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Author's Note

My grandmother was afraid of the mountain her entire life. She was born in San Marcelino, a municipality in Zambales province in the Philippines, twelve kilometers from the base of Mount Pinatubo, and she lived there through the Japanese occupation, through the liberation, through the eruption of 1991 that destroyed much of the landscape she had known, and she never stopped being afraid of the mountain, even when it was quiet.

She said the mountain remembered things. She said it had been holding things inside it for a long time and that eventually it would have to let them out. In 1991 it did, with consequences that killed approximately 800 people and displaced approximately 200,000 more, the most powerful volcanic eruption of the twentieth century in terms of human impact, and my grandmother, who was then eighty-one years old and living in Angeles City, said only: it had to happen. It was holding too much.

I did not fully understand what she meant until I began the research that produced this book. The mountain had been holding something other than magma. It had been holding, in the particular way that landscapes hold the memory of events, the story of the women who lived in its shadow during the Japanese occupation and who used its caves and its jungle and the Japanese forces' fear of its volcanic activity as cover for an intelligence operation that contributed to the liberation of central Luzon.

My grandmother was not one of those women. She was a schoolgirl during the occupation, living in San Marcelino with her parents, who were farmers. But she knew the women of the network, or knew of them, and she knew what they had done in the ways that small communities know things that are not said openly: as accumulated hints and silences and half-stories that shape the atmosphere of a place without ever fully breaking into speech.

This book is my attempt to break the silence into speech. It is based on eleven years of research in Philippine, Japanese, and American archives, on interviews with descendants of the network's members, and on the testimony recorded by the National Historical Commission of the Philippines, portions of which were made available to me through the commission's research division. The women whose story it tells deserve to be fully named and fully known. I have tried to do them that justice.

The mountain is quiet again now. The landscape around it has changed almost beyond recognition since 1991. The caves where the network operated are no longer accessible in their original form. But the women who used them are still present, in the memory of the communities they protected and in the records that this research has assembled. That presence is what this book attempts to honor.

 

L. B. I.

Manila, 2024

 


 

Foreword

The history of Filipino resistance to the Japanese occupation of 1942 to 1945 is among the richest and least fully documented chapters in the history of the Pacific War. The Philippines produced one of the most extensive guerrilla resistance movements in the entire theater: by 1945, the combined strength of the various resistance organizations operating throughout the archipelago was estimated at approximately 260,000 fighters, organized in networks that provided intelligence, conducted sabotage, maintained communication with MacArthur's forces in Australia and later in New Guinea, and sustained the morale and the institutional continuity of the Philippine nation through more than three years of brutal occupation.

This resistance was not the work of soldiers alone. It was the work of entire communities: farmers who hid guerrillas and provided food, priests who maintained communication networks through the structure of the Church, teachers who passed messages through the school system, and women who performed the full range of tasks that a resistance movement requires without the recognition that has been accorded their male counterparts.

The women of Mount Pinatubo's shadow are among the most extraordinary examples of this uncredited contribution. Operating in the volcanic terrain of Zambales province, with its caves, its jungle cover, and the Japanese forces' particular reluctance to operate near the mountain's visible fumarolic activity, a network of Filipino women created and maintained an intelligence operation that monitored Japanese military movements throughout the Pampanga-Zambales corridor for approximately two and a half years. Their intelligence was transmitted to the Allied forces through the guerrilla networks that connected to MacArthur's intelligence staff, and it contributed to the operational planning of the liberation campaign that brought American and Filipino forces back to Luzon in January 1945.

Lucia Barroso-Ines has spent eleven years recovering this story from the archives and the memories that have preserved it. Her research has been meticulous, her narrative voice is equal to the difficulty of the material, and the book she has produced is both a work of historical scholarship and a work of human testimony. The women of Pinatubo's shadow deserve both.

 

Dr. Ramon Arguelles

Department of Philippine History

University of the Philippines Diliman

 


 

Introduction

The Mountain That Kept Secrets

Mount Pinatubo stands at 1,486 meters above sea level on the island of Luzon in the Philippines, at the convergence of the provinces of Zambales, Tarlac, and Pampanga. It is a stratovolcano, the type characterized by steep conical slopes built from successive layers of hardened lava, volcanic ash, and other eruptive deposits. Before its catastrophic eruption in June 1991, it was so heavily forested and so quiet volcanically that many of the Filipinos who lived in its shadow did not know it was a volcano at all. They knew it as a mountain of extraordinary density and complexity, a landscape of deep ravines and hidden valleys and caves formed by ancient lava flows, inhabited by the Aeta people, the indigenous forest dwellers who had lived on its slopes for thousands of years and who knew its interior with an intimacy that no outsider could easily acquire.

This intimacy was the resource. In December 1941, when Japanese forces attacked the Philippines simultaneously with their assault on Pearl Harbor and the American air bases in Hawaii and Luzon, the mountain's interior became something else as well: a sanctuary, a vantage point, and the geographic foundation of an intelligence network that would operate for the duration of the Japanese occupation.

The network that Filipino women built in the shadow of Mount Pinatubo was not the largest resistance operation in the Philippines, and it was not the most militarily significant. But it was among the most ingeniously conceived, most carefully maintained, and most specifically adapted to its particular geographic and human circumstances of any guerrilla intelligence operation in the Pacific theater. It used the mountain's volcanic geography as cover, the Aeta people's knowledge of the terrain as operational infrastructure, and the Japanese occupation forces' categorical underestimation of Filipino women as its most durable protective shield.

The women who built and ran this network were not professional intelligence operatives. They were farmers, teachers, market vendors, and domestic workers who had been living ordinary lives in the municipalities and barrios of Zambales and Pampanga when the Japanese arrived. They became intelligence agents through a combination of circumstance, determination, and the specific understanding that the choice available to them was not between safety and danger but between different kinds of danger: the danger of passive survival under occupation, which offered no protection against arbitrary violence, and the danger of active resistance, which offered the possibility of making that violence serve a purpose.

They chose the active danger. The story of how they made that choice, how they organized the network, what they observed and transmitted, what it cost them, and what it ultimately achieved is the subject of this book.

This introduction is both a framing of that story and a necessary accounting of what the research has established and what it has not. The historical record of the Pinatubo women's network is fragmentary, as all records of clandestine wartime operations necessarily are. The principal accounts are the testimony of survivors and their descendants, the records of the guerrilla organizations with which the network connected, and the documents of the postwar military historical commissions that collected testimony from resistance participants. These sources are supplemented by Japanese military records that document, from the other side, the activities that the network was monitoring, and by American military intelligence records that in some cases show the results of intelligence transmitted through the network reaching Allied planning staff.

From these fragments, a coherent and compelling picture emerges. It is not a complete picture, and this book does not claim to make it complete. What it claims is to tell the story as fully as the evidence allows, with honesty about where evidence ends and reconstruction begins, and with the respect for the women at its centre that their courage demands.

The mountain kept their secrets for decades. This book is an attempt to let them speak.
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Chapter One

The Shadow of the Mountain

Life in Zambales Before the War

The barrio of Sitio Kalawit in the municipality of San Marcelino, Zambales province, had a population of approximately 340 people in the census year of 1939. It was a community of rice farmers and vegetable growers, organized around the rhythms of the agricultural year and the social institutions of the Catholic Church, the elementary school, and the market that convened twice weekly on the main road into San Marcelino proper. The houses were predominantly wood and bamboo construction with nipa palm roofing, raised on stilts in the traditional Filipino manner, and they were distributed along the road and in the fields behind it in the loose, organic pattern of a community that has grown by accretion rather than by planning.

From the back windows of almost every house in Sitio Kalawit, on clear mornings before the heat haze rose, you could see Mount Pinatubo. It was not looming or threatening in the visual grammar of the village; it was simply present, the way a significant geographic feature becomes part of the background fabric of a place rather than a specific object of attention. Children grew up with it the way they grew up with the seasonal floods and the patterns of the monsoon and the particular quality of light on the rice paddies in late October: as a permanent feature of the world, neither remarkable nor invisible.

The Aeta people who lived on the mountain's slopes were a more specific presence. They came down
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