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			Author’s Note

			The words “Jap” and “Nip” are racial slurs used by American soldiers during World War II to describe the Japanese. Soldiers in every war use slurs to dehumanize the men they are trained to kill, but that doesn’t excuse their use. Both words appear in this book in quotes only because it offers a factually accurate depiction of how the soldiers spoke in 1945 at the height of the Pacific war.

		

	
		
			
				Intrinsically, Corregidor is but a barren, war-torn rock, hallowed, as so many places, by death and disaster. Yet it symbolizes within itself that priceless, deathless thing, the honor of a nation. Until we lift our flag from its dust, we stand unredeemed before mankind. Until we claim again the ghastly remnants of its last gaunt garrison, we can but stand humble supplicants before Almighty God. There lies our Holy Grail.

				—Gen. Douglas MacArthur, May 1943
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			PROLOGUE

			The Rock

			Before it was a fortress, Corregidor was a volcano.

			Born below the waves of the Pacific Ocean, the island slowly rose, one violent eruption after another, before it finally broke the surface, rising toward the morning sun. Layer after layer it grew, until it towered hundreds of feet above the water. Over time, the eruptions slowed, and the volcano sank. The magma remaining in the open air cooled and hardened. Then the waves went to work, smashing the sharp volcanic rock into soil and sand, life took hold. Brush and vines rooted into the barren brown land, repainting it a vibrant green against the blue sea.

			The Spanish realized the importance of the island in 1570, when they saw it for the first time as they sailed into Manila Bay. Towering out of the water, it stood 589 feet above the surface at its highest point, its high, imposing cliffs choking with vines and trees. Stretching slightly more than four miles, with a long, narrow, whiplike tail, it was only a little more than a mile wide at most, tapering off gradually to a tip that looked out over the expanse of the bay.

			After claiming the Philippine archipelago, the Spanish set a lookout and cannons on the small mountain at the head of the island so soldiers could signal Manila’s defenses of an approaching enemy fleet. Then came a lighthouse for ships sailing in from the South China Sea. A customs station and a small fishing village followed. Soon, all ships heading to Manila stopped at the island so officials could check their papers, earning the island its name: Corregidor, which means “magistrate” or “corrector” in Spanish.

			It wasn’t until US Navy Commodore George Dewey led his squadron into Manila Bay and occupied the Philippines in 1898 that the island finally grew into a fortress. Dewey’s victory was part of the ten-week war between Spain and the United States, fought in both the Caribbean and the Pacific, and the American triumph signaled the end of the Spanish Empire and marked the United States’ first steps onto the world stage. At war’s end, US interests spanned the globe, stretching from Puerto Rico in the Caribbean to Guam and the Philippine Islands in the Pacific.

			The Americans saw Corregidor as more than a way station en route to Manila. The island became a sentry in the mouth of the bay on which they built Fort Mills in 1908. American engineers constructed enormous seacoast batteries atop the island’s cliffs, decked out with heavy coastal guns riveted into huge concrete pits. The engineers designed the gun mounts so that they could be mechanically raised and then lowered between shots, disappearing behind thick concrete walls to protect them from naval fire. Besides batteries and fortifications, the engineers paved sixty-five miles of roads and trails, and laid nineteen and a half miles of electric railroad track used to move equipment and ammunition to the different batteries that dotted the head of the island, dubbed Topside.

			Built as a weapon of war, Fort Mills was reputed to be one of the finest forts in the Far East, both in military might and in amenities. For the American troops stationed there, it had an electric trolley system for public transport, a movie theater, a baseball field, a parade field, a swimming pool, and a nine-hole golf course.

			But Fort Mills—built on an ancient hunk of volcanic rock in the mouth of the bay—had grown into much more than a fort. It was a symbol of America’s might in the Pacific.

			Until the Japanese arrived.

			It was 1941 and the Japanese Imperial Army was on the march south with their sights set on Australia. Standing in their way was a ragtag force of American and Filipino soldiers under the command of Gen. Douglas MacArthur, the iconic general with his corncob pipe, neatly pressed uniform, and aviator sunglasses.

			Even before World War II, MacArthur was an American legend: a hero of the Great War, a reformer of West Point, the youngest major general in US Army history, and a controversial army chief of staff. After retiring in 1935, MacArthur accepted an offer to become the Philippine Army’s field marshal, tasked with training the country’s fledgling military force in advance of independence in 1946. In July 1941, MacArthur was called back to the US Army in preparation for any possible conflict with the Japanese. After Japan’s surprise attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, and the subsequent invasion of the Philippines, he set up his headquarters on Corregidor.

			For three months, American and Filipino soldiers fought the Japanese on Luzon’s Bataan Peninsula, which lay just over two miles across the sea from Corregidor’s imposing cliffs. MacArthur’s strategy relied on reinforcements and supplies from the United States to relieve his forces both on the peninsula and on Corregidor. But thanks to the enormous strain of fighting a war on two fronts—Washington had declared war against Germany three days after the announcement to fight Japan—it could take years for American reinforcements to arrive in the Philippines. There were no reinforcements and no supplies waiting in Australia either.

			MacArthur—and the American and Filipino soldiers in his command—were on their own.

			In February 1942, MacArthur wired President Franklin D. Roosevelt that he and his family would “share the fate of the garrison” on Corregidor, which looked like either surrender or death. But Roosevelt and the army’s current chief of staff, Gen. George C. Marshall, had other plans.

			At sixty-one, MacArthur was one of the most experienced generals in the United States, especially in the Pacific, and widely viewed as the only general who knew how to beat the Japanese. Losing his leadership would be as disastrous as the attack on Pearl Harbor. Plus, MacArthur was the overwhelming choice to command Allied Forces in the southwest Pacific. Knowing that America could not afford to lose the life of such a man, President Roosevelt ordered MacArthur to leave Corregidor.

			He reluctantly followed the order in March 1942. From the deck of PT-41, a patrol boat sent to smuggle him out under the cover of darkness, MacArthur watched Corregidor’s cliffs fade as he, his family, and a small contingent of staff officers headed for Australia. The flotilla of four PT boats fought stormy seas and dodged Japanese patrols for two days before getting to Mindanao, an island in the southern Philippines, where MacArthur’s party boarded a flight to Australia.

			Back on Bataan and Corregidor, the fighting continued. The Americans and Filipinos held out for two more months, even though victory seemed unlikely. Bataan fell first. American and Filipino soldiers surrendered on April 9, 1942.

			The last escape from Corregidor came on May 3. The USS Spearfish slipped past the Japanese blockade and evacuated twenty-five people: staff officers and women from the hospital. The hospital’s chief nurse refused to leave the wounded.

			“I had enough faith in that old tunnel that I could make it if the Japs came in,” she told Maj. Gen. Jonathan M. Wainwright, who took command of the defense after MacArthur’s evacuation.

			Thousands lived in Corregidor’s Malinta Tunnel, which had been built by the Army Corps of Engineers under a hill in the middle of the island. It resembled a fish skeleton, the main tunnel acting as a backbone with twenty-four laterals branching like ribs. It started as a storage area, but during the siege, the tunnel became a refuge against Japanese shellfire. One lateral was turned into a thousand-bed hospital.

			Two days after the Spearfish left, Japanese forces led by Maj. Gen. Kureo Taniguchi struck the final blow. Using barges, almost eight hundred Japanese soldiers landed around four a.m. in the middle of the island after an intense artillery barrage.

			There was no way of holding out any longer, especially with Japanese soldiers on the island. General Wainwright called a meeting with Gen. Lewis Beebe, his chief of staff, and Gen. George Moore, commander of the Harbor Defenses of Manila and Subic Bays, to discuss surrender.

			“Maybe we could last through this day, but the end must certainly come tonight,” Wainwright said. “It would be better to clear up the situation now, in daylight. What do you think?”

			Beebe agreed with Wainwright.

			“I think we should send a flag of truce through the lines right now,” Beebe said.

			Wainwright followed his advice.

			“Tell the Nips we’ll cease firing at noon,” he said.

			As Beebe and Moore left to broadcast the surrender message to the Japanese and to the American defenders, Wainwright sat down at his desk in the tunnel and wrote a note to President Roosevelt. “It is with broken heart and head bowed in sadness, but not in shame, that I report to Your Excellency that I must go today to arrange terms for the surrender of the fortified islands of Manila Bay,” he wrote. “There is a limit to human endurance and that limit has long been past. Without prospect of relief I feel it is my duty to my country and to my gallant troops to end this useless effusion of blood and human sacrifice.”

			When the Japanese landed two tanks, enemy troops began moving off the beach toward Malinta Tunnel. This was the end. The unthinkable had happened. The Japanese had been at war for years against the Chinese, and had surprised the American Navy at Pearl Harbor. Now they had taken this symbol of American might.

			As Japanese soldiers closed on Malinta Tunnel, Irving Strobing, an army radioman, tapped out a final message in Morse code to his brother, Joe, and his family. That last message from Corregidor was sent at 11:05 a.m. and picked up by radio operators on the West Coast of the United States. “We’ve got about fifty-five minutes left and I feel sick at my stomach,” Strobing broadcast.

			
				I am really low down. They are around smashing rifles. They bring in the wounded every minute. We will be waiting for you guys to help. This is the only thing I guess that can be done. General Wainwright is a right guy, and we are willing to go on for him. But shells were dropping all night, faster than hell. Damage terrific. Too much for guys to take. Everyone is bawling like a baby. They are piling dead and wounded in our tunnel. The jig is up. Tell Joe, wherever he is, to give ’em hell for us. My love to you all. God bless you and keep you. Sign my name, and tell mother how you heard from me. Stand by.

			

			Then, silence.
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			CHAPTER 1

			Panama Jones and His Three Thousand Thieves

			First Lt. Bill Calhoun felt two rough hands shake him awake. The tropical sun was blinding as he opened his eyes and tried to focus on the massive shadow over him. Slowly, the grizzled, unshaven face of an Aussie bulldozer driver, wearing a broad smile, came into focus.

			“Merry Christmas, Yank,” the man said in his thick Australian accent.

			“Merry Christmas,” Calhoun muttered back, sitting up and rubbing his eyes.

			The Aussie moved on, and after a moment, Calhoun climbed out of his bedroll and stood in the morning brightness, lighting his first cigarette of the day. He was a lean young man, only twenty-two, with a thin mustache and wavy, thick dark hair. Despite his youth, he had a western gunfighter’s seasoned squint, and at times his mouth wore a mischievous smirk. Like millions of young American men, he was far from home, fighting a war that sprawled from one end of the planet to the other. But unlike most, he wore the jump boots of a paratrooper.

			All around him the forty paratroopers in his unit climbed out of bunkers and fighting positions to stretch stiff joints or light up their own smokes. Calhoun was their leader, in charge of F Company’s first platoon. The Aussie who had awoken him was part of a construction crew tasked with building an airfield on Mindoro Island, which the men of the 503rd Parachute Infantry Regiment had taken only days before. Mindoro’s expanse of flat sugarcane fields made it an ideal location from which to launch fighters, bombers, and transports in preparation for General MacArthur’s upcoming assault on Manila, which lay less than two hundred miles north.

			It was December 1944, and for the last two and a half years, American forces in the Pacific had been slowly island-hopping toward Tokyo. At first the war had gone well for Japan, with the seizure of the Philippines, as well as strategic islands that had been occupied by the Dutch and the British. But with a punishing defeat at the hands of the US Navy at Midway, Japan’s crusade had begun to sour, and General MacArthur’s victory in New Guinea had accelerated their crisis. Back in 1942, MacArthur had famously declared, in reference to the Philippines, “I shall return.” And now, as America was grinding into a fourth year of global war, US troops were indeed closing in on Manila. MacArthur’s plan was to begin the invasion of Luzon, where Manila was located, soon.

			Calhoun and his paratroopers of the 503rd had arrived on Mindoro not from the belly of a C-47 but across the ramp of an LCI, or Landing Craft, Infantry. They were met not by a well-armed and dug-in enemy force but by an uncontested beach. American patrols encountered only light resistance. After several days of stalking the island’s jungles, Calhoun got a new mission: defend the nascent airfield and Australian construction crew against any Japanese harassment that might emerge from the brush.

			Such an order was an insult for the paratroopers of the 503rd Parachute Infantry Regiment. It was bad enough that they had arrived in LCIs, like regular infantry. They didn’t see themselves as guards. They were combat troops, the very same men who had made the first combat parachute assault in the Pacific theater.

			They were the Airborne, for chrissakes.

			Airborne units were still new to the army. The Soviets had been the first to test parachute assaults, but the German attack on Crete in 1941, during which some twenty thousand German paratroopers dropped onto the Allied-held fortress and seized it in a brutal two-week battle, was the catalyst. It was the first large airborne invasion at the time, and though the Germans had suffered heavy losses, the success of their Fallschirmjäger reminded American generals that the United States badly needed their own airborne troops to be combat-ready. The US Army was already testing the concept. Soldiers from the Twenty-Ninth Infantry Division formed a test platoon of airborne infantry. It conducted the first US Army parachute jump from a B-18 over Lawson Army Airfield at Fort Benning, Georgia, in August 1940.

			Two years later, in November 1942, the 509th Parachute Infantry Regiment jumped into North Africa during Operation Torch. While the Eighty-Second Airborne Division and later the 101st Airborne Division stood up to fight in Europe, it was the 503rd Parachute Infantry Regiment that was sent to Australia in 1942 to act as General MacArthur’s strategic reserve. It was the only independent airborne regiment in the Pacific theater, adopting for its patch a wildcat parachuting from the sky baring its claws and its fangs.

			Before departing for the Pacific, paratroopers from B Company were ordered to Salt Lake City, Utah, in January 1942 to train on skis. Soon photographs of paratroopers on skis appeared in newspapers, with a caption about how the men were learning “to fight efficiently on sledded feet,” training they would never use in the Pacific. America’s war was in its infancy, and the training was a ruse meant to convince Adolf Hitler that the Americans were planning to invade Norway. Not long after the training, the 503rd was sent to Panama on its way to Australia.

			The 503rd made its first combat parachute jump in 1943. The assault on Nadzab, New Guinea, was an example of how an airborne operation was done, with one hitch: there were no Japanese in the area. The unit’s second jump, on Noemfoor in July 1944, was a disaster because the C-47 cargo planes dropped the paratroopers from too low.

			Calhoun joined the 503rd while the unit was in New Guinea, after the jump at Nadzab. He started as an assistant platoon leader before his platoon leader was transferred back to the rear base in Australia. He took command of F Company’s first platoon and saw his first combat action during operations on Noemfoor, an island off the northern coast of New Guinea. The paratroopers were called in after the initial assault to help mop up Japanese resistance.

			One day, Calhoun led his platoon into a jungle flanked by two ridges. After clearing the valley of Japanese, Calhoun and his platoon sergeant climbed to the top of one of the ridges to collect the third squad, which was dug in covering the rest of the platoon. The ridge was steep, with a crown of heavy brush, vines, and small trees. The brush was dense, making movement tricky. Calhoun fought through the undergrowth for a couple hundred feet, hacking a corridor for his platoon sergeant to follow. It was so thick, Calhoun figured there was little chance of there being any Japanese hiding nearby.

			Then a shot rang out.

			A jolt of pain shot up Calhoun’s body. His right calf was on fire. The gunfire was so close, he felt the heat from the muzzle blast on his skin. He staggered back and his right leg collapsed. Calhoun fell to the ground.

			Another shot rang out.

			The bullet passed his face near his right eyebrow.

			Calhoun rolled onto his stomach. The platoon sergeant heard the shot and moved back into the brush for cover.

			“You OK?” Calhoun yelled back to his platoon sergeant.

			“Yes,” the sergeant said. “What happened?”

			“Jap up ahead,” Calhoun said. “I’m hit. I’m going back to the platoon. You go get third squad.”

			Calhoun crawled back through the hole in the brush. He made it back to the clearing, where his platoon waited. Second Lt. Emory Ball, his assistant platoon leader, met him halfway down the ridge with several other paratroopers. The medic cut away the back of Calhoun’s pants near his buttocks.

			“You’re in the wrong place,” Calhoun said. “It’s my calf.”

			The medic ignored him. Calhoun said it again. Finally, the medic scolded him.

			“Dammit, Lieutenant, I can see.”

			Nearby, paratroopers were building a litter. When Calhoun spotted it, he shook his head.

			“You’re not carrying me,” he said. “I’m walking.”

			Calhoun stood up, took a step, and his right leg failed. He fell on his face. He didn’t argue about the litter after that. The medic gave him morphine for the pain. As the platoon moved out, they heard firing. Another patrol spotted the Japanese soldier who had shot Calhoun coming down the ridge and killed him.

			Col. George Jones’s own launch evacuated Calhoun to a nearby hospital. On the boat, Jones, the normally taciturn commander of the 503rd, quipped, “You must have wanted a Purple Heart pretty bad to give up a piece of ass to get it.”

			At the hospital, doctors told Calhoun the bullet had entered his right buttock near the hip joint, grazed his sciatic nerve, and exited an inch from his spine. While he recovered, Calhoun found out that he had indeed earned a Purple Heart. The award was given to all soldiers wounded in combat. But Calhoun saw the award as validation—he was a combat veteran now.

			

			
				—
			

			
			On Mindoro, the soldiers of the 503rd endured their guard duty, waiting for their next combat mission. The only excitement came when General MacArthur gifted the outfit a shipment of frozen turkeys. Calhoun’s platoon gleefully built roaring fires and roasted the big birds on spits, turning them for hours. Just after noon, a large spread was set and the paratroopers moved down the line, filling their plates with meat. Calhoun savored each bite because it reminded him of home.

			The paratroopers were free the rest of the day.

			F Company had never been into nearby San Jose, and Calhoun followed the others into town. It was made up of frame houses, built near a three-story sugar refinery with a tower. The paratroopers congregated near the center of town and gave out pieces of hard candy to kids. Calhoun watched as each child received one piece. Most got back in line. No one stopped them—they’d suffered enough under Japanese occupation. The candy was a small reward for years of inhumane treatment.

			After the New Year, with the threat of a Japanese counterattack on Mindoro over, the 503rd moved out of their defensive positions. They set up a camp with pyramidal tents in the sun-drenched valley of the Bugsanga River bottom. About three thousand men lived at the camp while Australian construction crews finished the airfields.

			The 503rd had a reputation for “liberating” equipment and supplies from other units. The paratroopers noticed other units had refrigeration trucks and base headquarters had beer stacked up on pallets nearby. The paratroopers wanted the same.

			When a general commands a division, he sees that his troops get supplies like fresh food, new equipment, and uniforms. The 503rd had no general. Their thirty-one-year-old commander, George Jones, was only a colonel. A member of the 1935 class of West Point, Jones used to joke that he had graduated in the 93rd percentile—if you looked at the rankings from the bottom up. He had been commissioned in the infantry, and after serving in various units he volunteered for the Airborne soon after parachute school at Fort Benning. He was the thirty-first officer to qualify as a paratrooper.

			After earning his wings, the badge awarded to all soldiers who complete jump training, Jones was stationed in the Panama Canal Zone, first as a company commander and then taking full command of the 501st Parachute Battalion, one of the army’s first airborne units. That assignment had earned him the nickname “Panama Jones.” He was also called “the Warden” after he caught several junior officers sneaking beer on the ship from Panama to Australia and confined them to their staterooms.

			After the United States declared war, the 501st was absorbed by the 503rd on its way to Australia. As a lieutenant colonel, Jones served as the regimental executive officer until after the Nadzab mission in 1943, when the first commander, Col. Kenneth Kinsler, committed suicide. Jones was bumped up to full-bird colonel and assumed command before the landings on Mindoro. A professional soldier, he drew a distinction between the citizen soldiers who made up most of his ranks and the career officers.

			Since Jones wasn’t a general, the 503rd was low on the priority list when it came to supplies and amenities. Jones may have lacked the clout of a general, but he was persistent enough to get the cigarettes he wanted. He preferred Chesterfields, but when he got ration packs with lesser brands, he asked his subordinate officers to trade him their Chesterfields. As he outranked them, the officers wouldn’t refuse.

			With no aboveboard means of getting what they needed and wanted, the paratroopers became experts in requisitioning. That’s the reason the unit was nicknamed “Panama Jones and His Three Thousand Thieves.” They’d looted the surrounding bases in New Guinea, and on Mindoro, as soon as the threat of Japanese attacks passed, they started in on their neighboring camps. It wasn’t uncommon for a soldier to lose a jeep when men from the 503rd were around. Once the paratroopers acquired a vehicle, a new serial number found its way onto the left-side frame rail behind the front bumper on the driver’s side, and the jeep was theirs. Few mastered the art of procurement better than Calhoun’s good friend First Lt. Edward Flash.

			Flash, formerly a platoon sergeant in the 503rd’s G Company, had graduated from the US Army Officer Candidate School in Brisbane and was assigned as the second-platoon leader in F Company. In New Guinea, he displayed his new leadership chops by pulling off some great capers. When the 503rd camp was issued a 220-volt generator, Flash needed 220-volt bulbs to light their tents. The bulbs were stored in a canvas tent surrounded by a wood fence and protected by a watchful Australian supply sergeant, who refused to give them over without the proper requisition papers. Flash knew he couldn’t get the right signatures, at least without headaches. Instead, he grabbed Calhoun and asked him to go in and talk with the supply sergeant. Make nice, keep him distracted, Flash told him.

			Calhoun went in and stopped at the supply sergeant’s desk. He knew his mission, and asked for “blue goose” ammo—incendiary bullets—for F Company’s machine guns. The Australians had planes with .30-caliber machine guns, which was the same caliber as the paratroopers’ light machine guns, but Calhoun was pretty sure the sergeant didn’t have the ammunition, which was likely stored in a different supply tent.

			“You have to requisition the ordnance supply at Dobodura,” the supply sergeant told Calhoun, who smiled and played dumb.

			“How do you get there?”

			While the sergeant gave Calhoun directions, Flash walked past, avoiding eye contact with the sergeant at the desk, and disappeared into the rows of supplies. The sergeant hadn’t noticed him enter. Moments later, Flash came out carrying a box of bulbs. The sergeant looked up as Flash passed by.

			“Stop!” the sergeant barked. “Hey, you there! Stop!”

			Flash ignored him and walked to his jeep parked outside. He put the box in the back and drove off without a backward glance. The sergeant looked at Calhoun, who just shrugged.

			“Thanks for the directions,” he said, and walked out of the tent.

			Calhoun strode down the road until he was out of sight of the supply tent. He found Flash waiting with the jeep and a smirk.

			Mission accomplished.

			By the time the paratroopers left New Guinea, their camp was comfortable and well stocked. On Mindoro, the 503rd were back to square one. Provided with just the essentials—tents and cots—the paratroopers set out to improve their living conditions. One of the first tasks was to procure storage racks to keep gear off the ground and to dry it after long patrols in the nearby jungles. When Flash spotted a pile of lumber earmarked to make flooring for tents at a military police battalion’s camp, the paratroopers backed a stolen truck up to the lumber pile and loaded it up.

			With no mission to prepare for, the paratroopers were forced to live in garrison. That meant seemingly endless hours of guard duty, with nothing to look forward to besides meals and an occasional movie. When there wasn’t work to be done, the nearby town offered paratroopers things that camp couldn’t—namely, girls. As long as a paratrooper was present at roll call at the end of the day and the following morning, no one much cared where he went at night. It wasn’t long before a worn path appeared between the camp and the town.

			As the days passed, the 503rd’s only enemy was boredom. So, when a sergeant came looking for truck drivers, Pfc. Anthony Lopez, a short Hispanic kid from Colorado with thick black hair, jumped at the chance to finally do something.

			He’d learned how to drive trucks before he joined the army. The youngest of five brothers, Lopez had grown up without a father, but in the army he found a new family. He graduated from high school in April 1943 and enlisted in the military. He did it in part because it was expected. It was World War II and young men were expected to serve.

			But most of all, the army was a steady job.

			Soldiering agreed with him. He liked the marching and working out, and learned on the range he was a deadly shot, earning 195 points out of a possible 200 on his marksmanship test. The score was a training-battalion record at the time.

			When an Airborne recruiter came to his camp during basic training offering fifty dollars extra for jump pay, Lopez signed up. He went to airborne school at Fort Benning and was assigned to F Company, 503rd Parachute Infantry Regiment. He joined the unit in Brisbane, Australia, in July 1944 and made the combat jump on Noemfoor Island soon after. By the time he was stuck in the monotony of garrison duty on Mindoro, he was an assistant squad leader in F Company’s second platoon.

			The sergeant took Lopez down to the docks and got him behind the wheel of a deuce-and-a-half truck. Putting it into gear, Lopez backed it down to the jetty, where landing craft were ferrying in supplies.

			The loaders didn’t ask Lopez any questions. They filled his truck with the next load and handed him the manifest with the destinations. Lopez followed the dirt roads that crisscrossed the river bottom and dropped the supplies at the different tent cities that housed the myriad American units island-hopping north toward Japan. For two weeks, Lopez delivered supplies. One afternoon when he was off duty down by the beach, his friend George Pierce pulled him aside.

			“Why don’t we grab a truck?” Pierce said. “We’ll just back in there. They don’t ask you nothing. They just load your truck, give you the manifest, and you’re on your way.”

			“Where can we get a truck?” Lopez said.

			“Well, there’s a bunch of Aussies over here,” Pierce said, pointing to a camp near the jetty. “They’ve got trucks.”

			They walked over to the Australian camp and found some soldiers in the motor pool.

			“You guys have a truck we can borrow?” Pierce asked. “We’ve got to take a load of stuff to the company.”

			“Sure, mate,” one of the Australian soldiers said. “Take it. Take it. Just bring it back.”

			Lopez and Pierce climbed in, and they drove the truck down to the jetty. Lopez backed it up to the loading area and in a few minutes, it was full of supplies. A sergeant handed Pierce the manifest and he signed it with an X on the signature line. Lopez put the truck in gear and it rumbled down the dirt road to the 503rd’s area.

			The paratroopers cheered when Lopez pulled the truck into F Company’s camp. They swarmed the back, pulling out boxes of coffee, square cans of chicken, apples, flour, sugar, and milk. The company took half of the supplies, and Lopez donated the other half to the Australians when he returned the truck.

			Back at camp, Lopez was met with confused faces. The paratroopers inventoried their loot, but they weren’t sure what to do with some of it. Rummaging through a pile of cans and boxes, he found flour and canned apples, and thought of his mother.

			“Hey, do you guys want to have some apple pie?” Lopez said.

			“Where are we going to get pie?” one paratrooper said.

			“Well, we’ve got canned apples there,” Lopez said, pointing to the ingredients. “We’ve got those great big pans. We can cut them square and have a square baking pan.”

			Pierce laughed and said, “You know how to make pies?”

			“Yeah, I do,” Lopez said.

			He had learned how to cook by watching his mother. She worked as a seamstress in a jeans factory during the day and as a cook at a Mexican restaurant at night to make ends meet. He’d join her in the kitchen to help, and picked up a few skills.

			Lopez’s platoon mates were skeptical, but followed his directions. F Company was camped in a dried canal bed with five-foot-tall sidewalls. The paratroopers dug out an “oven” in one of the sides. While Lopez mixed lard, flour, and baking powder, the other paratroopers gathered wood and heated the oven.

			Lopez laid the crust into the square pans and then filled it with canned apples and sugar. He covered the top with dough and a layer of sugar. He had enough ingredients for a couple of pies.

			As the pies baked in the dugout oven, Flash, Lopez’s platoon leader, and First Lt. Bill Bailey, F Company’s commander, smelled the familiar aroma as they walked by. Lopez and the others waved the officers over.

			“Hey, you guys, you want some pie?”

			“Oh sure, yeah,” Flash said, taking a cup of coffee and a slice of pie. “You bet.”

			For a few bites, the war came second to the most American of pies. When the last one was baked, Lopez was treated like a hero. The pies were a hit. He did such a good job his friends begged him to join the mess hall as a cook.

			Lopez refused.

			“No,” he said. “I’m no cook.”

			With the exception of Lopez’s apple pie, the food in camp was dull. Army cooks prepared everything from a can, with little seasoning. The only redeeming quality was that it was hot. Sick and tired of the bland chow, Pvt. Chet Nycum, G Company’s lead scout, organized a hunting party looking for fresh meat.

			It was a job that suited him, for Nycum was a man at home in the wilderness. When the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor back in 1941, Nycum, already serving in the army, was on leave, hunting deer in Pennsylvania. He was working as an X-ray technician at the Fort Meade hospital in Maryland when one day a friend showed him a notice from the bulletin board calling for volunteers to join the parachute troops. Both Nycum and his friend requested a transfer, but Nycum was married and the parachute regiment didn’t take married men without a waiver from their wife. Nycum’s wife, Margaret, reluctantly signed, and his transfer was approved.

			He went to Fort Benning for basic training with the 501st Parachute Battalion. After completing the required five jumps, Nycum got his wings and headed to Fort Bragg, North Carolina, for advanced training. He was part of the first full regiment of paratroopers in the US Army before being transferred to the 503rd. After joining the unit, he fought in New Guinea, making a combat jump at Noemfoor before landing in Mindoro.

			As a scout, Nycum typically carried a Thompson submachine gun, so before leaving for the hunt he borrowed a semiautomatic M1 Garand, which was better suited for taking down an animal. Or so he assumed. He took his Thompson submachine gun along just in case. The hunting party liberated a truck and went out looking for carabao, a water buffalo native to the Philippines.

			After scouring the grasslands that made up most of the island, the paratroopers camped near a river. Using grenades, they killed a mess of fresh fish for dinner. The explosions attracted an elderly Filipino man who lived nearby. He asked the paratroopers for their discarded fish heads, which he cooked up with his rice. Nycum and the others asked the man if he’d seen any carabao. He pointed over a hill and explained in broken English and hand gestures that a bull took over his herd and attacked him whenever he came near. The next day, the elderly Filipino returned to the camp and led the paratroopers to the bull.

			Carabao are massive animals with thick, curved horns and round, stout bodies. An apron of flesh hung from the bull’s neck. The paratroopers pulled the truck parallel to the river and walked over to the bull, which was in the water staring at the approaching men.

			“Let him have the first shot,” one of the paratroopers said, and handed the elderly Filipino an M1 Garand.

			The man shouldered the rifle and fired. The bullet hit the bull in the apron, but the beast didn’t go down. The bullet just pissed it off. The bull raised its head and zeroed in on the group of men. It snorted and stomped and pawed its hooves. The paratroopers and the elderly Filipino backed away until their backs were against the truck.

			Then the bull charged.

			The paratroopers opened fire. Nycum watched his eight-round clip eject from the M1 and turned back to the truck. All around him the paratroopers kept firing as the bull closed on them. Nycum snatched his Thompson submachine gun.

			The bull was at point-blank range as Nycum pulled the trigger. The Thompson unleashed a stream of bullets. Nycum kept the trigger squeezed until he heard only a click. Just as the magazine was spent, the bull fell. Another two feet, and it would have gored him.

			Lowering the smoking submachine gun, Nycum noticed the hide from the bull’s skull was missing from where the .45-caliber bullets had bounced off the bone. Nycum dubbed it the “banzai bull,” after the frontal charges used by Japanese troops. One of the paratroopers volunteered to remove the guts. Driving his trench knife into the underbelly, he cut the length of the bull’s belly, spilling the intestines and other organs onto the grass.

			The smell was unbearable.

			Nycum and the others covered their faces with kerchiefs. Nycum laughed when he saw everyone. The paratroopers looked like bandits in a western movie. After the bull was dressed, the paratroopers took the hindquarters and loaded them into the truck. The rest was left with the elderly Filipino.

			Back at camp, the great hunters delivered the meat to the cooks for dinner. After cleaning up, Nycum and the others arrived at the mess tent with their mouths watering. Getting a slab of meat, they sat at the table ready to devour their prize when all around him Nycum heard grumbling.

			One bite and Nycum understood.

			The meat was tough.

			Nycum chewed his piece and sucked out the juices before discarding the pulp. There wasn’t a set of human teeth that could cut through it, he thought. But even though dinner was a failure, the hunt had broken up the boredom of garrison life. The next time Nycum would fire his weapon, he’d be doing it in combat.
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			CHAPTER 2

			Field Order Number 9

			Colonel Jones peered through the Plexiglas nose of a B-25 bomber.

			Strapped into the machine gunner’s seat, he could see the island of Corregidor coming into view. From the air, it looked like a massive tadpole swimming out to sea. All around him the aircrew prepared to attack targets on the Bataan Peninsula, but Jones was focused on the “head” of the tadpole, dubbed Topside, as it slipped underneath the bomber’s wings. The pilot made a couple of low runs over the island as Jones searched for suitable landing fields for his paratroopers.

			The day before, a courier from Gen. Walter Krueger’s headquarters had arrived at the 503rd’s camp on Mindoro with a sealed pouch. Inside, Jones found a written order naming him the commander of “Rock Force,” consisting of the 503rd and the Third Battalion of the Thirty-Fourth Infantry Regiment from the Twenty-Fourth Infantry Division. The force was tapped to retake Corregidor.

			After receiving the order, Jones left Mindoro for the Sixth Army headquarters in Gerona, a small town on the highway and railroad line north of Manila. He arrived on an olive-drab single-engine army observation plane and found the headquarters in a makeshift building in town. Lt. Col. Jack Tolson, his former regimental executive officer now working operations for the Sixth Army, met him at the headquarters.

			The upcoming invasion of Japan would require Manila to be the main logistical base. Anything shipped to Manila would pass the guns on Corregidor and negotiate the
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