filling the space between the back of the dragon-like island’s head to the northwest and its soaring wing to the northeast. With his men suddenly surrounded, Aguinaldo had no choice but to scatter them. Never again would he ask them to face the Americans head on. Future resistance would take the form of guerrilla warfare. Aguinaldo himself escaped into the mountains. Nevertheless, Otis declared the war over when he returned to the United States in the spring of 1900. It was a presidential election year, and that was the message the politicians wished to hear. They would not appreciate Otis’s successor, Arthur MacArthur, informing them otherwise.

Now in command of the more than seventy thousand Americans occupying the islands, MacArthur enjoyed perks he could not have imagined during his days on the frontier: the lofty title of military governor of the Philippines and an official residence at Malacañan, the palatial Spanish house whose veranda opened onto the north bank of the Pasig, just upriver from Manila’s commercial district. MacArthur moved into the house in May. One month later, he received for lunch the members of a new commission charged by McKinley with overseeing the transition to civilian rule. At the head of the commission sat William Howard Taft, a 325-pound federal judge who had set his sights on a seat on the United States Supreme Court. Historians have made much of the combined weight of the five commissioners and their secretary—reported to total 1,326 pounds—but however much these men consumed at lunch does not explain MacArthur’s decision to bar them from most future meals at Malacañan. The true explanation lies instead in MacArthur’s insistence on drawing a rigid line where only a fuzzy one existed between the domain of professional soldiers and political appointees.

Finding that line would topple MacArthur, just as it one day would his son, from the height of power. And because the first General MacArthur’s personal papers burned during the war that the second fought in the Philippines, accounts of the family’s first such feud have drawn mostly from Taft’s letters, much to Arthur’s disadvantage. “The more I have to do with [MacArthur], the smaller the man of affairs I think he is,” Taft wrote in July 1900. “His experience and his ability as a statesman or politician are nothing. He has all the angularity of military etiquette and discipline, and he takes himself with great seriousness.” When Taft proposed the creation of a “native constabulary” reporting to his commission instead of the army, MacArthur resisted. The United States Army already had what would become an elite group of pro-American Filipino troops known as Scouts. As long as the Philippines remained under military rule, he as military governor should command all forces in the country. He considered Taft’s attempts to transform his commission into a quasi-legislative body to be unconstitutional. Only the United States Congress, MacArthur claimed, could set up a civil government for the Philippines. Until then, all authority remained with him as military governor, never mind that his commander in chief, McKinley, had signed off on Taft’s idea. As an actual constitutional lawyer, Taft bristled. “It has always been a curious phase of political human nature to me to observe that men who have not had the slightest knowledge of legal principles… feel entirely at home in the construction of the Constitution and in using its limitations to support their views.”

What Taft found most maddening about MacArthur was his ability—or willingness, anyway—to expound on subjects as if he were “a profound and philosophical thinker,” a pretense he kept up with the annoying habit of stacking suffixes upon suffixes onto the end of words for no seeming purpose except padding his own ego. For Arthur, even the most academic question was an important “academical” one. When asked about America’s military situation in the Philippines, he might preface his response by discussing the influences of the French Revolution. Taft seethed while listening to MacArthur lecture about how his experience had allowed him to observe the Filipino people more closely than any other American and given him powerful insights into their “psychological conditions.” No doubt, MacArthur was condescending, but he was also sometimes right. While Taft informed Washington that the “great majority” of Filipinos supported American rule, MacArthur had realized the opposite: The guerrillas had proved popular with the Filipinos and, even worse, effective against the Americans.

Casualties had begun to climb. Facing an enemy who wore no uniform, American field officers grumbled that MacArthur forced their troops to fight in “white suits and collars.” The gloves needed to come off. MacArthur knew it, too. But conceding the need for a change of strategy before the presidential election could have hurt the Republican McKinley’s chances of winning a second term, especially given the well-known imperialist ideology of his new running mate, Theodore Roosevelt. Only after the Republican ticket triumphed in November did MacArthur announce plans for a new offensive that would take the battle not just to the guerrillas but to the communities that supported them. He had always believed the army needed to show the benefits of American rule by opening schools and providing the educational opportunities the Filipino people craved—by winning “hearts and minds,” as the expression goes. But now he would also ensure the Filipinos learned the other side of the equation: the consequences of not submitting, the destruction of crops and villages.

In the early hours of March 28, 1901, the most amazing news awoke MacArthur at Malacañan. Emilio Aguinaldo was at the door as a result of a wild-sounding plan MacArthur had approved weeks earlier. Colonel Frederick Funston, who had received a Medal of Honor for his courage earlier in the war, had gained access to Aguinaldo’s hideaway by pretending to be a prisoner of war and had succeeded in capturing the nationalist leader. Delighted, MacArthur dined with Aguinaldo that morning and many times afterward in the hope that kindness would convince him to do what destroying his army on the plains of Luzon had not: accept American rule and urge his followers to do the same. Among those followers was a young man named Manuel Quezon, whom MacArthur allowed to visit Aguinaldo. The quiet courtesy MacArthur showed would remain a vivid memory that Quezon would recall many years later when, as president of the Philippines, he would welcome MacArthur’s son to the same palace.

For now, however, the future of Malacañan belonged to William Howard Taft. On July 4, 1901, the judge replaced the general as governor. Arthur MacArthur had triumphed in the Philippines but lost where it mattered more, in Washington. In some sense, he had fallen victim to his own success, which had allowed Taft to persuade members of the McKinley administration that the Philippines no longer required a military governor. Tens of thousands of guerrillas had begun laying down their arms, even before Aguinaldo finally agreed to issue a proclamation calling on them to do so. Three years had passed since MacArthur had last seen the United States. He was ready to return, even if bitter about the way the War Department had arranged the transition behind his back. People heard him speak of “the humiliation” he had endured and how “he would be glad to have an end brought to it.”

One last humiliation awaited MacArthur upon reaching San Francisco harbor on August 18, 1901. Dewey and Otis had returned to adoring crowds. As MacArthur bounded down the gangplank, he saw nothing of the sort. The army had delegated his reception to a junior officer. The McKinley administration had sent no one. “MacArthur Is Slighted,” read a headline in his hometown Milwaukee newspaper. The general did not even see his family. No member had come. Taft would have his wife, Helen, with him at Malacañan. The evidence suggests Pinky never considered doing the same for her husband. She had accompanied her son Douglas to West Point and chosen to stay there. The two of them would meet Arthur halfway across the country in Chicago. Before heading east for the reunion, Arthur, looking a little skinnier than he had in 1898, offered a reminder of why Taft had been so eager to do away with him. The fight in the Philippines was not over, MacArthur told reporters. More American soldiers would die on the islands. One of them would be Major Robert Powell Page Wainwright.



Robert Powell Page Wainwright, who relatives called “Robbie,” did not go to the Philippines in June 1902 with any illusions about war. He had learned the reality early in life as a result of two deaths, both involving naval officers named Jonathan Mayhew Wainwright. At the start of 1863, when Robbie was ten, Confederate forces boarding the USS Harriet Lane had fired a musket ball into the head of his father, Commander Jonathan Mayhew Wainwright II. Seven years later, just as Robbie was beginning his own military career at West Point, the newspapers had brought word of an incident off the coast of Mexico. Pirates had ambushed his oldest brother, Ensign Jonathan Wainwright III. Both the older and younger Jonathan Mayhews, it was said, had died much the same way: with their fingers clutched around their swords. To the end, Robbie learned, Wainwrights performed their duty. The best measure of how their deaths shaped his outlook lies in the choice he and his wife, Josephine Serrell, the New York girl he had begun courting at West Point, made at his post at Fort Walla Walla in the Washington Territory on August 23, 1883, when they named their third child and only son Jonathan Mayhew Wainwright IV, not in spite of the name’s history, but because of it.

In the Philippines, Major Robbie Wainwright found himself in a desk job instead of in the saddle, where friends had always thought him happiest. His twenty-seven years in the cavalry had taken him out west, where he had fought in the last of the Indian wars, and then to Cuba, where he had impressed none other than Theodore Roosevelt, who had joined the fight against the Spanish with a volunteer cavalry regiment known as the Rough Riders. Upon returning to Washington as vice president, Roosevelt would take with him memories of Robbie Wainwright’s “gallantry,” “modesty,” and “fine and high sense of honor.” Wainwright had not asked for a transfer to the adjutant general’s office in Manila, but he had received it, anyway. Just as he arrived, Roosevelt, who had become president upon the assassination of William McKinley, declared the war over, even though it was not really so. True, growing support for American rule had made it harder for guerrilla forces to disappear into the jungles. But malaria, dysentery, cholera, and other microscopic illnesses endemic to the islands remained invisible and far more prolific killers capable of incapacitating entire regiments. Even the great stone walls of Intramuros could not protect against the bite of a mosquito or a sip of contaminated water—or the blockage of an artery, as Major Wainwright’s family discovered when he died suddenly in the wee hours of November 19, 1902. “Cardiac embolism” was said to be the cause.

In what was becoming a pattern for the family, Jonathan Mayhew Wainwright IV received the news at West Point, where he had enrolled only months earlier. If the young Wainwright went in search of solace, as he surely must have, he would have found it in the father of an older and especially distinguished cadet named Douglas MacArthur, then in his final months at the academy. At a high-profile Senate hearing, Arthur MacArthur had recently testified that the men who had died in the Philippines had died for the noblest and most important cause imaginable. The world had no position more important or “strategical,” as he characteristically put it, than the Philippines. Whoever controlled the islands would determine the future of Asia. By withdrawing from them, the United States would doom the future of democracy in the Far East and set off a great power struggle that would eventually claim the lives of far more of America’s sons. By staying in the islands, however, the United States could deter the enemies of democracy with, Arthur assured, “the very least output of physical power.” But as Arthur’s son would discover forty years later, it would take far more. Everything Robbie Wainwright’s son had would not be enough.




CHAPTER TWO The Call of History

Behind Arthur MacArthur, Robbie Wainwright, and their fellow soldiers had come a second wave of Americans: lofty-minded teachers determined to turn their “little brown brothers,” as Governor Taft had dubbed the Filipinos, into English-speakers, build them schools, and show them the blessings of democracy and the American way. The newcomers described Manila as the “Pearl of the Orient,” even as they made it, in the words of one newspaperman, “the most thoroughly typical American city.” Soon, it had multiple English newspapers, where readers could find advertisements for the same brand names beloved in the United States. Many were for sale in the fancy shops along the commercial strip north of the Pasig River. The walls of Intramuros still stood below the river but no longer behind the old medieval-looking moat. Over the once-stinking water had grown the most American of remedies: a golf course.

The neoclassical government buildings that had gone up on stately columns on the east end of the Luneta—and the memorial to the martyred poet José Rizal that had gone up on the west end—made the grounds reminiscent of the National Mall in Washington, DC, only with palm trees instead of elms. Little impressed the Americans gathering at the Luneta late in the day more than the view across the bay as the sun descended toward the water at an astonishing speed not seen at more northerly latitudes. As the sky flushed orange and red, the dark outlines of Corregidor and Mount Mariveles at the bottom of the Bataan peninsula would come into sharp relief only to fade away as the sun sank behind them.

In the darkness on Sunday, December 7, 1941, English echoed late into the night in the splendid Manila Hotel, which the Americans had built for themselves by the Luneta with luxurious guest rooms and a marble-floor lobby ringed with pillars and arches in the Spanish-mission style. At wicker tables under the pseudo shade of potted palm trees, reporters sharing iced drinks bet on when war might come to the Philippines without knowing that Japanese aircraft carriers were only hours away from bringing it to the shores of Hawaii on the other side of the international dateline, where the United States had its Pacific fleet at Pearl Harbor and where December 7 was still just beginning. One reporter predicted war within the week. Another said never. They had all heard the rhetoric from Japan about ridding Asia of white imperialists and seen the recent headline about the country’s militant new prime minister: “TOJO DECLARES JAPAN ‘ONE BALL OF FIERY RESOLUTION’ AGAINST DEMOCRACIES.” But the reporters had also read other headlines suggesting Japan might shirk from committing what seemed to be certain national suicide: “U.S. ADMIRAL SAYS NAVY CAN SINK JAP FLEET IN THREE WEEKS.” The reporters knew Japan had a history of surprise attacks, but refused to believe an Asian navy could surprise America’s.

The city of Manila itself offered arguments on both sides of the bet. Blackout curtains had gone up over the windows, but the neon lights in the clubs still blazed and beckoned to American soldiers. They had received orders to be ready for war, but they still had time to sneak off that Sunday night for a showing of Sergeant York, the new American film about the most storied Medal of Honor recipient from what the newspapers now referred to as World War I, as if a sequel were inevitable. The army wives who had come with their husbands to the islands had taken their children back to the United States on orders from the War Department, but there were still plenty of women—“attractive” Filipina ones, as the word went—to be found.

Some danced near the reporters that Sunday night for a party thrown in the hotel’s pavilion by a group of American airmen. Having prepped hours earlier at the bar, the airmen appeared on what they called their “very best drunken behavior.” They had gathered in honor of their new chief, Brigadier General Lewis Brereton, who had taken command of the growing air force on the islands. The bespectacled Brereton did not look like the prototypical airman but could certainly act like one with a taste for alcohol and an eye for women. Tonight, however, he seemed surprisingly sober. As his airmen belted out tunes, he listened to a fellow brigadier general, Richard Sutherland, say the war could begin at any hour. Brereton’s eyes widened. Sutherland was in a position to know. He served as chief of staff to the commanding general sleeping upstairs in the air-conditioned, gilt-furnished apartment on the hotel’s top floor.

No American alive, it was said, knew more about war and the geopolitics of the Pacific than the man in the penthouse. Among the suite’s rooms was one with silver frames standing on a large glossy table made of narra, the famed Philippine hardwood, and holding signed photographs of the great generals of the age safely behind glass. On the walls around the table, floor-to-ceiling shelves, also made of narra, showcased books about Asia as well as some of the thousands of other volumes that had belonged to Arthur MacArthur and passed to his sole surviving son, Douglas. For this General MacArthur, the hotel was home.

Since arriving in Manila in November, Brereton had often gone upstairs to listen to Douglas MacArthur talk as he paced around his penthouse in his peculiar way: jaw out in front of him, body almost unnaturally erect as if to make it that last inch and a half to six feet, clothes crisp as if resistant to the tropical humidity, baggy pleated pants pulled up over a small paunch, small and sometimes-trembling hands pocketed except when fidgeting with a cigarette or pencil, and shoes always polished but never near each other as a result of a massive stride. “The more clearly he enunciates his ideas, the more vigorous his walking becomes,” Brereton had noticed. And as to when the war would begin, MacArthur could not have been clearer, at least, early on. Nothing would happen until 1942 and probably not until April, by which time he would have his army ready for any force the Japanese could send. He had said it more times than anyone could remember, but he had begun to do so with a little less certainty, Brereton thought.

Nonetheless, MacArthur did not let the racket below from the reporters and the airmen trouble him. He had gone to bed, as he usually did, before midnight in the apartment’s smallest bedroom. He left the bigger ones for his wife, Jean, and their three-year-old son, neither of whom had been subject to the evacuation order. The party downstairs finally ended at two in the morning. Not long after, the penthouse phone began to ring. Everything MacArthur had done in his nearly sixty-two years of life should have prepared him to answer the call.



Douglas had received his first lesson in soldiering in 1884 as a four-year-old toddling alongside a company of infantrymen in the American southwest to yet another of those remote forts to which the army kept assigning his father. The three hundred miles of dusty roads that young Douglas covered with the company would serve as the starting point for his memory in later years. The soldiers went down the Rio Grande from Albuquerque and then across a barren land where, however far they trekked, the next watering hole was always said to be ten miles farther. As the company’s commanding officer, Douglas’s father rode on horseback. Almost everyone else marched. Douglas recalled himself trudging “at the head of the column” in front of a recruit begging for a seat on one of the wagons. “Growl you may,” Douglas heard his father quip, “but march you must.” Ahead lay Fort Selden, New Mexico, a group of adobe buildings in the middle of a treeless desert more suited to tarantulas and snakes than children.

Douglas’s mother, Pinky, described Selden as “lonely.” No doubt, she was. Besides Douglas, she had her husband and their firstborn son, a seven-year-old named Arthur III. The four of them had only three rooms, yet they never seemed filled. Months before setting out for Selden, the middle of Pinky’s three sons had died from the measles. The loss, Douglas would say, “seemed only to increase her devotion to Arthur and myself. This tie was to become one of the dominant factors of my life.” Pinky put four-year-old Douglas in skirts and fussed over the curls in his hair. A two-year-old boy named Franklin Delano Roosevelt could have commiserated that his overbearing mother did no less. But what seemed normal in Hyde Park, New York, seemed less so at Fort Selden. Nevertheless, Douglas never doubted what his mother expected him to become. Every night before bed, she reminded him he must become “a great man” in the image of his father or Robert E. Lee, the general her brothers had served during the Civil War.

There was another bedtime ritual Douglas cherished. As the sun went down, he would stand as straight as he could and watch the flag come down as the buglers played retreat. The sound would echo in his mind ever after, along with the lessons his parents hoped he would draw from the scene. “We were to do what was right no matter what the personal sacrifice might be,” Douglas remembered. “Our country was always to come first. Two things we must never do: never lie, never tattle.” With no schools, he had to look to his parents for instruction in the basics of reading, writing, and arithmetic. They did their best, but the boy took to riding and shooting far quicker. Those skills seemed more important. His father had declared the frontier all but settled the year before setting out for Selden, but it seemed perfectly wild to young Douglas. Geronimo was on the loose, and the army was on the Apache leader’s trail. But Douglas’s father was not among the glorious cavalrymen able to give chase on horseback. He was in the infantry and pining for an assignment elsewhere. It finally came in 1886 with orders to go to Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, where Douglas would see his first schoolhouse. Never again would he see the American frontier, but always would he see himself as a child of the west.

Less to his liking, he claimed many years later after politicians there had wrecked his career, was Washington, DC, where he went when his father received his promotion to the adjutant general’s office and, soon after, his Medal of Honor. “Washington was different from anything I had ever known. It was my first glimpse at the whirlpool of glitter and pomp, of politics and diplomacy, of statesmanship and intrigue. I found it no substitute for the color and excitement of the frontier,” Douglas wrote. He attended a public school on Massachusetts Avenue but did not excel. Not until age thirteen, when the army sent his father to Fort Sam Houston in San Antonio, did Douglas begin to set himself apart. The “transformation,” as he called it, took place at the West Texas Military Academy, a school dedicated to the belief that competition brings out the best. It certainly did in Douglas. In 1897, he graduated first in his class and medaled in subjects including “competitive speaking,” which would have surprised no one awed into silence in later years by his ability to declaim for hours without pause. His classmates would remember him also as their tennis champion, starting quarterback, and speedy shortstop. “Many of the school medals came my way,” Douglas wrote in his autobiography years afterward. “But I also learned how little such honors mean after one wins them,” a fact hard to reconcile with the many mentions those honors would receive in the memoir.

Douglas always knew what his parents expected him to do next, and never questioned it save once at the start of the Spanish-American War, when he wished to join a regiment as a teenager, as his father had done. The MacArthurs would not hear of it. They had sent their oldest son to the Naval Academy at Annapolis. They would send their youngest son to West Point, that is, if they could secure an appointment for him. After a first attempt at using their political connections failed, they settled on a more radical plan. For their son’s future, they would go separate ways: Arthur to a new post in St. Paul; Pinky and Douglas to Milwaukee, where the family name carried the most political sway and where a congressman had promised to appoint whichever young man scored the highest on a test. Mother and son moved into a hotel, where she oversaw his preparation: his classes at a local high school, his lessons with tutors, and his treatment with a doctor able to remedy a bend in his spine that would have otherwise prevented his admission. “I never worked harder in my life,” Douglas recalled. But it would not have been enough, he admitted, without his mother. It was she who comforted him on the morning of the test when he awoke, as he often would when under pressure, feeling nauseated. “Doug,” she said, “you’ll win if you don’t lose your nerve. You must believe in yourself, my son, or no one else will believe in you.” The words made an impression. When the newspapers published the scores, MacArthur’s 93.3 percent stood double digits ahead of anyone else’s. “It was a lesson I never forgot,” he said. “Preparedness is the key to success and victory.”

Another key was having your mother nearby. When Douglas went to West Point in June 1899, he did not go alone. Pinky came, too. She moved into another hotel, he into the so-called beast barracks where new cadets, called plebes, underwent an initiation at the hands of the upperclassmen. They set their sights on the five-foot-ten-inch, 133-pound MacArthur, whom they noted had “flashing dark eyes” and, despite being on the slender side, a “fine body.” But it was not his good looks that made him their top target. It was the proximity of his mother as well as the prominence his father had achieved by that time in the Philippines. “We always prepared a warm reception for the sons of well-known men,” said one upperclassman. After a night of particularly strenuous hazing, MacArthur’s body went into convulsions. Determined to earn the respect of the upperclassmen and to not get them in trouble, he considered stuffing his mouth so as to stifle his screams. But keeping quiet would only get harder. After a plebe died the next year, a military court called MacArthur as a witness on December 28, 1900, and demanded he name his hazers. “Is it absolutely necessary,” he asked, “that I give the names?” Yes, he was told. Refusing could lead to his expulsion. Complying would violate his parents’ rule against tattling. The nausea he had felt before his West Point exam suddenly returned, and so did his mother to the rescue, this time by slipping him a poem that ended this way:


Like mother, like son, is saying so true

The world will judge largely of mother by you.

Be this then your task, if task it shall be

To force this proud world to do homage to me.

Be sure it will say, when its verdict you’ve won

She reaps as she sowed: “This man is her son!”



MacArthur later claimed these lines, which his mother had probably copied from a magazine, gave him the confidence to be, as he put it, “no tattletale.” Yet records show he did, when pressed, give names, first to the court, and then again to a congressional committee.

Even so, Douglas made his mother proud. At the end of his four years at West Point, he had the admiration of his fellow cadets, served as their leader in his capacity as the so-called first captain, ranked first among them academically, and built an overall record that would draw comparisons to his mother’s beloved Robert E. Lee. “This rating has always astonished me and I have never understood it,” MacArthur wrote. “There were a number of my classmates who were smarter than I…. I studied no longer nor harder than others, and can only account for such a result by my having, perhaps, a somewhat clearer perspective of events—a better realization that first things come first.” As important was having a near-photographic memory well suited to a curriculum that rewarded memorization. When Douglas graduated in June 1903, he had the joy of giving his diploma to his father, who had returned from the Philippines.

It would be Douglas who went to the islands next. Commissioned a second lieutenant in the Army Corps of Engineers, he received orders to head to the Philippines. “The Philippines charmed me,” he noted upon arriving after thirty-eight days at sea. It was not just “the moonbeam delicacy of its lovely women,” though they were certainly of interest to a twenty-three-year-old single officer. It was also what he called “the amazingly attractive result of a mixture of Spanish culture and American industry” and “the languorous laze that seemed to glamorize even the most routine chores of life.” The alliteration “languorous laze” had the sound of Arthur MacArthur, and no doubt Douglas heard echoes of his father’s name across the islands. It allowed Douglas to pass through doors not open to most second lieutenants. One evening, he found himself at dinner with two future presidents of the Philippines: Sergio Osmeña and Manuel Quezon, who had visited Aguinaldo in prison only two years earlier. Such men now seemed eager to ingratiate themselves with the Americans, but not everyone was. While MacArthur was working on a harbor in the Visayas, two bandits, as the holdout guerrillas had become known, ambushed him and fired a shot that passed straight through his hat. “Like all frontiersmen, I was expert with a pistol… [and] dropped them both dead in their tracks,” he remembered. His years on the frontier, however, did him less good when he returned to Luzon with orders to explore the peninsula on the other side of Manila Bay and survey the mountain behind which the sun sank each evening. Like many of the young men later sent on his orders to Bataan, he came down with malaria. Unlike those soldiers, he would be able to go home and recover.

Back in the United States, Douglas’s father had once again gotten his name into the newspapers, this time with a pair of predictions: that a future war would pit the United States against Germany and that Hawaii would lie in the line of fire. Neither prediction pleased Arthur’s bosses, who happily obliged when he proposed a new assignment that would banish him to the other side of the world in 1905. He would observe the war that had begun the previous year when Japanese ships had launched a surprise attack on Russian ones at Port Arthur in Manchuria, a northern Chinese province. In the half century since the American commodore Matthew C. Perry had brought his warships into Tokyo Bay and forced Japan to cease its centuries of self-imposed isolation, the country had become a burgeoning military power, whose might Arthur witnessed firsthand during the final months of the Russo-Japanese War. When the fighting ended, the War Department











































	I. Indonesia

	II. Unbeknownst to MacArthur, the Japanese had already bombed sites in the far north and far south of the islands.
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