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In memory of

Democrito Lumanlan, Kodiaro Laxamana, Maurio, Humbo,

and others in the Philippines who put their lives on the line

for Clay Conner Jr. and his men;

and of Sergeant Gaetano Bato, who started what the 155th Squadron finished;

and to

Doug Clanin and Wayne Sanford,

researchers who toiled in the shadows of yesterday

that this story might be brought to light today
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Tomorrow sees undone, what happens not today;

Still forward press, nor ever tire!

The possible, with steadfast trust,

Resolve should by the forelock grasp;

Then she will ne’er let go her clasp;

And labors on, because she must.

—JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE




Blessed is the man who perseveres under trial.

—JAMES 1:12
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FOREWORD

A WHILE AFTER THE Band of Brothers HBO series came out, I was in a Wal-Mart in my hometown of Salem, Oregon, wearing my “Easy Company” jacket, when a young man rushed up to me.

“You’re…you’re…”

“Don Malarkey,” I said. “Now, you’d better take care of your shopping cart, son. Move along.”

The attention that’s been heaped on us “Band of Brothers” has been gratifying; I can’t deny it. But, hell, it doesn’t make us any better than any of the other soldiers who did the same kind of things we did in World War II: rolled up their sleeves and won a war, whether it was in the frozen forests of Bastogne or in the humid jungles of the Philippines.

Which brings me to my cohorts who fought in the Pacific Theater—and, in particular, to Clay Conner Jr.

I never knew the man. But after hearing his story from the same author, Bob Welch, who helped me write my book Easy Company Soldier, I think the two of us would have hit it off great.

Like me, Conner had a certain renegade spirit in him that I can’t help but admire. It’s not as if we didn’t have respect for military rules; it’s just that, at times, it seemed we had to take the bull by the horns and get the job done our way. (That said, I’m not sure Conner would ever have done anything as stupid as trying to grab a souvenir pistol off a dead soldier in the heat of battle, which, of course, I did at Brecourt Manor in Normandy.)

Like me, Conner was a university man, a fraternity man, a Sigma Phi Epsilon at Duke. I was a Sigma Nu at the University of Oregon. He appreciated good literature: Shakespeare, Emerson, and Thoreau. I loved the poetry of William Ernest Henley, such as “Invictus,” and Kipling’s “Gunga Din.”

We both left girlfriends back home when we headed overseas. Both of us had a thirst for adventure. Both made friends in war who would stay with us the rest of our lives, some only in our memories.

I’m not saying Conner and I would have been like twins; there were plenty of differences, too. I was a West Coast kid; he was an East Coast kid. He seems to have grown up in a pretty supportive family; mine wasn’t that way. I parachuted out of airplanes and went after the enemy; he lived in a jungle and tried to keep the enemy from coming after him.

In some ways, I might have enjoyed his experience in the Pacific; after all, as a kid growing up, based on a series of books I had read, I fashioned myself as “Bomba the Jungle Boy.” I imagined myself swinging from tree to tree on vines.

Hell, Conner was Bomba the Jungle Boy. In April 1942, after the Fall of Bataan, his future depended on his finding a way to adapt to that native environment, build bridges to the natives who lived there, and elude an enemy that was continually after him. Not to mention eluding the snares of those Mickey Mouse Communist outfits that only complicated the mix.

I’m ninety years old—and feeling every bit of it. Conner died younger. But I’d like to think that if we’d ever met, we’d have had great fun sharing stories of our experiences. Were we heroes? Well, some people seem to think so; Conner was never part of a ten-part HBO series, but he did appear on a popular show called This Is Your Life—and the host said no single story they’d ever done triggered such positive response.

I like to think of us as a couple of guys who got thrown into a mess called war and found a way to help win it, survive it, and, later on, tell stories about it.

Whatever theater of war we fought in and however we fought it—land, sea, or air—the thing that bound us together as Americans in World War II was something Henley refers to in my favorite poem, “Invictus.” Something that Clay Conner Jr. must have had in spades: an “unconquerable soul.”

DON MALARKEY

SALEM, OREGON

JANUARY 2012


PREFACE

IN THE PHILIPPINE jungle, the soldier ran with the panicked zeal of a hunted animal. He sloshed through rice paddies, splashed across muddy drainage canals, and threaded his way through leaves the size and thickness of B-17 props. His lungs heaved. His uniform, bleached by the sun since he’d first plunged into the Luzon jungle nearly a year before, was matted to his skin with a seal of sweat. His legs bled; the bamboo hedges had shredded his pants.

It was the morning of March 15, 1943. Clay Conner Jr. fell to his knees, hidden in chest-high cogon grass. From inside, the malaria gnawed at his spleen; he shivered despite the morning’s growing heat. He heard a vehicle and the crunch of more boots. Machine-gun fire chattered, playing ominous percussion to his panting. His stomach lurched. He vomited.

When surprised by the raid in the barrio of Lara in Tarlac Province, Conner and three other American soldiers had run straight into a camouflaged cluster of Japanese soldiers, dropping a handful with pistol fire then bolting for a bamboo thicket. There, they had discarded their musette bags, knowing the baggage would only hinder any hopes of escape. Conner was about to pluck from the bag Junko, the silly but sentimental stuffed monkey he’d known all twenty-four years of his life, when bullets shredded bamboo stalks around him. The four men scattered. There was no time to save Junko.

With Japanese troops entrenched to the north, the men headed east. Moments later, Conner saw Bob Mailheau and Eddie Keith pinned down in a ditch some fifty yards away. Its banks were coated in mud, and the two were trying desperately to claw themselves out but getting no traction. Conner raced back, unloaded at the Japanese gunners half a magazine of fire from his.45-caliber pistol, reached down, and helped the two out. Mortar rounds exploded. Shots peppered their feet. “I’m hit!” someone yelled. “I’m hit!”

It was Frank Gyovai (GUH-Vay), the last member of the ragtag foursome and Conner’s closest pal, the “gentle giant” who had carried the disease-racked Conner on his back the night before because Clay could not walk. Conner saw Gyovai get up and start running. He figured Frank must be all right and so began running, too. A mile. Two. Finally, after four miles, he dropped in exhaustion when finding the cover of the white-tasseled cogon grass. Now on his own, it was a question of endurance, of wills, of resolve: Conner’s and the enemy’s.

His pistol, Conner figured, had a single bullet left in it. Based on the glut of soldiers he’d seen as they left Lara and on the volleys of fire he’d heard since, he figured the enemy had dozens of men—perhaps scores of men—with rifles, machine guns, and mortars. What’s more, they had a seemingly inexhaustible bent to flush out, kill, and otherwise humiliate their American enemies. Why else would they have gone to the trouble to do what they did next: set the field on fire to flush him out. All this for one enemy soldier. One.

Conner instinctively crawled to the field’s middle, where he’d seen a small stream and knew the grass was greener and less likely to burn. He lay still the rest of the day, even when smoke drifted over him and tempted him to cough. The sun filtered through the grass to sear his already leathery skin. When darkness fell, he slipped through the scorched grass and found the coolness of a canal partly full of water; he heard Japanese soldiers on the bank above. Someday, he vowed, if he survived this ambush, he would return to Lara and get revenge on the Filipino mayor who had betrayed him and his men by tipping off the Japanese.

Before sunrise, he made his way into a cane field to hide during the day, unsure which was worse: the threat of being killed by the Japanese or hours of being driven nuts by mosquitoes and flies that dove on him like crazed kamikazes.

The fever beckoned him to stay still, but Conner knew he must keep moving. Before light on the third day, he repositioned himself in the muddy upper banks of a creek that wound through the field. Around him, reeds stretched skyward. Suddenly, voices. Japanese soldiers. And, worse, the ominous rumble of a half-track, its front wheels matting down the grass, its caterpillar tracks clanking through the mud with an occasional metal-on-metal squeak. In back, soldiers scanned the grasses for the enemy, one occasionally tossing a gas-soaked torch into the fields. The Japanese were still trying to burn him out.

He looked around. There was nowhere to run without being seen. And nowhere to—Wait. He remembered the lone bullet in the pistol’s chamber; perhaps he should just end it the way Japanese soldiers sometimes ended it when their only other choice was surrender. Conner began digging frantically into the mud like a man digging his own grave. Given what the Japanese sometimes did with the bodies of Americans, why would he want to be found?

The patrol closed in. The day got lighter. Conner’s mind flashed to stories he’d heard about U.S. soldiers being killed and their heads hacked off and hung from marketplace palms to trumpet Japanese superiority. Not for him. No such humiliation for a recent college grad who had a mom and pop and girl waiting for him back home.

No, he would end this game with no help from anyone else, particularly the guys who’d already claimed far too many of his buddies. Beyond, more cogon grass whooshed into flames. Conner stuffed his Bulova watch into his pocket. He wiggled into the body-sized trench like a human clam and began dragging mud over himself, holstered gun on his leg. Moments later, the half-track lumbered toward the spot where he lay. Right next to the spot. Finally, well beyond the spot.

Then, as if suspicious, the patrol returned. The half-track and its men moved slowly one way, then the other, almost as if they knew. The soldiers talked to each other in staccato bursts. Torched more grass. Smoked more cigarettes. And waited—as if to prove that their resolve was stronger than Conner’s.

Finally, at about 5 P.M., the soldiers left. Darkness descended. The area grew quiet. That’s when it happened: A single reed in the bog twitched slightly. Beneath it, the sun-baked mud quivered just a touch: a crease here, a crack there. Moments later, the man breathing through that reed, Clay Conner Jr., lifted his darkened head as if he were a charcoal mummy coming slowly to life.

Everything under control.


PART ONE
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PARADISE


    ONE    

The Call

August 31, 1918, to November 1, 1941

ON THE FIRST day of November 1941, drizzle shrouded San Francisco Harbor like wet smoke, the weather mirroring the nation’s mood beyond. By now, the prospect of America entering World War II wasn’t a question of “if” but “when” or “where.” A disquieting certainty had settled in, a collective queasiness that portended the inevitable retching to follow.

Indeed, if Joe DiMaggio’s fifty-six-game hitting streak had provided an “I don’t care if I ever get back” escape from the heaviness of the world, a summer of baseball and picnics and vacations had given way to the gnawing anticipation of war. As Japan and Germany battled elsewhere with guns and grenades, friction between those countries and the United States ground like oceanic plates on the bottom of the sea: nothing visible, but, at some point, something certain to send shock waves far and wide.

Only the day before, President Franklin Roosevelt had faced the press in Washington, D.C., while wearing a black armband, his symbolic mourning for the crew of the Reuben James, which, earlier that day, had become the first U.S. Navy ship sunk by a German submarine. Most of the 159 men on board were dead, their bodies scattered on the chilly veneer of the North Atlantic Ocean.

More than a million soldiers had died since Germany declared war on Poland in 1939 and surged into Russia. Japanese armies were ravaging China with a horrific disregard for civilians. By now, the United States had been drafting soldiers for a year—the first-ever military draft in a time of peace. And as war became an increasing probability, the Department of Justice, on October 11, had announced that Japanese-American and Japanese civilians were being targeted for “evacuation” from the West Coast because of fear they might aid the enemy.

Against such a backdrop, soldiers’ boots drummed a mournful sound across the gangway of the SS President Coolidge on this Saturday morning. Among the men: Second Lieutenant Henry Clay Conner Jr., a twenty-three-year-old army air force officer from East Orange, New Jersey. Conner and the others were part of the 27th Bombardment Group (Light), more than a thousand men who’d spent the last few weeks saying good-byes or breaking up with girlfriends or closing checking accounts or getting married or selling cars or getting sauced in San Francisco’s Chinatown—the things soldiers do in the sliver of time between here and there, peace and war. Then, they had converged at Fort McDowell on nearby Angel Island before ferrying to Pier 45 for departure on this bleak morning.

The loading continued, the mood among the soldiers a mixture of anticipation and angst. Meanwhile, friends and family who’d shown up to bid the troops farewell hardly beamed with confidence when a boxcar waiting to be placed on the Coolidge broke loose and slid into the bay. Nor were such onlookers likely sold on America’s military might when, after the container was retrieved, the items inside were spread out to dry on the dock. Among the cargo? Golf clubs, one set belonging to Clay Conner Jr.

THE DOCK WAS a clutter of order and disorder, the melding of intricate planning and woeful inexperience; the United States had not been at war for more than two decades. Secrets were virtually impossible to keep—like where the ship was headed. On essentially every box, crate, and piece of equipment had been stamped the acronym PLUM. If most men didn’t realize it was code for “U.S. Army in the Philippines,” they had at least heard rumors that they were headed for this group of islands in the Western Pacific Ocean. Which, of course, only encouraged the 27th’s black humorists, who suggested PLUM stood for “Places Lost Unto Man” or said the entire ship was headed “PLUM to hell.”

By the time the ship sailed, 1,209 men would be aboard the Coolidge. The 654-foot vessel had once been among the largest and most lavish ocean liners in the world, but now soldiers had replaced vacationers: men seeking adventure and men fearing it. Older men leaving families behind and those—some teenagers—who’d lied to their recruiting sergeants about being the minimum age of eighteen. For the most part, they were young men in their early twenties, among them Conner, who, along the rail of the passenger deck, now scanned the send-off crowd below. His cousin, Marge Pamphilion, and her husband, Max, had hoped to see him off; they lived in nearby Berkeley.

Conner was five-foot-nine and about 150 pounds. If he looked a touch like a young, wavy-haired Spencer Tracy, he was more like Fred Astaire in talents: a great dancer who’d taught professionally. He was Indiana-born, New Jersey–reared, and Duke University–schooled, his degree in economics but his heart in history. “The war was coming on, and I was fascinated by things that were happening in Europe,” he later wrote. He had enlisted on February 24, 1941, with the idea of becoming a pilot, but when color blindness shot down that idea, he had become a group communications officer. He spent a seven-month stint at the Air Corps Technical School at Scott Field in Illinois, then five weeks at Savannah Air Base in Georgia.

Now, less than two years since graduating from college in the tweedy environs of Durham, North Carolina, Conner was lost in a mass of tethered testosterone, a single drop of water in a vast military watershed. In the last year, the draft had helped build an army of nearly 2 million men. The draftees and enlistees had trickled forth from no-stoplight towns, joining streams of men from big cities and merging into rivers of training camps across the country, a tributary from which was now emptying into the mighty Pacific.

Most had arrived by train, but not Clay Conner Jr. No sir. With permission, he and two pals had driven his ’40 Ford convertible: cream-colored with red leather upholstery. The buddies were a couple of other guys in the 27th Bombardment Group whom he’d met at Savannah: Second Lieutenant Leroy Cowart Jr., a twenty-year-old pilot from Atlanta, Georgia, and Second Lieutenant William Strese, a twenty-seven-year-old pilot from Durand, Wisconsin. Why waste a great adventure, Conner figured, by sitting on a train like so many head of cattle, when you could be zipping down the open highway? When you could, as he did in Albuquerque, New Mexico, stop to buy a cactus lamp for the mother in New Jersey who doted on you, her only child? When you had plenty of money to blow, thanks in part to receipts from an under-the-radar Coke-and-candy business you’d established at Scott Field the previous spring? (OK, so he’d gotten busted, but his commanding officer still let him split the stash.)

Conner was a mercurial young man who blended that free-spiritedness with a sense of pragmatism that leaned toward safety and survival. He looked ahead, saw the obstacles, then determined a plan to overcome them. It’s one of the reasons he earned an economics degree at Duke in only three and a half years. Sure, there was time for a few fraternity pranks, but the goal of school was to learn and to graduate and to go off and be a success. Sure, he had driven his car more than twenty-five hundred miles to board a ship, but, with the help of his cousin’s husband, Max, he had promptly sold it to a San Francisco used-car dealer. “It was,” he later wrote, “like losing my best friend.” Sure, his girlfriend at Duke, Mimi, had talked of marriage, but if Conner hadn’t broken off the relationship, he had at least nixed the idea of tying the knot before he shipped out.

He was no fool. He had no idea what he was getting into or when he might be coming back, but he was braced for the worst. On the more whimsical side, Conner had tucked his lifetime companion, a stuffed monkey named Junko, into his duffel bag, but he also had developed a code for letters home so he could update his folks on his status without giving away military secrets.

If Conner, in his olive-drab uniform, looked essentially like every other soldier in this regulated sameness; if, like so many others, he was leaving a girl behind; if he was headed for the Philippines, some seven thousand miles away in Southeast Asia; if he had a somewhat distant father who was outwardly proud of him but silently pained; if he had a mother who was already praying for his safe return; if all this, he was nevertheless different from—and destined for an adventure unlike that of—any other man on board.

CONNER, ONE OF eighty-two officers on the ship, glanced at his watch. The hands on the new Bulova his folks had given him before he’d left had long since swept past the ship’s noon departure time. Finally, at 1 P.M., the ship’s whistle blasted from the bridge. Some soldiers muffled the sound with hands over their ears. Lines were cast. And with tugs at her side, the Coolidge left the safe hold of America to the occasional cheers and whoops of soldiers in winter coats and well-wishers ashore huddled under umbrellas, Conner’s cousin and her husband among them.

Once safely away from the pier, the ship steamed beneath the arches of the Golden Gate Bridge, the span’s orange vermillion muted by the dankness of the day. Soldiers waved hats and hands in farewell to the motorists above. To America. To times that would never be recaptured, places that would never look the same, moments that would be gone forever—such as a trio of freewheeling soldiers zipping down Route 66 in a convertible, the wind in their faces, their futures stretching as far and wide as the rose-colored desert beyond.

As the ship sliced through the Pacific swells toward Hawaii, what frothed in her wake was certainty—and with good reason, history would show. Of the 1,209 men aboard the Coolidge, only 240 would return. One in five. And of the soldiers in that convertible flying west toward the rest of their lives, only one in three.


    TWO    

The Heritage

November 2, 1941, to November 26, 1941

THE COOLIDGE PLIED the Pacific en route to what would be its lone stop before reaching the Philippines: Hawaii. With Cowart and a new pal, Damon “Rocky” Gause, Conner shot craps, played cards, chewed the fat like the rest of the guys. But unlike many others, he also had a more contemplative side. Despite some light seasickness, he finished one book, A. J. Cronin’s just-published The Keys of the Kingdom, about an unconventional Scottish priest’s lifelong challenge to prove himself worthy.

“[Cronin’s] book had a very good lesson I thought, and expressed a philosophy which everyone would like to follow but few can,” he wrote in a letter home. “Too bad more people, including myself, don’t have a little more of Father Chisholm in them.” He hoped to soon begin a 1,176-page tome, Marguerite Steen’s The Sun Is My Undoing, about the early slave trade shipping between England and the Ivory Coast in Africa and a couple with an interracial daughter.

On his fourth day at sea, from the state room he shared with three other officers, Conner wrote home. “Dear Mother & Dad,” the letter began. Obviously, his intention was for it to be read by both parents: his father, Henry Clay Conner Sr., forty-seven, and his mother, Marguerite, forty-five. And yet by the second sentence, Clay Jr., had already tipped his hand about to whom the letter was really intended. “I am glad I got to say goodbye once more before I left the other night,” he wrote, “and I was sorry Dad was not there.”

Conner loved his father. Drew insight from him, particularly regarding sales, which was Clay Sr.’s vocation and Clay Jr.’s passion. Played golf with him. In many ways, admired him greatly. But while he was growing up, particularly in Clay Jr.’s younger years, the family had been more of a twosome than a threesome. As Conner Jr. suggested in his letter, his father was often “not there.” Instead, he was on the road, selling coupon books.

In 1925, when Clay Jr. was seven and the family lived in Indianapolis, his father went to work for John Allison, president of the Allison Coupon Co. and a longtime friend of Marguerite’s, whom Clay Sr. had met at the couple’s wedding in Indianapolis in 1917.

Allison commanded respect. He hailed from one of Indianapolis’s regal families; his grandfather, Noah, had started the business in 1888, supplying merchants with prepaid coupon books that businesses offered to their customers to ease credit problems. John’s uncle, James, was the cofounder of the Indianapolis 500 and counted among his friends President Warren Harding and automotive magnate Henry Ford.

Clay Conner Sr., meanwhile, was a grinder, a traveling salesman who, in the 1920s, went through shoes and tires like most people went through packs of cigarettes. His territory was Maine to Florida and New York to Minneapolis. One man. One car. Roughly five hundred thousand square miles of responsibility, more than one-eighth of the continental United States. At age thirty-one, Conner Sr. would be gone for literally months at a time. His car broke down. Tires exploded. Hotel life lost its luster.

After two years, Allison agreed with Clay Sr. and Marguerite that the job was too demanding, and he offered Clay Sr. a more urban region, the company’s Eastern territory: Maine to Virginia, New York to Pittsburgh. The family moved some six hundred miles away, to Hartford, Connecticut, even if Marguerite was reluctant, her roots planted deeply in the Indiana soil. But Hartford didn’t ultimately solve Clay Sr.’s on-the-road dilemma either. He hated big-city traffic, of which the East Coast had plenty.

Clay Conner Sr. believed a man could be happy if he loved God, cheered for the St. Louis Cardinals, paid cash, stayed out of debt, and was loyal to both the United States government and the state of Kentucky, where he was born and reared. But not if he lived in Hartford. So the family moved to Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. By the time he was ten, Clay Jr. had lived in eight different houses or apartments. He made few friends. But he won something of a consolation prize for life with an often-absent father: He learned to rely on himself.

He learned to ride a city bus. He began hawking magazines door-to-door: Liberty, Colliers, and Women’s Home Companion. Five cents a pop. His sports coat, smile, and slicked-down, parted-on-the-left hair didn’t hurt his cause, nor did the fact that he was eleven and housewives found him precociously adorable. Within a short time, he had the largest route in downtown Harrisburg.

Meanwhile, his mother became Clay’s closest friend. She never liked Harrisburg and missed her husband; letters and telegrams did little to compensate for the man’s absence. Her escape from loneliness became watching movies and following the lives of movie stars with compulsive fascination. Hollywood had erected its hillside shingle in 1923, and by the end of the decade, movies had become a $2 billion industry; nearly a thousand films a year were being released, some even with sound. Marguerite watched, and read about, the likes of Greta Garbo, Gary Cooper, and Mickey Rooney, vicariously living their exciting lives through her less scintillating version.

At times, with Clay Sr. gone so much, she would buy and wrap a Christmas present from “him” to her. But if she hurt, she put on a good face, even when her spinal meningitis—a lifelong challenge—flared up. Friends described her as a more obscure version of Gracie Allen, the zany partner and comic foil of husband George Burns, with whom the actress had a dynamite radio act. Quirky. Funny. Pushy.

With Marguerite’s husband seldom around, the person who shared her movie wonder was Clay Jr. Marguerite never learned to drive, but by bus, taxi, or subway, the two went to theaters together, shopped together, ate out together. It was a relationship steeled by the absence of a man they both loved. For Clay Jr., his mother became his security; for Marguerite, Clay Jr. became more than just the little boy who could fetch another soda to feed her Coca-Cola addiction and buy her the latest issue of Modern Screen magazine at the drugstore they lived above. He became her purpose. She encouraged him, defended him, protected him.

When, in 1930, the family moved to Irvington, New Jersey—New York City, twelve miles away, had become Clay Sr.’s golden egg—the Depression was leveling huge swaths of America like an economic tornado. But for Clay Sr. it spawned a huge demand for credit, meaning, of course, a huge demand for coupon books. Every personal loan required such a book, and there, on the ready to meet the increasing demands, was Clay Sr. If his competition was stiff, his dedication and high valuing of relationships won him accounts such as General Motors, the National City Bank, and Fidelity Philadelphia Trust. He became among the top salesmen in the industry.

Clay Jr., meanwhile, resumed his door-to-door career. With an ignorance-is-bliss attitude, he even tried selling a competitor’s toothpaste at the home of a family named Colgate, who politely declined, saying they had enough of their own, thank you.

His father, for the first time, reached a place where he could work the city during the day and take the train home to Irvington in the evening. The family began eating meals together. They gathered around the radio in the evenings to listen to Amos ’n’ Andy, Lowell Thomas, and Bing Crosby. Joined the Disciples of Christ Church and, in 1932, the Maplewood Country Club.

Clay Jr. remembered these as the happiest years of his childhood. He not only caddied for his father, but occasionally tried to match strokes with the man. Sometimes, they’d take the train into New York City to watch a show. In the summer, the family vacationed at Asbury Park, New Jersey, on the Atlantic Ocean. Occasionally, they’d return to Indianapolis and stay with their good friends the Thomsons, who had a little girl, Elizabeth, an only child who was nine years younger than Clay.

The irony, of course, was that the opportunistic Clay Sr. managed to turn hard times into good times. That the relationships he’d built—the trust he’d earned—had, in the end, helped him avoid the jungle of despair that had claimed so many others. And that, in so doing, he had brought together, and protected, those people closest to him. All lessons that, as the Coolidge steamed southwest, would soon serve his son well.

INDEED, IF THERE was a Conner trait that had endured the generations, this was it: a passion to survive. “He was educated in five different states,” his mother would later write of Clay Jr. “He seems to have a natural inclination and ability to adjust himself to any surroundings and to make friends wherever he goes. [He had] that old urge for adventure. ‘Get out and see what makes things tick.’ That [was] his slogan.”

He wasn’t the first Conner with such gumption. Clay Sr.’s German-born great-great-grandfather, Phillip Haman, had eluded death, disease, and starvation in the Revolutionary War. Afterward, the man had moved to Kentucky, where Clay Sr.’s folks, Richard Conner and his wife, Sarah Ann Hanks, had endured the ravages of the Civil War, the postwar depression, and the hardship of life in the mountains of Powell County.

You are a part of all this, Clay Sr. told his then-teenage son. Never forget that. Clay Sr. had his son join him on a trip to Kentucky to see the old log house where Clay Jr.’s grandfather, Richard Conner, a farmer, had once lived. To meet aunts and uncles. To hear the family stories, including ones about how he, Clay Sr., was born in 1894 and was named Henry Clay Conner for Henry Clay, the hawkish Kentucky senator.

Richard, Clay Jr.’s grandfather, had been an elder at Antioch Christian Church, and a man for whom integrity was paramount. Once, he found a glove in his barn after some of his chickens had been stolen. He placed the glove on a shelf at Harry Lincomb’s store on Locust and Queen. When a man claimed it, Richard Conner notified the sheriff. After committing a more serious theft, the man wound up in jail.

Zack, Richard’s brother and Clay Jr.’s great-uncle, favored a less diplomatic approach to wrongdoing. Once, his own son, Howard, got drunk with some buddies in Winchester and was randomly firing his gun. When his father confronted him, the boy bristled. “I’m tired of you telling me what to do,” he said, and reached for his gun. Zack shot his son’s hand seemingly before the gun cleared the holster.

“Zack Conner,” a family friend told them, “was the fastest man with a gun I’d ever seen. He could shoot the eyes out of a squirrel before the critter could see him draw.”

Such a skill would seem to be all but obsolete in the more refined decades of the 1930s and ’40s, particularly for a man like Clay Conner Jr., who’d lived his life not in the backwoods of Kentucky but in cities and on golf courses and amid an architecturally rich Duke campus known as a “Gothic Wonderland.” Yet as the Coolidge churned toward Hawaii, his world was about to turn considerably less refined and would get worse before it would get better. Meaning that a quick trigger finger could be a legacy well worth inheriting.

For now, beyond slight sea sickness, Conner wrote to his parents that life on the ship was good, the meals “swell.”

“Everything is under control with me and hope you are both feeling fine,” he concluded the letter. “Love, Clay Jr.”

IN HAWAII, WHICH Clay would later tell his folks was “absolutely the most beautiful place I have ever seen,” soldiers got one day of leave. He and one of his Route 66 travel mates, Leroy Cowart, took in the sights like shoppers on a one-minute spree. Waikiki Beach. The Upside Down Waterfall. The Royal Hawaiian Hotel. Finally, the Trade Winds Bar, whose lack of walls and doors intrigued Conner. “The atmosphere made me feel like I was Bing Crosby in Road to Singapore,” he later wrote to his parents.

Soldiers drank, ate, caroused, swam, got sunburned, and returned to the ship that night with flowered leis around their necks. As the Coolidge sailed for the Philippines, the USS Louisville, a heavy cruiser, flanked it. “Which is a great comfort,” wrote Conner. “There is nothing to worry about.”

He had, from a young age, been a glass-half-full guy. When doing door-to-door sales, he could get turned down at ten straight houses and be absolutely convinced that the eleventh would buy big. His ambition was unbridled. Though no honor-roll student, Conner graduated early from Irvington High School in New Jersey, in January 1937, and, instead of waiting until fall, enrolled immediately at Duke, a proper Southern school handpicked by his Kentucky-bred father.

Clay Sr. drove his son to Durham, North Carolina, where the two shared a round of golf together before parting ways. Clay Jr. joined the Sigma Phi Epsilon fraternity and roomed with future Pro Football Hall of Famer George McAfee. He wasted no time starting an in-house laundry business to make spending money, and he made the golf and cheerleading teams as a sophomore. That, of course, wasn’t enough for Conner; with fraternity brother Bob Stivers, he hatched the idea to also sell sandwiches at Duke Stadium on football Saturdays. The two pooled their profits to buy a car whose deficiencies included a loose connection in the right headlight. On occasion, Bob would drive while Clay lay on the fender to hold a wire in the headlight socket, at least once while wearing a tuxedo.

As graduation neared in the spring of 1940, Clay’s steady girlfriend, a young woman named Mimi, pushed for marriage. She might have been the right girl, Clay thought, but this was the wrong time. He graduated with a bachelor of arts degree in economics and returned to New Jersey, the relationship left with neither a promise nor a permanent parting.

He was far more certain about this: leaving some mark on the world, even if he expected it to happen without much effort on his part, as if the captain of a collegiate cheerleading team would be, upon graduation, automatically imbued with greatness. On June 3, 1940, the Commencement Choir’s last note of Lutkin’s “The Lord Bless You and Keep You” had barely faded from Duke’s graduation ceremony when Conner mentally bolted into the post-college world like a bull out of a rodeo chute. Alas, he quickly found, reality was far more mundane.

Conner’s father granted his son two days’ vacation, then ushered him into a job working on the press that printed the Allison Coupons in Indianapolis. Clay stayed with close family friends, the Thomsons, with whom the Conners had once been next-door neighbors on Broadway Street. A few months later, Clay tired of the printing-press job; making coupons offered none of the challenge that sales did—trying to convince someone they needed what you had to offer. He moved back home to New Jersey. By day he sold Fuller brushes in Newark’s mansion-studded Montclair area and, by night, worked as a dance instructor at an Arthur Murray studio. If the jobs enabled him to buy a 1938 Ford convertible—he later upgraded to a ’40—his morning-to-midnight days got old fast.

“I had always thought that once I was out of college the world would somehow recognize me as something special,” he later wrote, “and would elevate me into a position of recognition and responsibility whereby I could express my talent and energy. None of this seemed to happen.”

WITH ISOLATIONIST AMERICA nevertheless gearing up for war, what Conner really wanted to do was fly airplanes, a dream that vanished when he learned he was colorblind and, thus, ineligible for the cockpit. The consolation prize? An offer by the War Department, as a single man and college graduate, to become an air corps squadron communications officer. Clay enlisted. This wasn’t the “something special” he had in mind, but if it lacked the kind of honor and adventure he was seeking, at least it was something.

World War I was history. His generation pined to make a difference. “We were naive about the horrors of war,” he said, “but we were enthusiastic about saving the world for democracy. Old men dream dreams, as they say, and young men fight wars.”

At Scott Field in Belleville, Illinois, he was instructed in the basics of radios, marching, and properly wearing a uniform; discipline was strict, the school demanding. On a hundred-point scale, his “final rating” was 84.1. If he learned about transmitters and receivers and antennas, however, he learned virtually nothing about combat.

However, he did find a way to funnel his entrepreneurial spirit into running a covert Coca-Cola operation, selling up to 180 bottles of pop per day, plus candy. It was vintage Conner. When his commanding officer found out about it, he made Conner turn over half his profits to a “cadet fund,” though Clay still walked off with about $300 profit in his wallet.

In June, after his graduation from aviation cadet school, Conner was assigned to training at Savannah (Georgia) Army Air Base. First, he headed east to see his folks in East Orange, New Jersey. Both had been experiencing heart problems, not serious enough to dread the worst but worrisome to Clay. When his mother snapped a photo of father and son on the sidewalk in front of their apartment building, the two men appeared remarkably similar: medium builds, good posture, uneasy smiles.

MEANWHILE, ACROSS THE Atlantic Ocean, Germany invaded Belgium, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands. On June 22, Germany quickly brought France to its knees, a move which convinced a once-reluctant Congress to appropriate $1.5 billion for a fortified air force.

Conner became part of the 27th Bombardment Group (Light or L), the latter indicating the unit used planes—dive-bombers–equipped with small bombs dropped in close support of ground troops: single-engine Northrop A-17s, twin-engine Curtiss A-18s, and twin-engine Douglas B-18s. As a communications officer, Conner’s job was to help those planes get out and back safely.

If Conner’s Scott Field experience seemed well removed from war, the Louisiana experience was far different. In August, he became part of the Louisiana Maneuvers in Lake Charles. They involved more than 350,000 soldiers and 50,000 vehicles spread over 3,400 square miles, the largest U.S. military “war game” in history. Seventeen soldiers died in the first week of exercises alone. Two men Conner knew died of bites from coral snakes. Meanwhile, rumors about the 27th shipping out hovered like the Savannah base’s dust.

This, Conner realized, was not the fun and games of Duke. Like a chess player planning the next move, Conner’s mind went to work. When Stiver, Conner’s fraternity pal, came for a weekend visit, the two of them not only schemed about how they could someday clean up on the sugar market, but devised a code so Clay could keep his parents informed without revealing any secrets that an enemy might discover. He would use a letter’s complimentary close to indicate his status. For example:


Your son—means everything is under control and we are just maneuvering.

Your loving son—means we are living in a backwoods tent area.

Affectionately your son—means we are living in a new expanding base.

Lovingly your son—means we are on an old established base.

Your only son and heir—we are moving to another island.

Your son and heir—we are moving to the continent of Japan.

Your boy—we are winning.

Your loving boy—we are losing.



Beyond snakes, Savannah meant summer heat, humidity, chiggers, and mosquitoes. It was, for Conner, a first step into real adventure, highlighted by his letting a buddy, Zeke, talk him into riding in the Plexiglas nose of an A-20 that his friend was ferrying to San Antonio. En route, the plane ran low on fuel. From the cockpit, Zeke signaled for Clay to bail. Clay refused. He signaled again, but again Clay refused. Ultimately, Zeke brought the plane down on a country landing strip in Brackettville, Texas, that wasn’t much more than a cornfield. Conner was a lump of sweat.

When the two returned to Savannah, they were greeted by plenty of back-slapping laughter regarding their harrowing landing and by well-supported rumors: The 27th was headed for duty. Destination: the Philippines.

Now, nearly three weeks after leaving San Francisco, Conner stood at the port rail and saw the manifestation of such rumors. It was November 21, Thanksgiving Day. The Philippines—a sprinkling of seven thousand islands—stretched between the South China Sea and the Philippine Sea as if God had flung a handful of sand on a plate of shimmering blue. They represented the world’s second largest island archipelago, extending north and south roughly the length of the United States’ Pacific Coast. Luzon, where they were heading, was roughly the size of the state of Ohio, the largest island and the northernmost in the string among those of any size.

A sergeant considerably older than Clay nodded at a pollywog-shaped island, a mass of rock called Corregidor in the entrance to Manila Bay. “The impregnable rock of the Orient,” he said. “The guns there defend this entrance to the bay. No ship can get under those guns.”

After weeks at sea, Conner’s eyes widened. Beyond, he saw the Bataan Peninsula. “It looked like nothing but uninhabited jungle,” he later wrote. The peninsula was named for the Bata, the small, dark Negritos who’d inhabited it since deep into the reaches of time.

The sergeant pointed to a particular area. “Up there is where Frank Buck caught the largest living python in captivity,” he said, referring to the worldwide animal collector.

Conner shook his head in measured amazement.

“See that mountain?” said the sergeant, pointing to a peak that rose regally from the peninsula’s southernmost point, a cloud hovering above it. “That,” he said, “is Mount Mariveles. That cloud is always over that mountain. In fact, it was written up in Ripley’s Believe It or Not not too long ago. You’ll never find that cloud leaving that particular place. It’s always there.”

In time, Conner would come to know the mountain well. Would come to know the Negritos well. And would make one of the most pivotal decisions of his life based on those ever-present clouds.


    THREE    

The Good Life

November 27, 1941, to December 7, 1941

UNTIL RECENTLY, IT had been a daily tradition. At Fort McKinley, seven miles south of Manila, a cannon fired each afternoon at 5 P.M. All traffic on the base came to a halt. Men stopped what they were doing and turned their attention to the forty-eight-star American flag. A bugler played “To the Colors.” And as the flag was lowered in the tropical breeze, all military personnel snapped a crisp salute.

If the ritual was a call to patriotism, it was also a call to something else that had proven extremely meaningful to those on the post: the cocktail hour.

In many ways, a United States military assignment in the Philippines—known as the “Pearl of the Orient”—had been an assignment in paradise. The softest prison sentence in the service. To this tropical land came a collection of eager young officers and deadwood vets, many of whom had served in World War I more than two decades ago and were biding their time while waiting for retirement.

But, oh, what a place to bide and wait. Palm trees swayed against skies that turned from coral blue to pink to black as the sun set on Manila Bay, the mountains of the Bataan Peninsula then sharply silhouetted before blending into the night. Tropical birds flitted from tree to tree. Along the roads, pink hydrangeas splashed color amid the urban setting and white butterfly orchids grew among the coconut husks.

Even Fort McKinley—an infantry post that was established in 1901 during




















































OPS/images/line.jpg





OPS/images/part.png





OPS/images/logo.png





OPS/images/line2.jpg





OPS/images/ix-1.jpg
TOnenG oy
Labaz
WUEVA Eciin

P
ki

e
=
b 30,

ifiso
e
PAurANGA S Bl
o e
=T
Butaean






OPS/images/linet.jpg





OPS/images/viii-1.jpg





OPS/images/cover.jpg
RESOLVE

From the Jungles of WWII Bataan, the Epic Story of
a Soldier, a Flag, and a Promise Kept

BOB WELCH

r oY
w
BERKLEY CALIBER, NEW YORK





OPS/images/linet1.jpg





