


Chapter 1

Reflecting Back

“Here we go starting the day early,” he tried to say to himself, but the chattering of his teeth forced him to think it rather than say it. He pushed himself up to reach for the heavy wool blanket folded on the foot of the bed. The attempt failed, and he fell back on his pillow while the room seemed to continue revolving around him. This little exertion, added to the chattering of his teeth, left him so weak that he had to rest.1

After his heart had slowed down, he very carefully raised himself for another try at the blanket. Ignoring the whirling room to concentrate all his attention on the blanket, he finally succeeded in reaching it and pulling it over [himself] as he fell back on the pillow again.

He rested quietly, all but his chattering teeth. Gradually he became aware that his pillow was wet and [he was] becoming uncomfortable. While trying to turn the pillow [over] he recognized very dimly his wife coming in the door with the coffee percolator and heard her cheery voice greeting him.

“Lazy Bones, are you ready for your coffee?” she asked. Then she noted the chattering teeth and part of her cheerfulness vanished. She poured the coffee, lifted his head, and continued, “So you are starting early this time? Take this quinine and by the time you finish your coffee you will stop wearing out your teeth and feel better.”2

He went to sleep almost immediately after she left, and gradually the noise of his teeth chattering ceased. When he awoke she was sitting quietly in an easy chair by the bed. Her smiling face was clear and the room was no longer going round and round.

“How do you feel now?” she asked.

“Pretty good,” [he replied]. “Maybe I could eat something. If you will turn on the bath and help me into the bathroom, I'll soak in the hot water while you get us some breakfast.”


Later he was sitting bundled in the easy chair gazing out the window. The breakfast tray lay on his lap, but it was forgotten as the scene outside absorbed him.

“You have eaten hardly enough to keep a bird alive, dear,” she interrupted. “Please eat a little more before it gets cold.”

Ignoring the subject of food, he slipped the tray on to a nearby chair and began talking about the colorful panorama outside.

“Just now this must be one of the most beautiful spots in the world. Jacob's coat of many colors could never have approached in brilliance these autumn scenes of nature.3 One expects to see different hues in the various types of trees with their different shades among different species. For instance, I can identify three different kinds of oaks from here and notice the changing colors in that large maple. The leaves still look so healthy it does not seem possible that they will be gone all too soon. Only the lone poplar down by the draw shows signs of shedding. Now that the fog over Salt Creek has lifted, the mass color on the hill beyond the Nashville road sparkles its defiance to all of the artists.4 It is [so] quiet and peaceful and lovely that I almost forget the dreams I had during my nap.”

“Were they about the war?” she inquired.

“Oh yes,” he answered, continuing to gaze out the window.

“I heard ‘Photo Joe’ coming over at daybreak as he used to every day.5

“Since he was not greeted by anti-aircraft fire, and as various scenes of the Death March began passing in review, I concluded that the war [in my dream] must be over on Bataan.6

“The first scene occurred off the highway near our camp just before we started the long trek to Camp O'Donnell.7 A tall army colonel had been stopped by a Japanese soldier who was trying to appropriate [the colonel's] wristwatch. The colonel merely held his arm high, where the little soldier could not reach it.8

“A passing Nip officer seeing the difficulty ran over, unhooking his Samurai sword as he ran. He did not draw the sword, but using the heavy sword and scabbard as a club, he struck the colonel on the head knocking him down. Then kicking him in the ribs until he got up, he hit him on the other side of the head, knocking him down again. After the colonel was back on his feet the second time, he was forced to stand at attention with the blood streaming down his face. The Nip officer tore off [the colonel's] wristwatch and threw it in the road from where it was rescued by a surprised Nip [enlisted] soldier who was marching by.

“Shaking his sword in front of the colonel's face, the Nip shouted ‘You are brave, but you must be humble,’ and ran on, leaving the colonel standing at attention.”






Chapter 10

Moving to Cabanatuan

SAME STRUGGLE—DIFFERENT PLACE

I arrived in Cabanatuan1 as one of a truckload who were packed in so tight we could hardly get out, and when we did reach the ground we could hardly stand on our cramped legs. We had lost interest in the camp when one of the officers on our truck, who had been there before the war, told us the Filipino government had built it at the same time as Camp O'Donnell, using similar plans and materials.

The lack of interest was very noticeable when we unloaded from the truck to lie in the grass resting our weary legs. After a while the Nips moved us to join the group which had departed from O'Donnell on the previous day. Those men told us that they had suffered through a long rail trip, arriving at the town of Cabanatuan at sundown the day before. They had been herded into the town's schoolyard to spend the night, marching the seven miles out to the camp the following morning. Apparently the Nips had been waiting for us all to arrive, for as the last truck pulled up we were ordered to form in groups of a hundred in columns of fours to be counted into the new camp.

While everyone had been lying down we had not suspected that there were many sick in the large group, but when we got up to form columns, fifty men or more could not stand up. Most of those appeared to have dysentery for their clothes were smeared with filth. That sight was definite proof that the dread dysentery had not been left behind.

A Nip officer who became very indignant at so many men disregarding the orders of an officer of the Imperial Japanese Army rushed to the area, possibly for the purpose of making an example of someone, but when he discovered the condition of the men on the ground he beat a hasty retreat, holding his nose.
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More than an hour was necessary to verify the count, but we were finally released in time to find shelter before dark. The sick were carried in to live among us until the hospital began functioning a few days later.2 The western end of camp was already occupied with a group of more than a thousand men who had been brought in by rail a few days before. Some of them had been captured on Corregidor, and some of them were walking cases released from our hospitals on Bataan. All told, we numbered more than nine thousand men.

On our second day the Nips divided us into three groups in order to facilitate the operations of the camp, each group drawing its own supplies and dealing directly with the Nips without any central agency.3 After a month or two an American central control was established to be maintained for the length of our stay, with two, three, or four subordinate groups varying with the number of men in camp.

The Nips were in the process of modifying the camp when we arrived and, although they continued to make changes as long as we were there, Camp Cabanatuan was roughly a half-mile square, situated on the east side of the Cabanatuan-Cayagan Valley Highway about seven miles north of [the town of] Cabanatuan.

The north one-third of the area ringed in barbed wire was our prison enclosure, the south one-third being a similar enclosure designated as the hospital. Immediately south of our enclosure ran the camp road and south of the road was the Nip area. In between the Nip area and the hospital was a sizable unoccupied area which the Nips considered necessary to protect themselves from the contagion with which they knew our hospital was seething.

Apparently the original arrangement of the camps had not pleased the Nips, because they were in the process of making some changes, using native labor. The Filipinos working inside the camp were under Nip guards who understood no English. Employing all kinds of subterfuge to lull the suspicions of the guards, such as talking from behind a partition and strolling slowly past working parties while apparently talking to a companion, the Americans were able to carry on a satisfactory conversation with the workers.

The quality of food at Cabanatuan being similar to [what] we had received at O'Donnell, the conversation was mostly about chow. The Filipinos agreed to bring in food under their clothes, purchased with the money that had been left by Americans in convenient places where the Filipinos could pick it up without the knowledge of the Nips.

For several days the system worked so well that a surprising amount of canned goods was brought in, but the Nips, becoming suspicious, searched the Filipinos one morning, confiscating all of the food found on them.4 The Nips held the Filipinos involved for several hours, finally releasing them with a warning, thereby ending that method of food smuggling.


[image: images]

Alexander's Sketch of Camp Cabanatuan.

 

A friend of mine, who had lived in Manila for several years before the war, convinced several of us that food could still be obtained provided that we could make up a total of forty pesos. Borrowing from friends who had succeeded in bringing into camp plenty of money, we collected the cash which our Manila friend gave, together with a list, to one of the Filipinos.

Two days later we were informed that our food purchases had arrived at the house of a Filipino who lived just across the highway from the main gate. It was our big problem to get the food to our side of the fence, for everyone who entered the camp was searched by the Nip guards. Since we considered it too dangerous to try to go get the food, and the Filipinos considered it too dangerous to try to carry it in, the only solution we had left was to induce the Nips to bring it in.

A hasty review of the Nips at Cabanatuan, who stood out as individuals from their fellows, was enough to cause us to eliminate from consideration all but one of them as a possible benefactor. He was a Nip doctor who held the rank of first lieutenant in the Imperial Japanese Army. He was an easygoing, quiet, and indifferent-looking officer who spoke fair English. His below average military appearance and the fact that he had bought some can goods for our doctor friend, Bob, led us to believe that he might help us out.

After much prodding from my friends, I explained our situation to Bob, asking him if he thought the Nip doctor would consider helping us. Bob was uncertain as to how the Nip would react to the proposal but, as he said, the only way he could find out was to ask him.

After I left Bob, I had a bad case of cold feet, because I knew if the Nip turned us down he could report me to the Nip administrative office which might have most unhappy results for me. In other words, I was taking a serious risk, gambling on my judgment of character of an individual Nip. I had been wrong before and I could be wrong again.

The very next day Bob came after me to take me to the doctor's office where the Nip was waiting to ask me some questions. My heart almost jumped out of my mouth and it continued to pound somewhat violently for the next half-hour. The Nip doctor asked me where the food was I wanted to get, and if I owned it. When I told him the food was just outside the gate a fourth of a mile away and that I owned it, he looked toward the Japanese headquarters as if he was contemplating taking me there for further questioning, then, apparently making up his mind, he told Bob and me to follow him as he strolled toward the main gate which was guarded by a squad of Japanese soldiers.

I do not know what was on Bob's mind, but I had grave doubts that I had used good judgment in soliciting Nip assistance. I can assure you that the expressions on the faces of our friends inside the fence as they watched us pass by did nothing toward dissipating my doubts.

We did not slow down at the gate but went on to the hut across the road. The Nip guards [at the gate] paid no attention [to us] because we were with a Nip officer. A Filipino at the hut produced a large well-filled jute5 bag when I asked for the food. The Nip assured himself that the bag contained nothing but food, then he asked me how I had known the package was there. My poor brain was sorely pressed to think of a reasonable explanation, but I finally told him that a Filipino, who I did not know, had passed the word to me that someone from Manila, whose name I had forgotten, had sent the food to the hut in the hope that it could be delivered. How much of the story our Nip friend believed I do not know, but he told me to take the sack with me.

We passed the Nip guards again, going directly to the shack where we lived. The Nip sat down while we unpacked all of our treasures which consisted of several cans of fish, a quantity of home-cured pork and carabao meat, two dozen native bananas and several containers of various spices. The bananas were rotten and the meat smelled like it was too, but at least the steamed rice was palatable.

I asked the Nip if he would like any of the food, but he shook his head and departed without a word. Bob would take nothing but a share of the spices, which we thought was very poor recompense for what he had done for us. We were happy to learn that the jerked meat swelled like it always did, and after sampling a skillet full of it that very night we were sure it was our prize purchase.

For a whole week after we had acquired our food we ate very well indeed and, since we escaped Nip complications for the unusual way in which it was obtained, Bob and I gradually forgot that our heads had been in a very vulnerable position.

At breakfast time on the eighth of June [1942] we had our initiation into the Nip celebration of Imperial Rescript Day. It was on the eighth of December [1941] that Premier Tojo had obtained the Emperor's signature to the document which authorized Japan's entry into the war.6 In order that the officers and soldiers might not forget how fortunate they were that the “Prince of Heaven” had thus given his permission for Japan to assume her rightful position in the world, they celebrated the anniversary every month.

On those occasions every Nip who was not on guard duty attended the formations, at which time they all repeated the words of the order at the top of their lungs, ending with a cheer for the Emperor. It is my belief that no Japanese troop unit ever missed celebrating that day regardless of circumstances up to the very end of the war.

We had been in Camp Cabanatuan less than a week when we had to form [a] line along the fence of our enclosure facing the camp road to be reviewed by General Count Terauchi [who commanded] all of the Japanese forces in the south.7 The general, who was a member of the royal family, cousin of the Emperor I believe, came over from Indo-China to see at first hand what his army in the Philippines had presented him with. By the time the review started, we had been standing in line for some time; rather, those of us who could stand up had been.

We must have looked like human scarecrows, some of whom the wind had blown over, the others swaying with the breeze. If that is the way we looked to the count it probably was the way he wanted us to look, for as he rode slowly past us he kept his head out the car window, smiling broadly and saluting continuously.

Shortly after the inspection by the prince, we heard a report that General Homma, the Nip commander in the Philippines, had been replaced.8 From the information that we received later, he was recalled to Japan in disgrace and removed from the active list of the army. Japanese papers, which we received later, had a news article about him showing a recent picture in civilian clothes. We asked a silly young Nip soldier, who had the habit of hanging around our camp, why General Homma had gone back to Japan.His very prompt answer was that Homma had let too many Japanese soldiers die.


Our conclusions, based on our observations, the reading of the newspapers the Nips gave us and the remarks of a number of Japanese officers and soldiers, were that he had underestimated our defensive strength on Bataan and had released several combat divisions soon after his landing in the Philippines. When he failed to take Bataan with the troops left at his disposal, he had to call for help. Three or more fresh divisions arriving from Japan about the first of April [1942] gave him enough strength to finish his task, but by that time he had materially delayed the timetable of the Nips’ advance to the south. The Nip soldier may have been right because the Nip casualty rate must have been higher than had been expected.9

NONE OF THE LUXURIES OF HOME

After the Nips had completed their utility improvements, we had electric lights in the kitchens, warehouse buildings, and headquarters buildings only. Consequently, our reading time was limited to the daylight hours. Even the use of lights in the buildings where they were installed was severely regulated, because the power of the generator was limited and gasoline short. An additional water tank was erected so that, soon after our arrival, we had plenty of water from numerous faucets located along the south side of our enclosure, which was our kitchen line.

A primitive purification system was installed at the tanks, but our doctors reported that it was far below the standard that Americans considered necessary in the tropics. Before the war, the water in the Philippines had not been considered potable by the army until after it had been boiled. When the war began we had been forced to use unboiled water, which may have been one reason why we developed so many cases of dysentery.

[Since there was] no plumbing in the camp, open latrines were constructed immediately after our arrival. As soon as material became available, covered boxes were constructed in order to reduce the huge fly population.

The rainy season had started before we left Camp O'Donnell but, as you recall, the early part of the season is characterized by one or two hard rains each day.10 The daily rains brought to our notice the repairs needed by our barrack buildings, and various improvements needed in the camp, such as ditching and draining in sections of the camp and building paths in others. This work was done by our POWs when the Nip materials and permission could be obtained. As a matter of fact, we had the camp in livable condition before the heavy rains of the typhoon season began to hit us in September [1942].

As soon as our hospital was placed in operation, we removed the worst cases of our sick from the camp area to the hospital area. For a long time after the hospital was opened, thirty or forty more sick men were transported to it each day and, in addition, there were many deaths in the POW enclosure. There being no medicine to give the sick, the death rate at the hospital almost equaled the number of newly arriving sick. Some of the surgical equipment from one of our hospitals on Bataan had been brought in with our medical personnel, but our doctors were not authorized to perform surgical operations.

An American boy who developed an acute appendix was taken by the Nip doctor to a rude shack, which served as the Japanese army hospital in Cabanatuan. There, with an American doctor observing the operation, the Nip doctor removed the diseased appendix. The boy was given a hypodermic injection, and carried to a wooden table by four husky Nip soldiers who held him during the operation. When the doctor started cutting, the pain was so intense that boy mercifully fainted. The Nip, needing plenty of room to work in, made an incision about a foot long, but he did remove the appendix.

After the wound was sewn up the patient was dumped on the floor, where he remained without attention until the next afternoon. He was given some water that day and a little rice gruel the next day. [On] the fourth day he was given more rice than he could eat and [on] the fifth day he had to get up and climb into a truck by himself in order to return to the prison camp hospital, where he made an uneventful recovery under American care. [Eventually,] authority was granted to the American doctors at the hospital to perform essential operations before another one became necessary.

A large percentage of the POWs in the hospital and out of the hospital had malaria. In the Philippines malaria is a dread disease which does not always respond to treatment, even when there is adequate medicine available for the patient. The type commonly known as cerebral malaria is particularly feared because of its high death rate; death [usually] occurring within the first few days after the disease appears.

Some cases [of malaria] seem to respond to quinine only when it is injected into the body, and others recur at periodic intervals. The American quinine had been almost exhausted at the time of the surrender of Bataan, so there was no means of treatment for malaria cases until the Nips produced a small amount of quinine in the late fall of 1942. Up until that time, a fair share of deaths that had occurred had been sufferers of malaria.

Dysentery was another exhausting disease which required medicines for its proper treatment.15 A large percentage of us suffered from either dysentery or an extremely persistent type of diarrhea, but it made little difference which it was [since] there [was] no medicine available for either. Our doctors advised us to use willpower and reduce the number of trips to the latrine, so that the irritation to our inflamed intestines might be reduced. Those of us who thought the advice of value spent many long hours lying on our sides to give what assistance we could to the tortured valve in our lower bowels. Thus by the exercise of willpower, and the absorbing of some internal punishment, our conditions did improve slowly and surely until our troubles practically disappeared.

We had been in prison camp for seven months before any sulfa drugs became available so, there being nothing to treat the disease, many of our early deaths were attributed to dysentery. The Nips had captured a quantity of evaporated milk in Manila, which they set aside for use of the sick in the hospital. As the food issued by the Nips was not particularly suited for sick patients, the addition of a few ounces of evaporated milk was not enough to be of great assistance to the very ill patients.

THE WALKING DEAD

As the months dragged on, starvation came closer and closer. Many advance cases of beriberi and pellagra appeared, while most of us were showing some of the symptoms of malnutrition.11 Two distinct types of disease known to us as dry beriberi and wet beriberi were common. The dry beriberi cases suffered from sore legs and feet so much that they could barely hobble around. Usually they had to lie down to take the weight off their legs, but the rest was only a temporary alleviation.

Occasionally, a slightest movement of the victim would make him cry out in pain, and the soreness was so intense that, at times, it was impossible for him to sleep. Most of the men I knew who had the dry beriberi recovered, aided, perhaps by the acquisition of a few cans of fish. The wet beri beri cases suffered from grotesquely swollen legs and feet. The legs became so large that the skin was stretched to the breaking point and beyond. Apparently, the swollen legs were not painful, for it was common to see men walking around paying no attention to their deformities, except that they had to wear shorts. Almost all of the men with swollen limbs died.

One man, whose legs were badly swollen, realizing that his chances were poor, requested his friends to fill a barrel about a fourth full of water and build a fire under it. When the water started to heat, he was helped into the barrel where he stayed, at his own request, until he fainted. The drastic sweating process may have saved the man's life; at any rate, he did recover.

The picture of one officer who suffered from wet beriberi is indelibly impressed on my mind. In addition to being handicapped with oversized legs, one of his testicles had swollen to the size of a twelve-pound shot. The unusual size and weight of the organ had stretched his scrotum until it reached his knees, so that when he walked it was necessary for him to lift the big ball in his hands and carry it. That unfortunate man was one of those who did not long survive his infirmity.

One of the hospital wards, called the “Zero” ward, was reserved for the desperately sick who could not help themselves. Most of the inmates of that ward, which was nothing but a thatch-covered shack with raised split bamboo sleeping platforms, were so wasted that they were literally skin and bones, with the bones beginning to protrude through the worn skin. That ward had more than its share of dead each day, as a matter of fact, a mere handful of the patients who entered the Zero lived to go on their own feet. The deaths were by no means confined to one ward, however, because many patients in all the wards were in only slightly better shape than those in the Zero ward.

Except when it was raining, the weather was so warm that no clothes were needed; consequently, it was normal to see many naked men in the hospital area, especially at the latrines and on the paths leading to them. Most of the naked were so emaciated that their skin hung on them like translucent parchment. The weaker men fell frequently, or had to sit down to rest before they traveled the fifty yards between barracks and latrine. Many a man was too weak to reach the latrine before his weak functional muscles gave way, making the remainder of the journey unnecessary.

A case of diphtheria12 appeared in the hospital, followed by several others. The Nip doctor was urgently requested to provide the appropriate medicine, there being none in camp. An entire week was required to obtain the medicine, during which time several men died, but after the inoculations were given, all of the other cases recovered.

On the fourth of July 1942, I observed an orderly, from a Nip kitchen across the road from our area, carry a garbage bucket to our enclosure fence and dump it inside. There was an immediate rush of half-naked, half-starved American prisoners, who fought over the scraps of garbage like dogs fighting over the supper scraps outside the kitchen door.

[Additionally,] by great good fortune a boy, who had brought into camp a considerable sum of United States currency, feeling that he had more than it was wise to try to keep himself, consented to let me have two hundred dollars on my personal check. Through devious channels I was able to have that money exchanged for currency of the Philippine government, at a loss of course.

With the exchanged money I made purchases, from time to time, in a commissary which the Nips allowed us to operate beginning in August [1942]. At first, Filipinos were permitted to bring canned goods and fruit at infrequent intervals; however, there never was enough to go around. Later, the intervals were decreased and the amount of food for sale was increased. Without the purchases made with the money I had borrowed, I do not believe I would have survived 1942.

THE BREAKING POINT AND BEYOND

In our early days at Cabanatuan, because of the numerous Filipino laborers in camp, many contacts were made by mail and messenger between our POWs and well-to-do acquaintances of theirs in Manila. As a result of those contacts, large sums of money were smuggled into camp to provide the means by which individuals continued to make commissary purchases. Unquestionably, if it had not been for the opportunity to buy food of heavy protein content, our death rate would have been much higher.

One hungry American sneaked through the barbed wire one night in search of food. He [sneaked] into a hut occupied by a Filipino family, finding some canned goods, which he was in a process of dumping into a gunny sack when he was discovered. He ran with the food he had in the bag, reaching the hole in the fence which let him back into the enclosure safely.

The Filipino who owned the food ran to the Nip guard at the main gate, making a report on the theft. A patrol of the guard detail came into the enclosure immediately to make a search and, by chance, they found the sack of food in a ditch near one of the barracks. The guilty man was found in the barracks with his shoes still on and his clothes spattered with mud. The next morning, after the culprit had been identified by the Filipino, he was marched through the camp to the cemetery where he was shot without receiving a trial. When the hungry boy, for he was clearly not old enough to vote, marched by us to his death he laughed as if he was embarrassed at being caught, but he did not appear to be concerned about losing his life.

Another boy, who had been under observation for mental derangement, disappeared. Although he was in poor physical condition, as well as being a mental patient, searching parties could not locate him. Almost a week later, he crawled up to the enclosure fence where a Nip guard picked him up. The man, who was in the last stages of starvation, could walk only a few steps at a time, and he was obviously not mentally competent, but he had disobeyed a Nip order for which he had to pay the death penalty. A giant Nip sergeant had the escapee carried to the cemetery where he shot him in the head with a pistol while he was lying on the ground.


The sergeant, known to us as “Big Speedo” because of his liberal use of the Nip slang word for hurry, “speedo,” had been a Tokyo policeman before he came in the army.13 He had been in charge of American work details for a considerable time, during which he had been tolerant and patient and unusually efficient. He always accomplished his job, but he was well liked by American interpreters and laborers. The dispatch and disinterest with which he disposed of the mentally incompetent American brought home to us the fact that even the best of the Nips were perfectly capable of taking the lives of any or all of us without the slightest qualm.

It was our misfortune to be guests of a small, poorly fed, and under-privileged race whose conceptions of human dignity and human life were diametrically opposed to our own. Once when we were drawing our food issue, talking through an American interpreter, I tried to explain to the Nip making the issue that the food we were getting was not enough for our average American. I told him that, while the food might be adequate for our smaller men, it was insufficient for the larger ones, and I tried to show him through the analogy of the difference in feed required by a small horse and huge draft animal. The Nip became so enraged that I narrowly escaped being beaten, because I had inferred that the Japanese were small-sized people.

The Nip officer could not understand why Americans were starving to death on as much food as many Orientals have throughout their lives. They would not admit that large men required more food than small ones, and they did not understand that men who had been accustomed to [a] heavy protein diet all their lives needed time to adjust their systems to a diet which was devoid of animal protein.

The tall sergeant, who had charge of the food stores and made the daily issues, was an unusual character for a Nip.14 He did not smoke nor drink, and [judging] from his lean healthy appearance he did not indulge his appetite as most Nips did. He was one of the first Japs seen at work in the morning, and one of the last to leave his job [at night]. He was unsmiling, quiet, and businesslike, speaking no English and speaking Japanese only when necessary, never saying an unnecessary word. He was honest in his dealings with Americans, but he was always insistent that they receive no more than his issue slips called for. Apparently, he was just as meticulous in his dealings with Nip kitchen details, the only concession to them being that they did not have to accept moldy rice.

He never struck a prisoner, no matter how much the provocation, although immediate physical punishment was an approved and much used method of the Nips for dealing with malefactors. Several times I saw the sergeant, normally quite placid, go into a rage at some act of a prisoner which irritated him, but he merely let out a blood curdling yell and gave the man a murderous glare. The Nip might have been a member of some ascetic cult, for most of the time he appeared to be in contemplation of unworldly things; as a matter of fact, [he] was seen a number of times, on his knees, his eyes closed and his face contorted, presumably in worship of his deity.

Another sergeant, who had overall charge of the repair work and the utilities of the camp, differed so much in character from the one I have just told you about that I shall try to describe him also. Although not more than five feet four inches tall, he was an extremely muscular human dynamo who could do any kind of manual labor as well as any man, and do it as long. He could carry an unbelievably heavy load, and he never asked an American to carry a heavier load or do more work than he.

Knowing exactly what he wanted to do and how he wanted to do it, he was never handicapped by his meager English in the working of prisoners because he could always show them exactly how he wanted a job done, to the accompaniment of voluble Japanese. He carried a sturdy club which he used only when he thought a prisoner was not doing his work or had taken advantage of him in some way, but when he did lose his temper and use it, he did a thorough job.

Once when he was moving a building by manpower, using all of the POWs who could get a hand on it, he had the building almost in the position he wanted it but, the [weight] of the burden becoming intolerable, the prisoners started to let it down too soon. Flying into a rage, the sergeant screamed directions, at the same time belaboring all of the carrying party within his reach with the cudgel he always had with him. As soon as the building was in position, he became his usual laughing self again.

He was a man of strong appetites, [a] heavy eater and drinker when he had the means to gratify his wants, and he always went in to visit the “ladies” on his holiday. We suspected that he was a product of the slums of one of the larger cities of Japan, for the lines in his thirty-five-year-old face clearly told of a hard life.

One day, during the absence of the storekeeper, he made the ration issue. After the rations had been carried away he led John,15 for whom he showed an unusual attachment, and me to the next warehouse where he gave us each a bottle of warm beer from the Nip stock. Then he took us to the shack where he lived with another noncommissioned officer, for what must have been the equivalent of afternoon tea. Opening several cans of evaporated milk he sweetened it, adding a touch of spice. Sweetened milk was a luxury for us which we enjoyed much more than you can ever imagine.

While we [were] partaking of our repast we had to tell about our children, and John, who was fortunate enough to have photographs, had to show them. The sergeant appeared to be much interested in each family and, in every way, he exerted himself to be the perfect host.

We each had two glasses of milk before we bade our host farewell with many Aregatos. We had gone only a few steps when we heard the sergeant roar and rush up to a work detail of POWs who were waiting to be checked into our enclosure. We stopped to see the sergeant, who, in his rage, was spouting unintelligible Japanese to a feeble, half-starved, gray-haired American prisoner. The miserable prisoner had a short piece of plank which he had planned to take to his shack to make improvements, but the sergeant jerked it out of his hand and knocked him down. The American got up with difficulty, to be knocked down again. He struggled to his feet again to receive a vituperative lecture of which he did not understand a word, but at last he was released to enter the enclosure with the other men of his detail. We returned to [our] barracks taking with us another vivid object lesson of how affable a Nip could be one moment and how murderous he could be the next.

The archbishop of Manila, or a Catholic organization of Manila, we never knew which, obtained permission for a priest of German nationality to visit Camp Cabanatuan with much needed clothing and several packages of food for individuals. The Nips let the clothing come in and, after a long conference, they allowed the food to enter, specifying that it go to a kitchen instead of to an individual.

The person to whom the package was addressed probably got his package from the kitchen. The priest's driver, who had worked for an American business concern in Manila before the war, had several letters with considerable sums of money which he managed to slip to prisoners undetected. He also held long distance conversations, without benefit of telephone, with a number of individuals while the Nips were devoting most of their attention to the priest, passing on to us the war news in general.

The good father, having a German passport, was entitled to some consideration as an ally or he would not have been able to visit our camp. The Nip interpreter, speaking for the commandant,16 asked specifically why it was that a German was befriending his enemies, the Americans. The priest tried to explain that he, as a man of God, had an interest in all humanity and, moreover, if we had been his enemies at one time, we had ceased to be such when we were captured, but his explanation was not understood by the Nip mentality. We enjoyed several visits from those two friends, being the gainers of a great deal of money, some clothing and authentic news.

One day when the priest arrived with his car loaded with clothing, he started toward the Nip headquarters to find the interpreter. His driver, thinking he was unnoticed, tossed a bundle to an American who purposely was passing by. A Nip sentry, observing the incident, held the American with his bundle until the priest returned with the interpreter and the Nip adjutant. The adjutant, who had appeared friendly with the priest, became incensed at the report of his sentry, directed the priest to leave immediately and take all his baggage. The priest tried to explain, pleading with the adjutant, but he stalked off in the usual Nip rage.

Our friend had to return to Manila with all his packages, where he was notified that his permit was revoked. When he returned to Manila at the end of the war, we were informed that some time after their last visit to us the priest and his driver were both arrested and executed for their activities on behalf of American prisoners.

BROTHERS OF BLOOD

Several work parties had gone out from our camp to establish camps of their own near airfields and other work projects. One of the camps, which was located in an isolated spot of the mountains, was attacked one night by guerrillas.17 After the attack was over the prisoners were formed in line in front of their barracks building and held there under guard until daybreak. At the morning roll call it was learned that a Nip guard had been killed and that two American prisoners had gone to the hills with the attackers.18 The Nips were enraged, of course.

The Nip commander walked down the line of prisoners, arbitrarily selecting eight men. Those men were marched out in front of their companions a short distance, their hands tied behind them, and a Nip firing squad was brought up. The other American prisoners could hardly believe their eyes when the firing squad, at close range, shot the eight men without further ceremony.

One of the Americans had to see his own brother killed without being able to do anything for him. Another American who witnessed those murders, and who was returned to our hospital because of a disabling attack of malaria, described the shootings to me. He told me of one of the victims, a corporal of Norwegian ancestry who had been under my command at Stotsenburg, [who] had stood erect looking directly at the firing squad, his expression showing nothing but contempt and defiance for his executioners. The witness reported that even the Nips were impressed by the manner in which the corporal died.

The repercussions of the guerrilla attack, escapes, and execution episode were soon felt by all American POWs in the Philippines. By order of the headquarters of the Imperial Japanese Army in Manila, all prisoners were divided into groups of ten or less, depending on the number occupying a particular building as all men in the same group lived in the same place, and if the building was so small that less than ten men lived in it, the actual number living there constituted the group.

In Camp Cabanatuan a camp roster, divided into groups listing each prisoner by name and building, was required to be submitted to the Nips. The Nip commandant then assembled the entire camp to explain that the system had been directed by higher authority which had established the policy that each member of a group would be held responsible for the actions of each other member, and that if any individual should escape all other members of the group would be executed as punishment for their failure to prevent the escape. Thus, by direction of the Nip commandant, we became our brothers’ keepers.

The commandant directed that the personnel of each barracks would set up a system of night guard duty, and that the highest American administrative office would establish a perimeter guard. The guards were established that very day, and lists of individuals by groups were posted in each barracks. We called those groups “shooting squads,” and we all became extremely well acquainted with the particular squad to which we belonged.19

We may have had no previous interest in the nocturnal activities of certain individuals of our squads, but our attitudes in that respect underwent a radical change. In many instances, prisoners were not permitted to go to the latrine at night without being accompanied by another member of their squads.

A very few nights after the establishment of the shooting squads three American officers, who were members of a group occupying a small building, tried to escape. They were unsuspected by their companions as they left the barracks separately, but they were discovered soon after dark by the American perimeter guard as they approached the barbed wire fence of the enclosure. The guard gave the alarm and, with the help of additional guards, the three officers were caught. The Nip sentry outside the fence gave the alarm to the Japanese guardhouse at the main gate, which brought a Nip patrol into our enclosure on the double.

The three officers were taken by the patrol to Nip Headquarters where they were interviewed briefly by the commandant himself. At his direction they were beaten unmercifully at intervals all night long. The next morning they were marched down the camp road for us to see the kind of punishment which attempted escapees could expect. Their faces were covered with bruises, one officer had a broken jaw, and they could hardly walk. They were all tied to posts by the main gate near the guardhouse where they were severely clubbed and beaten every time a sentry came by.

A typhoon struck us at that time, enveloping us with the first torrential rain of the season. The officers remained tied outside in the icy rain for three days, their only attention being additional beatings. On the fourth day when they were united, one officer, who had a broken leg, could not walk and the other two could barely hobble. They were loaded in a truck to be hauled among some trees just out of sight of our camp where they were executed and buried in unmarked graves. We heard the shots and a half-hour later we saw the execution squad march back to camp carrying a few muddy spades. A day or two later the Nip interpreter reported that one of the executed officers had been beheaded because he had been defiant.

Since the three officers had not made their escape their shooting squads were not executed, but they were confined to their barracks for one month as punishment for not preventing the attempt. You may be sure that each and every POW in camp became more acutely interested in his own shooting squad because of the object lesson we had just received.

A week or two later an American doing perimeter guard in the hospital area was caught outside the fence. One of our officers who made an investigation reported that the Nip sentry who caught the American had been engaged in smuggling and that he had helped him go through the fence. When a Nip patrol approached, the Nip grabbed the American and held him outside the fence, while he yelled loudly for help. We had no way of knowing whether the Nip was surprised or whether he was trying to make a reputation for himself with his superiors, but the fact was very clear that he had helped the American outside the fence and had held him until the Nip patrol arrived to arrest him. By direction of the commandant the POW was executed the same morning.

RICE BRAIN SETS IN

The prolonged deficiency in food, both [in] quantity and quality, was largely responsible for our ever-increasing death rate. The rapid physical deterioration in those of us who were left was so obvious that no one could doubt it. We understood the physical deterioration, but were shocked to find that it was accompanied by a mental and moral deterioration. Men who had wasted away in body usually had wasted away in mind so that they could not concentrate on any subject for very long and they could not think clearly at all. That condition was commonly called “Rice Brain.”

The moral lapse was the most difficult for us to understand. We saw men, whom we had known to be of the strictest rectitude, become as cunning as animals, capable of doing anything to gratify their one remaining passion—HUNGER. We had only to indulge in the mildest sort of introspection to see that we had fallen almost as low ourselves. It was our conclusion that the veneer of civilization was much thinner than we had suspected, and that it could not resist starvation successfully.

We thought of the severe property laws of England and the United States, and we shuddered to contemplate the punishment which they inflicted on the victims of hunger who were caught tampering with the property of others in an attempt to ease their gnawing pangs. The viewpoint of a starving man became permanently etched in our minds.

In the early days at Camp Cabanatuan, during the time when work details were few, an effort was made by a number of officers to occupy the minds of the POWs through the organization of various activities. Athletic diversions had to be dropped from consideration, less because of a shortage of equipment than because of a shortage of food, for one cannot afford to throw away his energy when his food intake does not average fifteen hundred calories a day.

Schools were organized in a variety of subjects, including the Japanese language, and a comprehensive schedule of lectures on various subjects was arranged. Frequent religious services were held by representatives of the various faiths. All of the activities were brought to an abrupt end by order of the Nip commandant when the shooting squads were formed. The order directed that there would be no meetings for any purpose, including religious meetings, until further orders.

After about two weeks, religious services were permitted on Sundays provided a scenario of the proposed services had been submitted to the Nips and had been approved by them during the preceding week. A Nip interpreter attended the services with a copy of the script to be sure it was followed.

While I am on the subject of interpreters, I might say that I believe many of our difficulties were due to the poor quality of Nip interpreters20 we had to deal with. Only a few of them had more than a schoolbook knowledge of the English language, but they all took great pains to conceal their lack of knowledge from their superiors. Some of them spoke English with reasonable fluency [but] had acquired an active hatred of Occidental which colored all their actions. Others had such a craven fear of their superiors that they always felt it safer to put the Americans in the wrong, while a few sadists enjoyed the unexcelled opportunity of inflicting punishment on other human beings without fear of reprisal.

Our American interpreters had a much keener understanding of the Japanese people than the Nip interpreters had of Americans, and I am convinced that their knowledge of the Japanese language was more adequate than the average Nip interpreter's understanding of English. Unfortunately, in every case of importance the Nips insisted on using their own interpreters.






Chapter 11

As the Years Come and Go

KEEPING IN TOUCH AS BEST WE COULD

In October [1942] some three thousand of us were moved to Mindanao.1 The detail for the move [was] made up of volunteers as far as possible, the others being chosen by the American administrative headquarters. A large part of us were undecided as to the advantage of one camp over the other, and some of us were simply averse to volunteering for anything. I think you can guess that I did not volunteer, for I could not forget that I had volunteered for duty in the Philippines.

For a few months of 1942, the Nips loaned us a low-powered radio receiver, equipped with a high powered amplifier, but set to receive the Nip broadcasting station in Manila only. An electrical engineer devised some sort of a coil designed to make the set receive San Francisco, but the Nips took the set away before we got any benefit from it.

Beginning in July 1942, the Nips gave us a limited distribution of the Manila English-language newspapers. Even though the news items on the war were doctored insofar as they concerned the Japanese, the reader could, by making his own corrections, arrive at a reasonably accurate estimate of the progress of the war. Very little correction of facts was necessary in reading the news of the war in Europe because the Nips seemed to get some enjoyment out of the reversals of their Axis partners. Probably half of the news pages were devoted to anti-American statements of Mr. Laurel and his satellites, some of whom had been comrades of ours not long before.2

In view of Mr. Laurel's long record of pro-Japanese and anti-American activities, it was not unexpected to read such pronouncements of his, but the articles by some of the others were truly surprising. The editorial page, of course, was always devoted to the future glories of the “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere” under the safe and enlightened guidance of God given Nippon.

The papers were valuable in other ways, one of the most popular of which was their utilization as toilet paper. The Nips, with their usual beneficence, had authorized each American prisoner to receive the normal allowance of toilet paper for an individual of the Japanese Army, which was three thin sheets per day. Although it was called to the attention of the Nip headquarters that, in view of the many prisoners who had to visit the latrine from ten to fifty times each day, the allowance was slightly under our needs, no material increase was granted. The last quotation I remember in the market was one roll toilet paper—fifty pesos.

From the newspapers we learned that the Gripsholm,3 loaded with Red Cross supplies for American prisoners, would reach Manila in early November [1942]. An officer friend of ours, who had been a civilian in Manila prior to the war, had received a note via the underground from his wife who was in Santo Tomas Concentration Camp in Manila4 informing him that she had been selected to return to the United States on the Gripsholm. The officer collected short notes from several of his friends addressed to their families and, making them up into a small package, he sent them through the underground to his wife with the request that she mail the letters when she reached home. Either the letters never reached her, or she found that she could not fulfill the request, for they were not delivered.

Early in November [1942] an American truck driver, who had driven a Nip sergeant to Manila for some electrical supplies, reported that he had seen the prison detail in Manila unloading large quantities of Red Cross food packages. His story ran like wildfire through the camp, disbelieved by some, but believed by most of us who were convinced that only the problem of distribution remained to be overcome before we tasted real food again.

Very few prisoners listened to the truck driver's other stories. He had been sitting in his truck watching the people walk along the Escolta when he saw a Japanese officer push a white-haired Filipino out of his way. The old woman almost fell, but she recovered to spit on the Nip as he was passing her. The officer pulled his sword and scabbard loose from his belt and beat the woman to death on the sidewalk of the busy street.

After the Nip sergeant finished his business, he took the truck driver with him to
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Lock, Major Johnny. Executive Officer, 1st Infantry Battalion, 1st Infantry Regiment, West Point, New York. Professional conversations with the editor on numerous occasions.

Russel, Thomas (COL, Retired). Association of Graduates, USMA. Interview with editor on December 6, 1994.

Spindle, Sara. Colonel Alexander's sister in-law. Interviews with editor on numerous occasions. [Editor's Note: Ms. Spindle has given the editor immeasurable assistance in matters of locating information on Colonel Alexander's life as well as providing letters, photographs, etc.]

LETTERS

Alexander, Irvin to Lucile Alexander. Colonel Alexander wrote twenty-eight separate letters from Fort Stotsenburg to his wife after she and their son departed the Philippines on May 14, 1941, and before the outbreak of hostilities in December 1941.

 

Letter #1: May 16, 18, 20, and 21, 1941

Letter #2: May 21, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, and 28, 1941


Letter #3: May 29, 30, June 1, 2, 3, and 4, 1941

Letter #4: June 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, and 11, 1941

Letter #5: June 11, 12, 14, and 18, 1941

Letter #6: June 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, and 26, 1941

Letter #7: June 26, 27, and 29, 1941

Letter #8: July 5, 8, and 9, 1941

Letter #9: July 10 and 16, 1941

Letter #10: July 17, 1941

Letter #11: July 25, 1941

Letter #12: July 31, August 1, 2, 3, 6, 7, and 8, 1941

Letter #13: August 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, and 15, 1941

Letter #14: August 17, 18, 19, 20, and 21, 1941

Letter #15: August 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, and 27, 1941

Letter #16: August 30, 31, September 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 9, 1941

Letter #17: September 10, 12, 13, 14, and 16, 1941

Letter #18: September 18 and 19, 1941

Letter #19: September 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, and 29, 1941

Letter #20: September 30, October 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6, 1941

Letter #21: October 6, 7, 8, 9, and 10, 1941

Letter #22: October 10, 11, 12, 14, 15, 16, and 17, 1941

Letter #23: October 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 24, and 26, 1941

Letter #24: October 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, November 1, 2, and 3, 1941

Letter #25: November 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, and 11, 1941

Letter #26: November 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, and 17, 1941

Letter #27: November 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, and 22, 1941

Letter #28: November 24, 25, 26, 27, 29, and 30, 1941

 

Alexander, Irvin to Lucile Alexander. Colonel Alexander wrote an ongoing letter to his wife during his imprisonment. This letter is postmarked February 23,1944, from Cabanatuan Prison Camp and includes notes written on the following dates:

 

November 5, 1942 (Alexander's 46th birthday)

December 20, 1942 (the couple's 13th wedding anniversary)

May 14, 1943 (two years since Lu and Sammy left the Philippines)

August 16, 1943 (Lu's 36th birthday)

December 20, 1943 (the couple's 14th wedding anniversary)

May 14, 1944 (three years since Lu and Sammy left the Philippines)

June 14, 1944 (Sammy's 12th birthday)

August 16, 1944 (Lu's 37th birthday)


 

October 15, 1944 (the day Alexander felt the prisoners were leaving Bataan for Japan)

 

Borneman, John K. to Mrs. Alexander. Lieutenant Colonel Borneman was with Colonel Alexander during the imprisonment and wrote Mrs. Alexander telling her of their friendship. Colonel Borneman was released earlier by the Japanese than Colonel Alexander and he is sending Alexander's wife his regards, dated April 2, 1945.

 

Cohen, Aaron, Director of the Johnson Space Center, Houston, Texas, to Mrs. Irvin S. Alexander offering condolences to her after her husband passed away, dated March 29, 1991.

 

Olson, John E. (Colonel, USA) to the editor dated November 18, 1995.

 

Spindle, Sara to the editor dated May 8, 1995. This letter includes information about the deaths of Lucile and Irvin, Jr.

 

Spindle, Sara to the editor dated June 8, 1995. Accompanying letters 1–13 and 17, Ms. Spindle provides much information on the relationships between Alexander and his family and the identification of many of the individuals cited in the manuscript. She deciphers each of these 14 letters explaining what may not be obvious to the casual reader.

 

Stearns, Mary. Letter to Ms. Sara Spindle dated June 3, 1942 concerning Alexander's disposition as a possible POW and what the family will do financially and emotionally with the possibility of Alexander's captivity. Mrs. Stearns is Lu's sister and was married to then-Captain Joseph E. Stearns who rose to the rank of Colonel and is a graduate of USMA (Class of 1932). Colonel Stearns spent most of the war in the European Theatre to include the Battle of the Bulge. After the war, Colonel Stearns was with the European Theater of Operations Military Government in 1945 where he was awarded a Bronze Star Medal.




[image: Img]



OEBPS/images/bcover.jpg
HISTORYIWord r I

Real Battles. Real Soldiers. Real Stories.

“A sad, yet fascinating firsthand account of the horrors and bestial
brutalities of being a prisoner of war of the Japanese. If I were asked
to recommend only one book on that subject, it would be this one.”

—Lt. Gen. Harold . Moore (Ret.), author of
WE WERE SOLDIERS ONCE . . . AND YOUNG

ew American prisoners of
war during World War I
suffered more than those
captured when the Philip-
pines fell to the Japanese
in April 1942. In a honrify-
ing captivity that lasted
until the war's end, U.S.
tr00ps endured the notori-
ous Bataan Death March,
overcrowded prison camps,

and the stinking
“hell ships” that
transported them to
Japan and Korea. With
gut-wrenching detai,
survivor Gol. Irvin
Alexander recounts

the physical and
‘emotional struggle
of his confinement.
DOMINIC J. CARACCILO, a graduate of West Point and the Naval War College,
is the author of The Ready Brigade of the 82nd Airborne in Desert Storm.
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