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The area of the Pacific most affected by Japanese invasions during World War II, also referred to as the Pacific Theater, 1942
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Dedication

To Joey
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Epigraph

“I am just a simple,

ordinary person . . .

I did only what you or

any other would have done.”

—Joey Guerrero

I went globe-trotting across the hemisphere—

In quest of gold, frankincense, and myrrh.

I traveled through many a town and city,

In curious pursuit of art and things of beauty.

At last I stood in reverent awe before a saintly man,

His frail body in raiment white,

His lean face lined and wan

to receive his blessing of peace.

—Excerpt from “Wunderlust”

by Joey Guerrero
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Preface

There once lived a woman named Josefina Guerrero. Everyone called her Joey.

We know many things about her. We know she was a spy. We know she was an orphan. We know she was a devout Catholic who grew up in the Philippines, was confined in leprosariums for much of her life, and died in the United States. We know she was less than five feet tall and fewer than one hundred pounds, yet tough enough to cross battlefields as bullets rained around her. We know she walked through a dangerous jungle with a secret map strapped to her back, even as she suffered the debilitating effects of Hansen’s disease.

We know many things about her.

Unfortunately, there are many things we don’t know. Important things, like the names of her parents or how they died, the name of her brother, what life was like on her grandparents’ coconut farm, or how she felt about leaving her young daughter behind when she came to the United States to receive treatment for her disease.

Our days are filled with big moments, little details, and small happenings. Sadly, some of Joey’s days are lost to us. This is partly because of Joey herself. When she grew weary of recounting her experiences during the war, her work as a spy, or her time as a confined patient, she cut her long hair, changed her name, and disappeared into a different life. When she died in 1996, her friends weren’t even aware that this diminutive Filipino woman had walked through war zones, carried secret messages for the Allied Forces, or spent much of her time in forced quarantine. They were shocked to discover the truth.

Joey is no longer here to tell us about her life.

But the pieces she left behind are enough to leave us in wonder.

This is her story.




Author’s Note

You will see the word “leper” in this book. Throughout history, “leper” was commonly used to describe someone with leprosy, also known as Hansen’s disease. It’s used in these pages within that context. It should be noted, however, that “leper” is no longer an appropriate term to describe a person with Hansen’s disease (or anyone else, for that matter). It is considered disrespectful and insensitive. You will also see the word “Japs” in written correspondence from the time period. This is a racial slur and is not considered appropriate or respectful.




Part I: Spy
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Chapter 1

Somewhere in a village nestled in the lush land of Lucban—a town in the Philippine Islands—a little girl is playing make-believe. Lucban is a good place for make-believe, because it is rich with legends.

On August 5, 1917, when this little girl is born, Lucban is a sparsely populated municipality with a verdant countryside, rolling waterfalls, and a historic church that has been rebuilt on the same site three times: first in 1629, then in 1733, and again in 1738. Lucban is a quiet place. Like the rest of the Philippines, it has a tropical climate, which brings high temperatures, humidity, and plenty of rainfall.

Lucban sits in the foothills of Mount Banahaw, a three-peaked volcano that many consider mystical. Some say a mythical creature beckons children to the mountain and they are never seen again. Others say there is a supernatural force inside Mount Banahaw that pulls airplanes and helicopters down from the sky. Nearby, there is a bridge that connects the towns of Lucban and Tayabas. It was built in 1854. It’s said that the bridge is so strong because the building material was mixed with the blood of children.

But Josefina Veluya—the little girl playing make-believe—has stories of her own, ones where God speaks to her and tells her what to do.

She’s waiting for Him now, as she steps through the dewy grass. She’s not even ten years old, but she’s already heard the voice of the Lord.

Well. Sort of.

That’s where the make-believe comes in. She can’t really hear God’s voice booming through the trees, but she pretends she does, because she’s imagining that she is Joan of Arc. Joan is one of Joey’s heroes. She knows the whole story. As a teenager, Joan was visited by three saints—Michael, Catherine, and Margaret—as she worked the fields of her small village in rural France. According to the saints, God needed her help to defeat the English. By 1425, the year of Joan’s first vision, England and France had been at war for decades.

What would it be like, Joey Veluya wondered, to have God speak to you directly? What would it be like to be a tiny girl in a giant war, surrounded by people who underestimated you? Joan of Arc could have hidden in her village while battles raged around her, but she didn’t. She chose to fight instead. She went to war, ready to sacrifice herself for her people and her faith.

Joey wanted to be just like that. A girl who was brave, but humble. A girl who spoke out for what was right, even when people called her a witch. A girl who believed in something enough to fight for it.

Yes, that was just the kind of person Joey wanted to be.

But for now, she is just a little girl with a big imagination, stepping through the grass in the hot, humid air.

Pretending.





Joey’s Hero: Joan of Arc
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An engraving of Joan of Arc by Albert Lynch, 1903

Wikimedia Commons

When Joan of Arc was born in France in 1412, her country had been fighting England for seventy-five years. Joan, a poor peasant girl, was an unlikely candidate to change the tide of war, but when she was sixteen, she came to believe that God had chosen her to restore Charles VII to the French throne. Guided by visions of the Archangel Michael, Saint Margaret, and Saint Catherine, Joan left her village in May 1428 and traveled to the nearest French stronghold, where she asked to see Charles. The captain there did not take Joan seriously and refused to give her entry. Joan went home but returned again in January 1429. She was firm, but pious, and persuaded the captain that she was not a witch. The captain gave her permission to visit Charles in Chinon, more than three hundred miles away. Joan dressed herself in men’s clothes and set off to Chinon with six men-at-arms at her side. The journey, which brought them through enemy territory, took eleven days.

Charles believed in Joan’s visions. According to legend, she knew details about him that no one else did. He ordered the army to take back the city of Orléans, accompanied by Joan. She cropped her hair short like a man’s and was given a suit of white armor. Joan was wounded, but she successfully helped French troops to victory in May 1429. King Charles VII was restored to the throne shortly after, with Joan at his side.

A few months later, Joan was captured by the English and held captive for more than a year. She was accused of witchcraft and the crime of dressing as a man. King Charles VII did not come to her aid. In 1431, at the age of nineteen, Joan was burned at the stake.










Spanish Colonialism in the Philippines

The Philippines is an archipelago in the western Pacific Ocean consisting of more than seven thousand islands, many of them uninhabited. The land is rich and diverse, with mountainous country, coastal plains, jungles, river systems, lakes, and volcanic rock. The climate is tropical, with wet and dry seasons.
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A shrine to Lapu Lapu on Mactan Island, Cebu, Philippines, 2013
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As early as AD 1000, the islands engaged in extensive commerce with traders from China, India, the Middle East, and Southeast Asia. The people of the Philippines had their own traditions, religions, chiefdoms, and belief systems based on cultural, linguistic, and ethnic groups. No single leader ruled the islands.

That changed with the arrival of Spanish ships in March 1521. The explorers, led by Ferdinand Magellan, were searching for an easy passage to Asia from Spain.

It was not the journey they expected.

One of the ships was lost in a storm. Another deserted the flotilla and returned to Spain. Winter weather forced the men to find a safe harbor for five months, during which time there was an attempted mutiny. They had exhausted their supply of food and water, and many of them died.

Magellan was initially treated as a guest in the Philippines. Two weeks after landfall, Magellan held the country’s first Mass on the island of Limasawa, located in the Visayan Islands. The Spaniards then set out to convert as many Filipinos as possible to Catholicism. The people of the Philippines practiced diverse religions at the time. Some of them worshipped nature spirits, gods of particular localities, their own ancestors, and female shamans who spoke with departed spirits and delivered prayers in song. Over time, however, Spain’s collective power, influence, and force supplanted many of the local spiritual traditions, which were transformed to the Spaniards’ liking.

There were those who resisted conversion, however. Tribal Chief Lapu Lapu on the island of Mactan was one of them. When Chief Lapu Lapu refused to submit, Magellan decided to take Mactan by force. Magellan underestimated the strength of Chief Lapu Lapu and his men. Chief Lapu Lapu led a rebellion, ultimately killing Magellan on April 27, 1521. He kept Magellan’s body as a war trophy.

Despite Magellan’s death, Spaniards continued to colonize the islands. One of them was Ruy López de Villalobos. It is believed that Villalobos is responsible for giving the Philippines its name in 1543, though it may have been a member of his crew. The Philippines is named in honor of King Philip II of Spain.

The Philippines was a Spanish colony for more than three hundred years. As a result, it is the only predominantly Christian country in Asia. Today, 79 percent of Filipinos are Catholic, making it one of the most Catholic nations in the world. Spanish influence in the Philippines is evident in the country’s language, religious practices, surnames, and culture.










American Colonialism in the Philippines

In 1896, revolutionaries in the Philippines rose in opposition to Spanish colonial rule. The Caribbean island of Cuba, which had also been colonized by the Spanish, was fighting for independence from Spain. The violent conflict in Cuba created substantial economic and political instability, which captured the attention of the American government because Cuba was only ninety miles from the coast of Florida. When the US battleship Maine exploded and sank in Cuba’s Havana harbor under mysterious circumstances on February 15, 1898, the US intervened. This was the beginning of the Spanish-American War. The Philippines, as a colonized territory of Spain, became embroiled in the war.

The Spanish-American War lasted less than three months, with Spain losing several land and naval battles. On December 10, 1898, Spain agreed to release the Philippines and other colonies to the United States in exchange for $20 million. This was called the Treaty of Paris.

The treaty was intensely debated by the US Senate. Those who supported the treaty believed the Philippines would serve as a doorway through which the US could gain a financial and strategic foothold in Asia, thus extending the American empire. Dissenters argued that true freedom and independence for Filipinos should be more important than American imperialism. The treaty needed fifty-six votes to pass. It received fifty-seven.

On February 4, 1899, American soldiers opened fire on Filipinos in Manila, a city on the island of Luzon. This began the Philippine-American War. Filipino guerrilla units fought for their independence, while Americans fought to colonize the islands. The war ended with an American victory in 1902 and an estimated death toll of more than four thousand Americans and sixteen thousand Filipino soldiers. It is estimated that anywhere from two hundred thousand to one million civilians died of hunger and disease.

American culture quickly dominated Philippine life. In the first years of colonization, English became the only language approved for use in school, work, or public buildings. The extent to which this eroded indigenous cultural values and traditions is still researched and debated today.

On November 15, 1935, the United States designated the Philippines as a commonwealth. A Philippine government was established with the intent to achieve full independence. This vision was thwarted by the Japanese occupation.
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